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abstract: In 2016, Qatar ranked first worldwide in terms of per capita GDP. This is due to its huge hy-
drocarbon reserves and to the small size of its resident population (2.5 million in June 2017). Exploiting 
the hydrocarbon resources and channelling them into ambitious development policies required massive 
imports of foreign labour. The country’s total population has grown seven-fold since the mid-1980s; 
moreover, foreign nationals made up an estimated 91 per cent of all residents (aged 15 and above) and up 
to 95 per cent of all employed population in 2015. The awarding of the 2022 FIFA World Cup to Qatar 
in December 2010 turned the spotlight on the country’s dilemma regarding the “number vs. rights trade-
off ” issue: Qatar has one of the most constraining kafala systems in the region, which underwent only 
minor changes in a reform enacted in December 2016. Paradoxically, demographic data also indicate that 
a growing share of foreigners live with their families and give birth in the country. Among these may be 
Syrian nationals who have come to the country since 2011. As of 2017, foreign population growth rates 
have started decelerating, as past infrastructural projects achieved completion, new migration policies that 
privilege skills over number are initiated, and political uncertainty looms.

Keywords: Qatar; Foreign Population; National Population; Nationals and Foreign Labour; Migration 
Policy; Statistics; Labour Camp; Human Rights, Sponsorship; Family Reunification; Second Generation.

Demography, Migration, and Labour  
Market in Qatar*

Françoise De Bel-Air

I   n 2016, Qatar ranked first worldwide in terms of per capita GDP, with $129,726 per resident.1 This 
is due, first, to its huge hydrocarbon resources: the country has the third largest natural gas reserves 
worldwide as well as sizable oil reserves; it is also the top producer and exporter of liquefied natural 

gas (LNG) in the world. Second, reaching such a level of individual wealth is made possible by the 
modest size of the country’s total population: 2.5 million in June 2017. 

* This is a fully revised version of the paper (updated till June 2017) that was published by the same 
author with the same title as GLMM - EN - No. 8/2014.



Françoise De Bel-Air

Gulf  Labour Markets and Migration4

When the exploitation of Qatar’s oilfields started in 1949, the country had hardly 16,000 inhabitants, 
down from about 27,000 as recorded half a century earlier in 1908.2 The collapse of the traditional 
economy based on pearl trade in the 1920s, and economic and political tensions with Bahrain in the 
1930s had dispersed Qatar’s elusive and mobile population –  local semi-nomad and nomad Bedouin 
groups, fishermen, merchant families with slaves, and a few thousand Persian origin people, some of 
them Shiites and the others Sunni Arabs (the hawla). Qatar’s ruling family and the British Protectorate 
authorities who set up the oil sector resorted to importing workers from the Indian subcontinent and 
from the Arab Middle East, due to the local manpower’s low level of literacy and industrial skills. In 
1970, shortly before Qatar gained independence (in 1971), the first census was conducted. It estimated 
the total population at 111,113, of which 45,039 were Qataris and 66,094 foreigners. This was the 
first and last time that population estimates for nationals and non-nationals would be disclosed in the 
country. 

Indeed, the small size of the national population, even if it has been expanded to include some 
naturalised families from Iran and the Arab Middle East, is considered a great challenge in Qatar. It can 
be argued that the oil rent guaranteed each of the few Qatari citizens a high standard of living, protection 
and security such as free health care, housing grants, subsidised utilities and education to university level. 
Expenditure per student in education, for example, was one of the highest in the world in the 2010s3 and 
Qatar stands high in the Human Development Index rankings (0.856, the top one in the Arab region, 
ranking 33rd worldwide in 2015).4 However, fulfilling the rulers’ ambitions to modernise the country’s 
institutions and infrastructure to a world-class level, and more generally, investing the huge hydrocarbon 
revenues, requires equally huge numbers of foreign manpower, too large to ever be fully replaced by the 
small numbers of Qataris. Therefore, in the view of many Qatari citizens, the high population imbalance 
is not so much a blessing (many foreign workers cater for the needs of the few nationals) as a curse 
(Qatari identity, constructed after independence, is under considerable strain).5  

