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All Quiet in the Middle East—–
Region remains in top position of the updated 

Global Militarization Index 

With an Update 2012, BICC (Bonn International Center for 
Conversion) continues its Global Militarization Index (GMI)—
http://www.bicc.de/our-work/gmi.html. The updated Index shows 
the degree of militarization of 135 countries for the year 2011 and 
documents the development of up to 153 countries since 1990. The 
Update confirms the trend of the past years according to which the 
countries of the Middle East show the highest degree of 
militarization in the world. Tendencies towards higher regional 
militarization can also be found in Asia and the Caucasus. Large-
scale arms procurements increase the danger of regional arms 
races.

Israel, Singapore, Syria, Russia, Jordan, Cyprus, Kuwait, 
Azerbaijan, Bahrain and Saudi-Arabia are now the top ten of 
the Global Militarization Index (GMI). This is the result of an 
evaluation of the most recent data (based on the latest surveys 
of 2011). With US $689 billion, the United States still has the highest 
military budget in the world. In the GMI 2012, it holds position 30 
of 135.

The Index defines the degree of militarization of a country by, 
amongst others, the comparison of military expenditures with its 
gross domestic product (GDP) or other indicators, such as health 
expenditure or number of physicians.

Middle East way ahead

As Jan Grebe, Project Leader at BICC, explains, “the Middle East 
has been one of the most critical regions of crisis and conflict for 
years. This is also reflected in the Index, which shows the constantly 
high degree of militarization in these countries. Six of the first top 
ten countries of the GMI are Israel (position 1), Syria (position 3), 
Jordan (position 5), Kuwait (position 8), Bahrain (position 9) and 
Saudi Arabia (position 10).

Nearly all other Middle Eastern states can be found among the first 
40 positions. Iran, for instance, is in position 34. Against the 
background of political uprisings, continuing unrests in some states 
and the war in Syria, the inherent danger of high degrees of 
militarization is destabilizing the region further. “Large-scale arms 
procurements, such as the interest of Saudi-Arabia and Qatar in 
German tanks, are signs for the development of a regional arms 
race,” Jan Grebe warns. 
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Tendencies towards a regional arms race

One of the countries with the highest degrees of militarization in 
2011 can, again, be found in Southeast Asia: Singapore (position 
2). Jan Grebe explains, “The small city state allocates far too many 
resources to the state military apparatus. Reasons for this are its 
geostrategic position between Malaysia, India and Indonesia and 
the strong foundation of the military in society; the military being a 
supporting pillar of the country’s ‘Total Defense’ security policy.” 

Even if Asia merely shows average degrees of militarization, China’s
(position 82) and India’s (position 71) armament is noticeable—
both countries aim at a regional leadership position. China’s 
military expenditures, which amount to US $129 billion, are the 
second highest in the world—after the United States—and have 
been increasing for years. Maritime procurement efforts, not only 
by China but also Japan, South Korea and Vietnam must be 
viewed against the backdrop of unsolved territorial conflicts. 
Recently, for instance, there have been disputes around the 
Scarborogh-Reef (China/ Philippines) and the Senkau/ Diaoyu 
Islands (Japan/ China). Grebe sums up, “It remains to be seen how 
this development will affect the degree of militarization of 
individual states and the entire region.”

The worrying arms race between Caucasian neighbor states 
Azerbaijan and Armenia caused Azerbaijan to rise up onto position 
eight of the top ten militarized countries and Armenia to arrive at 
position 23. Both countries enforce their military build-up and use 
heated diplomatic rhetoric which awakens fears of a flaring up of 
the long-lasting conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh. “To contain the 
conflict, prevention measures will have to be reinforced, arms 
deliveries stopped and disarmament efforts increased,” Grebe 
demands. 

Sub-Saharan Africa: Low degree of militarization is no 
guarantee for peace

The Central African Republic (position 93), Mali (position 110) and 
Nigeria (position 117) show low degrees in militarization. The 
situation of the Central African Republic and in Nigeria is critical
and is proof of a highly volatile situation. Mali in particular is an 
example for the fact that a weak and insufficiently equipped 
security apparatus cannot guarantee security within and outside 
of the country. The state security apparatus can neither rein in the 
activities of the rebel group of the Tuareg nor restore public order 
and internal security—let alone to prevent the spread of global 
terrorism. 

“This situation points to the seemingly paradox phenomenon that 
some state security apparatuses are incapable of preventing 
violence and conflict simply because the country concerned 
shows a degree of militarization which is too low,” Jan Grebe
comments on the results of the GMI. 

***
The GMI is based on data from the Stockholm Peace Research Institute 
(SIPRI), the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Health 
Organization (WHO), the International Institute for Strategic studies (IISS) 
and BICC. It shows the degrees of militarization of 153 states since 1990. 
BICC provides yearly updates. BICC’s GMI is supported by the German 
Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ).


