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Viability of Saudi
Arabian agriculture

Robert E. Looney

During the 1970s and 1980s, the
Saudi Arabian government has paid
more attention to the country's agri­
cultural sector than in the past, in­
creasing expenditure and loans to
farmers. Spectacular increases in out­
put have resulted. This Viewpoint
highlights some of the features which
characterize Saudi agricultural de­
velopment, particularly in relation to
private v public-sector expenditure.
The author concludes that the rapid
expansion cannot continue, and that
the opportunity for the country to
achieve a viable agricultural sector
has passed.
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The geography, climate and topogra­
phy of Saudi Arabia have perhaps
their greatest impact on the country's
agriculture. It is in this sphere that
such elements as frequent droughts,
sudden changes in winter and summer
temperatures, windstorms and water
shortages are directly responsible for
limiting both the maximum area under
cultivation and the varieties of product
produced in commercial quantities. In
addition to these difficulties, the very
poor and saline soil imposes con­
straints on agricultural development
to a degree not encountered by other
countries.

This bleak picture is corroborated
by the fact that, of the 220 million
hectares of land in Saudi Arabia, only
4.5 million hectares are arable. furth­
ermore, only 525000 hectares were
under cultivation in 1981: little over
one-tenth of the arable land. The
major reison is the inadequacies in
necessary agricultural infrastructure,
including dams, irrigation and drain­
age networks, water wells and exten­
sive road systems linking agricultural
areas with their markets. I

Historically, the sector has received
scant attention from the authorities.
In large part this stemmed from the
belief that:

• Saudi Arabia's national compara­
tive advantage was not in agricul­
ture, and

• Relatively cheap food could al­
ways be bought from the world's

surplus countries against exports
of higher valued hydrocarbon
products.

Three events in the lQ79s. however,
made the planners pay more attention
to the agricultural sector in the Second
and especially Third Plan periods:

• The emerging worldwide food
shortage.

• The emergence of veiled threats
of food embargoes by the major
supplying countries (presumably
to counter oil price increases).

• The more sobering realization
that industralization in the king­
dom will not be adequate to
provide sufficient jobs to employ
a rapidly growing Saudi work­
force.

Clearly the increase in oil revenue
after 1973/74 facilitated increased
allocations to the sector. During the
Second Plan (1975-80). for example.
the Saudi government budgeted and
spent approximately $9.0 billion in
current prices on agricultural and re­
lated water programmes. In addition.
the Saudi Arabian Agricultural Bank
(SAAB). the government's main con­
duit to farmers for loans and subsidies.
disbursed another $1.0 billion during
this period.

During the Second Plan. the real
value of the agricultural sector in the
kingdom's Gross Domestic Product
(GOP) increased at 5.4% per annum.
surpassing the 4% per annum growth
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