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Overview

The thirst for oil and gas inside the six Gulf Arab monarchies, driven by deep subsidies, has given rise to unsustainable consumption, reduced export potential and domestic shortage. Most theories of the politics of these producer states, devised in the era of seemingly endless supply, are also under pressure. Thus, the energy crunch in the Persian Gulf not only creates the impetus for autocratic regimes to modify relations with their citizens, but it also threatens the academic models that frame that relationship. 
Gulf monarchs face a legitimacy-versus-sustainability dilemma. If policy and consumption trends remain constant, regimes will sacrifice long-term economic wellbeing (and their chief capital asset) for short-term political stability. The hypothesis tested holds that states will curtail consumption to protect political-economic viability. 
This paper analyzes trends in consumption and pricing of energy, especially electricity in the six Gulf monarchies (Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, the UAE and Oman). It uses interviews and surveys of expert opinions to examine shifts in government policy and expectations for further change. It assesses public attitudes about increases in energy pricing. And it compares these findings with the expectations of the “rentier state” political economy literature, the genre most responsible for shaping understanding of state-society relations in the energy-rich Middle East.
Methods

Where evidence of reform is unavailable, the methodology of Expert Elicitation has been used to survey experts and policymakers regarding their expectations for energy subsidies and reforms. A public survey reveals attitudes towards pricing and reform framed within expectations as citizens. Data from semi-structured interviews and focus groups provide qualitative and context-rich examination of the statistical findings.
Results

Public survey: Gulf citizens believe electricity and energy subsidies constitute their personal share of national energy wealth, supporting the literature’s claim that subsidies form “rights of citizenship.” However, citizens were more willing to pay higher electricity rates if informed that higher prices were aimed at conserving energy for export.

Expert elicitation: The UAE is most likely to reform consumption subsidies and raise electricity tariffs. Qatar is least likely. The economic threat implied by domestic consumption is most urgent in Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, and least problematic in Qatar. Experts agreed with the public that subsidies were perceived by citizens as “rights.”
Hypothesis/theory testing: Theory appears to be holding, with reform enthusiasm undercut by the Arab Spring. However, reforms already launched in Dubai run contrary to characterizations of cheap energy as a right and of the unwillingness of regimes to retract subsidies. Removal of subsidies in rentier Iran offers further contrarian behavior. The likelihood of more reform reveals growing weakness in the theory’s explanatory power.
Conclusions

The day is approaching when Gulf oil and natural gas production will be unable to meet global as well as regional demand, and when state-society relations will be redrawn. One Gulf government – Dubai – has already embarked on this path. Expert elicitations surveyed predict that some other Gulf regimes will follow, while others will not. This divergence also contradicts the rentier state literature, which expects rentier regimes to act in unison and to exhibit similar characteristics. 

The unanswered question remains whether the rentier state theory will lose explanatory power before the demise of the rentier economies. Will the theory be upended incrementally, by reforms that retract subsidies and rearrange the menu of welfare benefits? Or will the theory’s demise come in more dramatic fashion, alongside that of the rentier monarchies and economies themselves, amid the onset of depletion?
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