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ABSTRACT
MIGRATION AND SOCIOECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT:

A RURAL COMMUNITY IN THE SOUTHWEST
REGION OF SAUDI ARABIA

By
Abdullah A. Al-Otaiby

This study explores the past and present migration
patterns of people from a rural community in the Southwest
Sarat region of Saudi Arabia. A broad theoretical approach is
employed to explain variations in migration strategies over
time. Individual, household, and community levels are taken
into account; rapidly changing regional and national contexts
are considered.

To assess the phenomenon of migration as manifested in
this community: 1) I interviewed community elders to overview
its socio-economic history: 2) through government statistics
and official reports, and available litrature on Saudi Arabia,
I explored the recent critical stage of socio-economic
deveiopment of Saudi society; 3) all households in this
community were surveyed to get a perspective on its socio-
demographic structure; 4) I interviewed spokespersons for a
selected sample of households to obtain in-depth information
on livelihood and migration strategies; and 5) relevant
migration information was collected by following-up migrants
from the community at their places of residence.

Prior to 1950, the community of study was a relatively
self-sufficient peasant village that subsisted on farming,

herding and temporary male labor migration to urban centers



Abdullah A. Al-Otaiby
in the Hijaz region. With the spread of formal education and
an increase in governmental employment opportunities over the
last thirty years, subsistence production was abandoned, and
the community and its households became totally oriented to
the modern money economy.

These new socio-economic changes induced by the struc-
tural transformation of Saudi society, socially, economically,
and politically reshaped the rural sector and this particular
community. Concomitantly, the earlier pattern of temporary
labor migration by males declined in favor of long-term moves
of whole families. Since 1960, more than 140 families of the
community have moved away to urban centers and Southwest
regional towns.

The recent rural-urban migration has affected a re-
distribution of population in Saudi Arabia, accelerating a
depopulation of the countryside, and furthering the demise of
the traditional sector.

* Migrants from the community of study still maintain ties
with their village kin and the community; they visit the
village periodically; they send remittances to needy relatives
in the village; and male migrants send an annual pay to a
"common fund" of their respective kinship group.

Within the new socio-economic context of Saudi Arabia,
the return of migrants to their area of origin is predicated
solely on realizing similar "life chances" available to them

in other parts of the country.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

Statement of the Problem
The main objective of this study is to explain variations

in migration strategies (through time) of individuals and
households in a rural community of the Asir mountain region.
In particular, it tries to establish: 1) a clear characteriza-
tion of the rural community past and present migration
patterns; 2) how and why the traditional pattern was abandoned
and subsequently replaced by a new pattern of geographic and
social mobility; and 3) what the impacts have been of this
new pattern both at the community and the household levels.
The main premise, here, is that rural-urban migration in
Saudi Arabia has taken a new pattern during the last three
decades. As such, migration strategies of individuals and
households have shifted from a temporary "target" male labor
migration to permanent and semi-permanent migration types. It
is thus the purpose of this study to explore those changes in
patterns of migration and then to relate them to changes in
household livelihood strategies and the overall structural

transformation of the Saudi society.
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A clear comprehension of recent trends in rural-urban
migration in Saudi society is essential, because; 1) rural-
urban migration has been extensive during the last three
decades as evidenced by population growth of urban centers and
regional towns, and depopulation of the rural side (The
Ministry of Planning, 1975; 1984); 2) the massive rural-urban
population turn over was accompanied by heavy inter-sectoral
labor shifts which were characterized by heavy engagements in
the government (service) sector and the abandonment of tradi-
tional sector (Kassovi, 1983); and 3) efforts by the Saudi
government to slow down rural-urban migration have not met
with great success. Despite the massive build up in rural
infrastructure (roads, health care, education, and transporta-
tion), creation of government jobs in rural areas, and the
institution of numerous incentives to revive traditional
agriculture, the rate of rural-urban migration is still con-
siderably high (Chamieh, 1981).

The argument pursued here is that the growth of the oil
sector and the concomitant monetary wealth that was accrued
has resulted in an overall restructuring of the Saudi economy,
a consequence of which is the undermining of the traditional
subsistence economy, and the erosion of its logic. As such,
the flow of oil wealth to the Saudi society has presented new
opportunities in the soon to become dominant service sector.