This dilemma has deepened since 2003. The increase in hydrocarbon prices spurred a hike in 
production and attracted growing amounts of FDI into the country until the 2008 financial crisis. Qatar’s 
economic growth rate shot up to 15 per cent yearly during the period,6 as infrastructure investments 
boomed, in real estate, tourism, and in education. Qatar Foundation’s Education City for example, hosts 
branches of several prominent US universities.7 Yet, the tremendous rise in immigration rates since the 
2000s is mostly due to the massive inflow of low-skilled, Asian construction workers. The awarding of 
the 2022 FIFA World Cup to Qatar in December 2010 and the debates surrounding this event which 
pointed to abuses of unskilled foreign labourers8 on the country’s building sites actually underlined 
Qatar’s dilemma. Qatar has one of the most constraining kafala systems in the region and no category 
of expatriates is exempted from Qatari sponsorship.9 And yet, a survey conducted in 2010 showed that 
citizens felt sponsorship laws needed to be even stricter.10 The “number vs. rights trade-off ”11 is indeed 
at work in Qatar, whereby the bigger the expatriate population, and especially “blue collars” among them, 
the less rights they are likely to be granted.

Qatar was thus faced with two choices. The first was to limit the numbers while increasing foreign 
workers’ rights; the second was to sustain high levels of immigration while at the same time loosening 
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the demographic imbalance between nationals and foreigners, through blurring the distinctions of status 
and identity separating the two parties.

Until mid-May 2014, the first option seemed to be the favoured policy target. In Qatar’s National 
Vision 2030, the master plan for Qatar’s development planning launched in 2008, two of the five main 
challenges to address were: “Modernisation and the preservation of tradition” and “the size and quality 
of the expatriate labour force and the selected path of development.” The Qatar Population Policy passed 
in 2009 tackled both, first, by promoting higher fertility rates among Qataris and second, through 
advocating for “improving recruitment policies in line with a knowledge-based economy” (i.e., limit 
the recruitment of unskilled labourers and substitute technology to number).12 This seemed in line with 
official announcements made for several months, which promised substantial reforms to the country’s 
labour and migration policies. It was expected that the sponsorship rule, which conditions exit from the 
territory and change of employer to the sponsor’s consent, would undergo substantial revisions or even 
be cancelled altogether. However, Law No. 21 of 2015, enacted in December 2016 and partly amended 
by Law No. 1 of 2017,13 only brought minor changes to the rule (Zahra 2015).14 The kafala and the exit 
permits were not abolished as was hoped. 

To date, the new Population Policy 2017-2022 announced late 2016 by the Ministry of Development 
Planning and Statistics (MDPS) and the Permanent Population Committee aim to strengthen previous 
policy orientations: increasing the number of nationals, supporting orientation towards a knowledge 
economy and controlling the recruitment of expatriate workers.15 The resident population was indeed 
expected to start decreasing by mid-2017, due, first, to the near-completion of major infrastructure 
projects and second, to the layoffs following an economic slump. Reduced revenues from oil and gas, in 
a country highly dependent on these resources,16 resulted in budget cuts. These had an impact on the 
state’s population, which stood at 2,545,820 in June 2017, down from 2,700,539 one month before. 
A number of layoffs and staff reductions have taken place across the private and public sectors since 
2015-2016: in companies and energy firms, as well as in public bodies (universities, research centers and 
cultural institutions, hospitals, etc.),17 and more recently in the Qatar Foundation, a state-owned non-
profit body.18 Regional political tensions, additionally, may have a further impact on migrants in Qatar. 
Since three Gulf States and Egypt cut ties with Qatar and imposed a land, sea, and air blockade on June 
5, 2017, many expatriates, including Egyptians, fear for their future in the country.19  

