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2015 INDEX: ECONOMIC FREEDOM RISES 

IN MIDDLE EAST/NORTH AFRICA 
 

WASHINGTON, FEB. 1, 2015—The Middle East and North Africa became more 

economically free last year, with all but three of its 14 graded economies improving, according to 

the 2016 Index of Economic Freedom, published by The Wall Street Journal and The Heritage 

Foundation. 

That’s good news for a region rife with high unemployment, as well as structural and 

institutional problems that hamper private-sector growth. Socioeconomic upheaval continues in 

many areas. Indeed, the Index editors had to suspend grading for Libya, Syria, and Yemen due 

to worsening civil unrest and incursions by Islamic State. 

Launched in 1995, the Index evaluates countries in four broad policy areas that affect 

economic freedom: rule of law; limited government; regulatory efficiency; and open markets. 

There are 10 specific categories: property rights, freedom from corruption, fiscal freedom, 

government spending, business freedom, labor freedom, monetary freedom, trade freedom, 

investment freedom, and financial freedom. Scores in these categories are averaged to create an 

overall score. 

Most of the countries graded in the Middle East/North Africa region are in the 

“moderately free” or “mostly unfree” categories, with one “repressed” (Iran) and four “mostly 

free” (Bahrain, United Arab Emirates, Qatar and Israel). Bahrain remained the region’s top 

performer in the Index (No. 18 globally), adding nearly a full point to its overall score of 74.3. 

Morocco cemented last year’s ascension into the ranks of the “moderately free” by gaining 1.2 

points. Algeria improved enough to leave the ranks of the “repressed.”  

Economic freedom in the United Arab Emirates has advanced for the eighth year in a 

row. “With a transparent and favorable business climate and a high degree of political stability, 

the UAE has created a dynamic entrepreneurial environment for international investors,” the 
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editors write. Israel, which achieved its highest Index score ever, made improvements in key 

policy areas such as the management of public finance that helped it retain the “mostly free” 

status it acquired in the 2015 Index.  

The world average score of 60.7 is the highest recorded in the 22-year history of the 

Index. Thirty-two countries, including Burma, Germany, India, Lithuania, the Philippines, 

Poland and Vietnam, achieved their highest-ever Index scores. Among the 178 countries ranked, 

scores improved for 97 countries and declined for 74. Over the period covered by the 2016 Index 

(mid-2014 to mid-2015), scores improved in half of the freedoms measured by the Index editors, 

most notably in investment freedom. 

The 2016 Index was edited by Ambassador Terry Miller, director of Heritage’s Center for 

Trade and Economics and Center for Data Analysis; and Anthony B. Kim, research manager and 

senior policy analyst in the Center for Trade and Economics. Copies of the Index (484 pages, 

$24.95) may be ordered online at www.heritage.org/index or by calling 1-800-975-8625. The full 

text, including charts and graphs, also is available online. 
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