Faced with this new situation, rural households opted for new
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and more assuring livelihood strategies that continually
withdrew them out of subsistence activities and into off-
farm state employment. It is through this that I try to look
into and explain recent socio-economic changes and shifts of
rural household livelihood strategies and rural-urban migra-
tion patterns.

Another primary concern of this research is to explore
the theoretical issues surrounding the phenomenon of migration
and to reconsider the methodological problems encountered in
this type of study. To this end, it attempts to deploy an
"integrated" approach for the study of internal migration in
order to build ‘middle level' theory and to create a method-
ology which captures the super-structural considerations while
maintaining sensitivity to the individual actors.

A review of the literature shows that explanations of
migration are generally sought at two different levels of
analysis from two contending perspectives. At one level, the
micro (individualist) approach focuses on individuals and
their respective migration decisions. At another level, the
macro (historical structuralist) perspective looks into the
conditions under which people move or formulate their migra-
tion decisions. As such, it attempts to tie migration
decisions to underlying structural-historical forces which,
in effect, mold the on-going every day conditions (Wood,
1982).
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Both approaches, in their attempt to explain migration,
had failed to completely develop an integrated theory of
migration. The historical-structuralist perspective, in
attempting to explain population movements by means of
"historical analysis" of macro level structures, only produces
generalities about migration over time. It thus fails to
generate an understanding of the "individual" decision to
migrate and the multitudinous variations. At the micro-level,
the individualist approach attempts to explain migration deci-
sions by focusing on the individual, thus failing to con-
sider/integrate the larger 'context' in which migration deci-
sions are made (Oberai and Bilsborrow, 1984).

In this study, I attempt to apply a broader approach to
the study of rural-urban migration through integration of the
theory and methodology of the various migration approaches.
Theoretically speaking, migration decisions are conceived of
as the outcome of the interaction between (micro) individual
characteristics and perceptions, ‘'areal characteristics'
(local and regional), and (macro) societal parameters mediated
by the household.

To further elaborate, the individuals' characteristics
(age, sex, and education) and perceptions of available oppor-
tunities both in and outside their local communities influence
their respective decision to migrate. The individuals,
nonetheless, construct their migration strategies as part of

their overall livelihood strategies in response to local and
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regional imbalances of labor, land, and capital, as well as
health, eduction, and other social amenities. Most of these
imbalances can be traced back to the on-going process of the
structural transformation and unbalanced development in
society.

The household, in turn, regulates the individual's migra-
tion decisions by virtue of its overall livelihood strategies
which are developed according to the dictates of household's
physical and non physical resource endowments. As such, the
size and quality of landholding and dwelling, and presence of
savings [as well as number, age-sex composition, education,
skill 1levels, and knowledge of members], all shape the
household's livelihood strategies among which are migration
strategies of households and the individuals who comprise

then.

Regional context

This study is set to investigate migration patterns and
strategies of the rural household in the Asir mountain and
highlands region, southwest Saudi Arabia. The region presents
a unique opportunity for pursuing research on rural socio-
economic changes. It exhibits diverse environmental conditions
in terms of topography, climate, and soil. Yet, at the same
time, it shares a common history of domestic economic activi-
ties, is culturally distinct, and still maintains the largest
rural population in the country (Abdulfattah, 1981). It is
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characterized by a semi-arid climate and receives between 200
and 700 mm. of rainfall annually, most of which falls between
April and June (Abdulfattah, 1981). Rainfall is less variable
in the mountains and subsequent runoff permits sufficient
water to supply crops to maturity, allowing for the region's
stable agricultural production. Nevertheless, the region is
ecologically fragile, and environmental conditions require
highly diversified agricultural practices (Al-Otaiby, 1981).

The most common form of land tenure is family ownership,
which is perpetuated by Arab culture and Islamic laws of
inheritance (Lipsky, 1959). Usually, each family owns two
types of agricultural land, rain-fed and irrigated. Because
rain-fed agriculture is subject to the vagaries of weather,
the household, traditionally, relies more heavily on irrigated
lands, which are more productive due 1':0 their better soil
quality. During most of the history of this region, subsis-
tence agriculture has been the predominant form, with produc-
tion geared to satisfy family consumption needs (Abdulfattah,
1981).