INWarD MIGratIoN
Stocks
In June 2017, Qatar’s total population stood at 2,545,820, up from an estimated 373,392 in 1986.20 The 
country’s population thus grew sevenfold in a thirty-year span, at an average rate of 6.4 per cent yearly.21 
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Figure 1: Evolution of Qatar’s population and growth rate (1986-2017)

Growth rates rose after 2003 to peak at an amazing 17.3 per cent in 2008, before sinking as an 
effect of the financial crisis. Numbers picked up again in 2012-2015, due to the start of the massive rise 
in workers’ recruitment to fuel the country’s infrastructure development projects, in line with the Qatar 
2030 master plan and, especially, following the awarding of the 2022 Football World Cup bid to Qatar. 
Between the two censuses of 2010 and 2015, the country’s total population increased by 35 per cent, 
from 1,699,435 to 2,404,774. In particular, the stocks of males in the country, mostly foreign labourers, 
resumed their spectacular increase already observed over the period 2003-2008. Since 2016, however, 
the growth in Qatar’s population has been at a much slower pace, for the reasons stated earlier. First, 
declining oil and gas revenues led to budget cuts and layoffs; second, the near-completion of major 
construction projects slowed down the inflows of new workers. The Ministry of Development Planning 
and Statistics indeed forecasted that population numbers would peak at the beginning of 2017 and start 
declining in the first half of the year. 22  

As mentioned previously, Qatari authorities only publish aggregate figures of the resident population 
(Qataris and non-Qataris together), and conceal data for total national and non-national populations. 
Figures disaggregated by nationality (Qataris/non-Qataris) are available for the population aged 15 and 
above only.23  However, other sources allow indirect estimates of the unpublished numbers of Qataris 
and / or non-Qataris below that age.24  In 2010, non-Qataris numbered 1,456,362 or 85.7 per cent of 
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the total resident population of 1,699,435, a significant increase from previous decades (Figure 2).25  
Between 2004 and 2010, the Qatari population thus grew at a rate of 3.9 per cent annually, while non-
Qataris’ rate of growth reached 14.6 per cent on average over the period, a very high figure. During the 
period 2010-2015, it can be estimated that the foreign population grew by 7.3 per cent annually on 
average. Foreign residents reached an estimated number of 2,096,587, while Qataris numbered around 
306,187 at the time of the last census in April 2015. Foreign residents thus made up 87.3 per cent of the 
total population, up from 85.7 per cent five years earlier.26  

Figure 2: Qatar’s total population and estimates of the proportion of non-nationals  
in census years (1970-2015)

Qatar’s foreign population is heavily distorted demographically. Men outnumber women by almost 
1 to 5 (sex ratio for the population aged 15 and above reached 483 males for 100 women in early 2017) 
and those in working age groups (15 to 64 years) made up 74.4 and 92.3 per cent of foreign women 
and men, respectively, in 2015.27 On average, this population is relatively less educated (62 per cent 
have below secondary level education) if compared to the Qatari nationals (33 per cent only at similar 
education levels). Still, 16 per cent of non-nationals held a university degree (as compared to 33 per cent 
of Qataris) in 2015.28  

At first sight, Qatar also displays an amazing pattern of spatial segregation of its expatriate 
population: the share of those living in labour camps,29 presumably non-nationals, went markedly up 
starting 2004 (Figure 3). In 2015, the clear majority of Qatar’s population (60 per cent or 1,442,882 
persons) actually dwelt in this type of housing.30 This segregation is particularly acute for men: 74 per 
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cent of them lived in labour camps that year. Between 2010 and 2015, the population of camps gained 
443,288 more males. It also gained 81,444 females, a 6.7-fold increase from 2010. The share of women 
living in camps reached 16.3 per cent of all resident females in 2015, perhaps a sign of the expansion 
of the retail and services sectors, whereas most males are probably construction workers.31 As of 2010, 
census results indicated that labour camps hosted a relatively young (average age: 34 years) and less 
educated population than the non-nationals as a whole: 73.5 per cent had a primary school education 
level or less while 5 per cent held a university degree. 32  

Figure 3: proportion of Qatar’s total population living in labour camps,  
by sex (1997; 2004; 2010 and 2015)

 This emphasises the spectacular levels of economic growth experienced in Qatar over the 2000s 
and 2010s, which gave an impetus to the import of foreign labourers. In the first quarter of 2017, out of 
a 2,108,881 strong labour force, 2,006,605 were non-nationals. Of those, 2,004,114 were employed, or 
95.1 per cent of the total employed population, which is higher than in any other GCC state.33 Within 
the foreign employed population, men outnumber women by 1 to 7.

Public wealth allows for a large public sector34 in the country, which employed 80 per cent of the 
economically active Qataris in 2015. By contrast, 81 per cent of all economically active non-nationals were 
involved in the private sector that year. Non-Qataris made up 99 per cent and 64 per cent, respectively, 
of the private and public sectors’ manpower, due to their overwhelming share in the country’s total 
workforce.35 
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Non-nationals, in effect, numerically dominate every occupation level (from 83 per cent of the 
highly-skilled to 99 per cent of those in unskilled positions).36 Yet, the bulk of the foreign labourers (71 
per cent, and 73 per cent of males alone) remained clustered in the lowest occupation categories. Among 
Qataris, by contrast, 80 per cent were in “white collar” positions, from managers to clerks (92 per cent 
of females and 73 per cent of males) as of 2015. Another 7 per cent held trade- and services-related 
professions.37  

As regards activity sectors, 51 per cent of Qataris (61 per cent of males and 34 per cent of females), 
worked in “public administration and defence” in 2015; besides, many of the female citizens were employed 
in education (28 per cent). For expatriates, the construction sector stood out by far as the main employer. 
In 2006, 125,000 workers were recorded in that sector, a quarter of all employed foreign nationals. Three 
years later, in 2009, recruitment in this activity had more than quadrupled and was peaking at 558,000 
workers, or 47 per cent of the total foreign workforce. In 2015, the sector still employed 42.2 per cent 
of all foreign labourers and, as shown in Figure 4, had reached another high, a six-fold increase in nine 
years. This is probably a sign of the construction fever ahead of the 2022 World Cup. The number of 
workers in domestic services and manufacturing doubled during the years 2006-2015. The numbers 
of foreigners employed in education and in retail trade more than trebled, which confirms the recent 
orientation of Qatar’s economy towards higher value-added and commercial activities.38  

Figure 4: Foreign labourers by activity (Qatar, 2006-2015, selected activities)
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It is worth mentioning that female expatriates display a more contrasted employment pattern than 
males. Most of them (46 per cent) were recorded in the domestic sector in 2015, but 31 per cent of them 
were in “white collar” occupations, from clerks to managers (men: 16 per cent). Twenty-four per cent 
were highly skilled (men: 13 per cent). Besides domestic services, indeed, as of 2015 women expatriates 
were mostly employed in retail trade, as well as in education (11 per cent each). 

Most recent estimates of expatriates by country of citizenship39 (Table 1) indicate that Asians, 
and Indians among them, largely outnumber other expatriate communities in Qatar, like in the other 
GCC states. As of 2015-2016, Indians were the largest group of foreign citizens in the country with 
an estimated 650,000 residents, 25 per cent of the resident population as a whole,40  and around 31 
per cent of the total estimated foreign population.41 The four largest national groups (India, Nepal, 
Bangladesh and the Philippines), together constituted almost three quarters of all foreigners in Qatar. 
The Egyptians are the largest Arab national group; yet, estimated at around 200,000, they made up 
less than 10 per cent of all foreigners and 8.6 per cent of the total population. Syrians are estimated to 
number around 54,000, which includes newly arrived Syrian refugees.42 The other Arab nationalities 
(Sudanese, Lebanese, Jordanians, Tunisians, and Palestinians) make up between 20,000 and 50,000 
persons. It is also interesting to note that nationals from African countries started migrating to the GCC 
in increasing numbers, for employment in the domestic sector (female Ethiopians, as well as Ugandans 
and Tanzanians, for instance), and in the construction and in the services sector (Kenyans, Ghaneans, 
Eritreans). The growing turn to African countries to supplement Asian domestics or construction 
labourers, for instance, points to the policies of workforce diversification practiced in Qatar and in the 
rest of the region, which aim to attract cheaper manpower and deflect origin countries or human rights 
defenders’ actions to enforce migrants’ rights.43  

table 1: Some estimates of foreign residents in Qatar by country of citizenship  
(selected countries), c. 2015-2016  