Traditionally, the primary crops included wheat, sorghum,
and barley, complemented by vegetables and fruit. The family
comprised the primary source of agricultural labor. The use
of communal labor also played an important role during times
of peak labor demands, such as harvesting, digging of wells,
and housing construction. Exchange of labor and a nominal meal

were typical forms of labor remuneration. An additional source
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of labor was provided by those without land of their own, with
payment being the provision of room and board and a share of
the crop.

In the past, the level of technology was limited to hand
tools and animal traction. These required large labor inputs,
which were primarily supplied by family members (Dostal,
1983). While land preparation was usually left to men and
seeding to women, the remaining agricultural tasks were
jointly performed by both sexes. Children assisted their
parents by looking after young ruminants, guarding the crops
from pillage by animals and birds, and tending to their
younger siblings.

For the past three decades the basic structure of tradi-
tional agriculture within the region has undergone significant
alteration as a result of the increased expansion of the
market into local economies and the attendant need for cash
income to meet the requirements of a 'modernizing' economy.
Although the basic agricultural practices have not changed,
subsistence agriculture ceases to exist as a 'necessary
moment' in the household livelihood strategies. As such, with
the expansion of better off-farm employment opportunities both
in urban areas as well as the rural side, the rural household
was able to shift to more profitable off-farm employment and
rely less on subsistence production. Furthermore, this shift
of household sustenance strategies not only resulted in the

withdrawal of the more able-bodied rural labor force out of
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traditional agriculture, but it also necessitated an all new
pattern of migration. The latter is characterized by a major
out-migration stream of the entire family household, large

rural-urban population turn over, and rural depopulation.

Methodology

The main concern of this study is to investigate
individual/household migration strategies in relation to
household's livelihood strategies and to the recent structural
transformation of Saudi society. For such analytical purposes,

a large rural community was selected for field research. While

such selection in many ways is not representative of the

southwest region or the Saudi society for that matter, never-
theless it presents certain advantages:

1- At the expense of generalization, the selection of one com-
munity enhances better in-depth description and historical
analysis of the community socioeconomic changes, which is
pertinent to the study of migration in terms of causes and
consequences, as well as understanding the shifts in
patterns of migration.

2- Since the Asir mountain region is a composite of many
tribes of variant social organization and cultural mores,
the selection of one-tribe community eases concerns of
chaos of tribal socio-cultural differences. This becomes
germane to the study since emphases when examining changes

on the rural household migration strategies are upon the
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effects of the wider socioeconomic changes, which need not
to be confused with cultural differences.

During the process of selection of the community, extra
care was administered in order to allow for better analysis
of the matter in hand. First, criterion of the size (number
of dwelling units) of the community was pre-set at one hundred
and twenty dwelling units in order to allow for appropriate
intra-community analyses; second, the community, while it is
far removed from the immediate urban effect, needs not to be
isolated. It, thus, becomes pertinent that the community is
fully articulated with the wider Saudi society in terms of
access to the market and off-farm employment, communication,
education and social amenities.

Beside available reports and other written materials on
Asir socioeconomic history, two official documents were
extensively reviewed during the first pre-phase of community
selection. These are:

1- Socio-economic Survey of.villages and Hijar in The Kingdom
(Ministry of Municipal and Rural Affairs, 1983). This was
organized in extensive classification reports of villages
and hamlets of Saudi Arabia. Each report is devoted to one
region (or province), and has an extensive classification
of the region's rural community by (estimated) size,
distance from the regional capital, type of social ameni-
ties, education facilities, communication links, and state-

organized services.
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2- The Emirate of Asir Location and General Services Survey
(Emirate of Asir, 1983). This was sponsored and coordinated
by the province government. In many ways, it is similar to
the Sogreah's survey except it was done by local government
officials who possess better knowledge of the region's
rural communities and had better access to relevant
government reports and documents. The main objectives of
the survey were to: 1) present a descriptive account of the
Emirate nine 'sub-provinces' in terms of location, climate,
topography, population size, and socioeconomic activities;
2) supply comprehensive information to state officials on
the type and quality of government-built facilities and
services; 3) propose a new plan for the expansion of
health, education, and communication facilities; and 4)
fine-tune the proposed administrative restructuring of the
regional government.

Both documents were instrumental in the pre-selection
phase as they provided background information on rural
communities and state-run services, and helped in the process
of eliminating unsuitable communities.