Country/region of ci�zenship
Es�mates (total 

popula�on)
% of total 

popula�on
India 6,50,000 25.0
Nepal 3,50,000 13.5
Bangladesh 2,80,000 10.8
Philippines 2,60,000 10.0
Egypt 2,00,000 8.6
Sri Lanka 1,45,256 5.6
Pakistan 1,25,000 4.8
Syria 54,000 2.2
Sudan 50,000 2.1
Indonesia 43,000 1.8
Jordan 40,000 1.7
Iran 30,000 1.5
Lebanon 24,000 0.9
Ethiopia 22,000 0.9
Tunisia 20,000 0.8
Pales�ne 20,000 0.8
Kenya 14,000 0.5
Eritrea 10,000 0.4
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Indians, Nepalese, Filipinos, and Bangladeshis alone made up about 78 per cent of the foreign 
labourers, with 1,088,556 workers as of September 30, 2013 (Table 2).44 Indians made the bulk of all 
expatriate labourers – 31.2 per cent of all employed non-nationals – with the Nepalese close behind. 
Arab workers45 accounted for no more than 10 per cent of the total. Among them, Egyptians alone 
accounted for a half but made up 5 per cent only of all foreign labourers. 

Yet, does this national, occupational, and spatial clustering of most foreign residents in labour 
camps mean that Qatar is only a place for temporary, labour-bound sojourn? In 2010, indeed, half of the 
non-Qataris surveyed in the census had been residing in the country for only two years and less. Another 
third had spent five years and more in Qatar, and 8.4 per cent of non-nationals had been residents for 
15 years and more.46 Moreover, the proportion of inactive (i.e., family dependents) among non-Qataris 
decreased over the years: from 16 per cent of all foreign residents in 2004 down to 8 per cent in 2009, 
at the peak of economic growth and recruitment in the construction sector. Since then, the share of 
dependents among foreign residents has remained below 10 per cent of the total, hitting a low of 7.9 per 
cent in 2015.

Nonetheless, the numbers of dependents have been rising steadily until today (2015, last available 
data), and reached 159,874 persons that year (36,518 men and 123,356 women), aged 15 and above, up 
from 68,285 inactive foreigners in 2006.

Country/region of ci�zenship
Es�mates (total 

popula�on)
% of total 

popula�on
India 6,50,000 25.0
Nepal 3,50,000 13.5
Bangladesh 2,80,000 10.8
Philippines 2,60,000 10.0
Egypt 2,00,000 8.6
Sri Lanka 1,45,256 5.6
Pakistan 1,25,000 4.8
Syria 54,000 2.2
Sudan 50,000 2.1
Indonesia 43,000 1.8
Jordan 40,000 1.7
Iran 30,000 1.5
Lebanon 24,000 0.9
Ethiopia 22,000 0.9
Tunisia 20,000 0.8
Pales�ne 20,000 0.8
Kenya 14,000 0.5
Eritrea 10,000 0.4

Table 1 continued

 % of total includes the Qatari population’s estimates.

Source: SNOJ, J. Population of Qatar by nationality - 2017 report, Priya DSouza Consultancy, February 
2017. http://priyadsouza.com/population-of-qatar-by-nationality-in-2017/
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table 2: Estimates of non-nationals in Qatar by migration status and country/region of 
citizenship (selected nationalities), 2013

As it appears, the nationality or regional origin factor plays an essential role in defining the conditions 
of stay in Qatar. As highlighted in Table 2, Nepalese and Bangladeshis are quasi-exclusively workers, 
thus clustered to the lowest tier of the occupation and income ladder (and presumably housed mostly 
in labour compounds). On the opposite end,47 half of resident Arab nationals are family dependents. In 
Qatar, a minimum salary of QR10,000 and a certified rent contract in the worker’s name condition the 
possibility for a worker to sponsor his family members as dependents.48 The large share of dependents 
among Arab residents, including Egyptians, thus suggest that most of them perform skilled and highly-
skilled, well-paid activities. This was actually confirmed by Z. Babar in her processing of unpublished data 
from Qatar’s Ministry of Labour: “Arabs comprise only 12 percent of the foreign Qatari labour force, 
yet make up more than 20 percent of jobs in the educational sector, more than 95 percent of finance and 
insurance jobs and over 89 percent of jobs in the professional, scientific and technical fields.”49 Up to 
92,220 Indian expatriates (17 per cent of this national group), are also classified as dependents, which 
means that this very large community has a diversity of skill levels and occupation profiles.  

*: estimates, author’s calculations.    

Sources: Asian countries: Qatar National Human Rights Committee (NHRC) estimates as of September 30, 
2013, published in Al-Raya newspaper, October 1, 2013 (http://gulfmigration.eu/estimates-of-non-nationals-
by-country-of-citizenship-and-migration-status-selected-nationalities-qatar-26-30092013/).  

Arab countries: Qatar Ministry of Labour data for August 2013, author’s calculations on the basis of the 
percentage and total figures of Arab labour force and population obtained from Qatar’s Ministry of Labour by 
Zahra Babar and published in: Zahra Babar, “Working for the Neighbours: Arab Migrants in Qatar,” in Arab 
Migrant Communities in the GCC ed. By Zahra Babar (Doha: CIRS, Georgetown University and London: 
Hurst and Co, 2017), pp. 19-38.
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Moreover, the likelihood of some non-nationals in the highly-skilled and upper-income brackets 
settling, at least for some time, with their family in Qatar is first confirmed by the proportional increase 
in female expatriates classified as “house makers,” a category of the inactive foreign population. Indeed, 
this can be taken as a proxy to assess the relative share of foreign households within all families (Qatari 
and non-Qatari) residing in the country, hence roughly indicating the scale of family reunification.50 
For twenty years,51 indeed, foreign housewives accounted steadily for half of the total; yet their share 
increased throughout the 2000s to finally reach 76 per cent of all housewives in 2015. Among these, most 
were Arabs (58 per cent).52  

The increase in the number of non-Qatari school students since 2003 also confirms this growing 
trend towards family reunification. As compared to Qatari pupils’ population, the “other nationalities” 
(Asians as well as Westerners) gained in number and in relative share, while the Arab students also 
increased in number but remained steady at 30 per cent of the total during the decade (Figure 5).53 It 
is interesting to note that as early as 2003-2004, before the hike in recruitment of foreign labourers, all 
foreign school students were already outnumbering Qatari students: the latter made up 48 per cent of 
the total.54 In 2015-2016, Qataris’ share among school students had fallen to a third.55 

Figure 5: Schoolchildren in Qatar by nationality group, in numbers and in  
proportion of total (2003-2012, available years)
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The evidence of family reunion, usually limited to foreigners in the upper-income bracket as we 
have argued, thus confirms that Qatar did enact a policy of upgrading its workforce by attracting highly-
skilled manpower, some of them Arab nationals, in line with the objectives defined for Qatar National 
Vision. This developed in tandem with the massive hiring of low-skilled workers for turnkey construction 
projects.

Flows
In Qatar, the Ministry of Interior’s data on residency permits are not made available to the public in 
yearly statistical publications, and the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs does not disclose records 
of labour permits granted by occupation level. It is, therefore, impossible to assess precisely the socio-
economic characteristics of new entrants to Qatar.  

The distribution of students in schools by nationality group pointed out the extent of the 
“demographic imbalance” affecting the Qatari population, even in non-active age groups. The distribution 
of births by nationality group of child56 highlights yet another facet of Qatar’s unique demographic 
setup: two-thirds of newborns in the country are now foreign nationals. The numbers of Qatar-born 
Arab and Asian babies, after nosediving during the 1990s in the aftermath of the First Gulf War, rose 
steadily from the beginning of the 2000s alongside the growing stocks of foreign residents. As of 2015 
(last year available),57 Qataris only made up 31 per cent of all newborns in the country (Figure 6).

Figure 6: registered live births by nationality group of child (Qatar, 1981-2015)
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Figure 6 may also suggest another development in the population of Qatar, that of an inflow of 
refugees from the Syrian conflict. Asian nationals’ births in Qatar have risen markedly since the early 
2000s, yet, by comparison, the numbers of Arab births seem to have shot up since 2011. Qatar and the 
other GCC states are not signatories to the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees and its 
1967 Protocol and, thus, do not recognise “refugees” as a legal category. Therefore, de facto refugees in 
the region can only enter and reside in GCC countries under the conditions made to other expatriates, 
i.e., as “guests” on short-duration visit visas, as temporary contract workers, or as a sponsored labourer’s 
family dependent. Nonetheless, various sources in Qatar reported on the presence of Syrian nationals in 
the country, some having to stay clandestinely. Representatives of the Syrian Embassy stated that, as of 
mid-2014, Syrian nationals with residency numbered around 40,000, while another 20,000 were holding 
short-term, visit documents.58 The figure of 54,000 Syrians in November 2015 (Table 1) is thus consistent 
with a regular increase in the numbers of these nationals in legal situation in the country (hence, in a 
position to declare their child’s birth in Qatar’s civil status), either having been granted iqamas instead 
of their short-term visit documents, or having come from Syria using the usual immigration channels. 
Meanwhile, the number of Syrian university students recorded by the Ministry of Higher Education 
also witnessed an increase: from 171 in 2011, Syrian nationals studying in Qatar’s public universities and 
colleges went up to 475 in 2015-2016, a near four-fold increase. The figures of university students from 
other, non-GCC Arab countries, by comparison, only doubled over the same period.     

This raises the more general question of whether or not Qatar is becoming a multicultural society. 
As a matter of fact, foreign births include infants born to wealthy, highly-skilled expatriates financially 
able to sponsor their inactive family members, but also a share of children born to any legally-residing 
couple.59 Births on Qatari territory or migration of infants thus should contribute to diversifying non-
Qatari resident population in terms of occupation level (workers of every skill level may still be living 
with their spouse, if the latter came as a labourer, thus sponsored individually), and also ethnically, as 
we have seen that most Asian women, in contrary to Arabs, are active. However, the absence of jus solis 
(birth-right citizenship) in Gulf States, does not endow these children with any socio-economic, and let 
alone, political, claim on the country.

Another factor questions the reality of a demographic diversification of the Qatari population: 
despite administrative obstacles,60 mixed marriages (i.e., between a Qatari and a foreign spouse) occurred 
over the years, making up 7 to 13.5 per cent of all marriages between 2000 and 2015 (Figures 7 and 8).61 
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Figure 7: Marriages of Qatari men with foreign women (2000-2015)

Figure 8: Marriages of Qatari women with foreign men (2000-2015)

0.0 5.0 10.0 15.0

2000
2001
2002
2003
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
2009
2010
2011
2012
2013
2014
2015

% of all marriages 
GCC Others Arabs Asians Others

Source: Marriage and Divorce statistics, QSA/MDPS, given years. 

0.0 5.0 10.0 15.0
2000
2001
2002
2003
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
2009
2010
2011
2012
2013
2014
2015

% of all mariages 
GCC Others Arabs Asians Others

Source: Marriage and Divorce statistics, QSA/MDPS, given years.



Demography, Migration, and Labour Market in Qatar

Explanatory Note No. 3/2017 17

The shares of Qatari males and females marrying foreign nationals have been relatively similar;62 
however, women most often choose citizens from other GCC states (up to 10 per cent of all female 
unions in 2012). These are sometimes blood relatives, stemming from transnational tribal groups settled 
across the whole Gulf region. Moreover, women’s unions with non-nationals have been decreasing since 
2011. It may have to do with the regional tensions following the Arab uprisings, which spurred dissent 
between Qatar and its neighbours. It may be, also, that Qatari women changed their marriage patterns, 
towards a more “nationalistic” approach.63 Male Qataris, by contrast, started turning to non-GCC Arabs 
and even Asians, in modest, yet slightly growing proportions.64 

Obtaining naturalisation in Qatar is a constraining process for non-nationals: it requires 25 
years of continuous presence in the country. However, the foreign spouse of a Qatari male can obtain 
citizenship after five years of marriage; similarly, children of a Qatari mother, as well as individuals with 
exceptional skills useful to the country, are all granted a priority status in qualifying for naturalisation.65  
Rising numbers of highly-skilled residents with family members born on Qatari territory and of mixed 
marriages, therefore, could lay the ground for future ethnic diversification and demographic expansion 
of the national Qatari population, yet, very slowly and selectively. Migration policies are promoting the 
recruitment of more highly-skilled expatriates. The effect of these measures on Qatari society’s openness 
to non-Gulf populations is yet to be seen.
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63. The issue of men marrying foreigners is a matter of great debate in Gulf States, as women and social activists 
link it to marriage delay and to growing levels of female celibacy, as well as to an array of social ills besides the 
first two, the other cannot be counted as social ills, right? (family instability, child delinquency, dilution of the 
purity of descent, weakening of ethnic identity and Gulf social values, etc.). 

64. This is due, in part, to rising bride prices in the Gulf, which has spurred the creation of many online marriage 
agencies for Muslims. The development of international tourism and communications also opened new 
matrimonial “markets,” for example, South-East Asia. 

65. Law No. 38 of 2005 on the Acquisition of Qatari Nationality, http://gulfmigration.eu/qatar-law-no-38-
of-2005-on-the-acquisition-of-qatari-nationality/. Besides, O. Winckler in his reconstruction of the Qatari 
population up to 2010, concluded on the evidence that a number of naturalisations occurred throughout the 
Emirate’s history, including that of Qatari men’s foreign wives (Winckler 2015).
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Explanatory Note No. 3/2017, Gulf Labour Market and Migration (GLMM) programme of the 
Migration Policy Center (MPC) and the Gulf Research Center (GRC), http://gulfmigration.eu.

Short reference: F. De Bel-Air, “Demography, Migration, and Labour Market in Qatar,”  
Explanatory Note No. 3/2017, GLMM, http://gulfmigration.eu.

GLMM Mission : The Gulf Labour Markets and Migration programme is an international independent, 
non-partisan, non-profit joint programme of a major Gulf think tank, the Gulf Research Center 
(GRC - Jeddah, Geneva, Cambridge, Tokyo), and a globally renowned academic migration centre, 
the Migration Policy Centre (MPC - Florence). The GLMM programme provides data, analyses, and      
recommendations contributing to the improvement of understanding and management of Gulf labour 
markets and migration, engaging with and respecting the viewpoints of all stakeholders.

GLMM activities : The Gulf Labour Markets and Migration programme will have a wide range of 
activities, including: Collecting and elaborating data and documents; Researching and analysing key 
issues; Publishing various types of papers; Providing a daily news service; Training; and Organising 
panels and workshops.

GLMM publications : The Gulf Labour Markets and Migration programme produces an array of 
publications addressing all major issues in different formats: Explanatory Notes, Research Reports, 
Policy Briefs, and Volumes.

Downloading  and  Further  Information  : The paper can be downloaded from the Gulf Labour Markets  
and Migration programme website: www.gulfmigration.eu. For further information: info.glmm@grc.net
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