In the final pre-selection phase, five finalist commu-
nities were repeatedly visited in order to gather more
background information on size of community, economic acti-
vities, available state facilities, and an estimate of
migrants. Key local authorities, such as school principals,

heads of tribes, and health dispensary doctors and social
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observers, were interviewed to cross-validate information on
these communities and gain better entry to the field research
phase.

The community of Shahran Bani Milk of Tamniah was
selected for the study. It is located about 55 Kilometers
south of the city of Abha and belongs to Sha'af Shahran sub-
Emirate. It constitutes the largest community of Tamniah. It
was purposely selected because: 1) traditionally it was one
of the most prosperous agriculture-based communities; 2) it
still retains more than half of its native population; 3) it
is well-articulated with the wider society as illustrated by
the presence of education, health, and transportation facili-
ties; and 4) its size of one hundred and fifty-nine households
is appropriate for in-depth analysis, yet it is manageable.

My methodology was devised to take into account (as best
as possible) the different determinants of migration at
different levels of analysis. For that purpose, an integration
of a variety of techniques which weave together both quantit-
ative and qualitative data is essential. Accordingly, my
techniques involved the collection of the following:

1- Individual and Household Data

A survey of households in the selected rural community
was conducted in order to obtain a broad perspective of the
diversities and commonalities among its households. The survey
Phase involved the collection of the following types of

information:
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1.1 Socjo-demoaraphic data

During the first phase of field research, household's
basic socio-demographic data were gathered. These included
type and size of household, residential type, household
income, as well age, sex, relation to household head, educa-
tion, and occupation of each household's member. This was done
for the entire population of the community. It laid the ground

for the subsequent in-depth phase of the survey.

1.2 In-Depth Household Production
and Migration Data

Focused interviews to explore variations of economic
activities, migration strategies, and resource endowments of
households were administered to 75 randomly selected house-
holds. Data gathered for this phase were: 1) agricultural and
non-agricultural economic activities of household; 2) size
and access to agricultural land, fixed property such as real-
estate, and other economic enterprises; 3) household income-
contributing members by age, sex, relation to household head,
eduction, occupation, place of work, and place of residence;
4) past economic activities and migration experience of the
head of household, including number of migration instances,
destination, date, duration, and reason of migration in each
instance; 5) recent migration experience of other household
members; 6) socio-demographic data of household migrant family
members, including place of residence, date, and reason of
migration, as well as family ties between the migrant and his

natal family.
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For methodological considerations and in order to be able
to draw inferences about the entire community using in-depth
data from the sampled 75 households, it is necessary to make
certain that this sample does represent the entire community.
For this reason, the sample was compared with total population
using age/sex, education/sex, and work status/sex distri-
butions. The results are presented in the following three
tables:

TABLE 1.1

COMPARING AGE/SEX DISTRIBUTION OF SAMPLED AND TOTAL
POPULATION OF SHAHRAN BANI MALIK, TAMNIAH

Sample Total Population
Age Male Female Total Male Female Total
< 21 years 65.9 64.4 65.2 63.1 61.9 62.5
21 to 40 Years 14.3 19.8 17.5 15.6 19.5 17.6
41 to 60 Years 15.6 13.4 15.5 14.7 12.5 13.6
Over 60 years 4.2 3.4 4.5 6.6 6.1 6.3
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
(N= ) (314) (292) (606) (545) (543) (1088)
TABLE 1.2

COMPARING EDUCATION/SEX DISTRIBUTION OF SAMPLED AND
TOTAL POPULATION OF SHAHRAN BANI MALIK, TAMNIAH

Sample Total Population
Eduction Male Female Total Male Female Total
Illiterate 43.3 63.4 53.0 42.4 65.7 54.0
Read 10.8 6.5 8.7 8.4 5.7 7.1
Read & write 13.2 7.5 10.4 14.5 7.9 11.2
Elementary 12.7 13.7 13.2 13.2 11.8 12.5
Intermediate 9.9 6.5 8.3 9.9 7.0 8.5
Secondary 7.0 2.4 4.8 7.9 1.8 4.9
Two-yr college 0.6 0.0 0.3 0.6 0.0 0.3
Four-yr college 2.5 0.0 1.3 3.1 0.0 1.5
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

(N= ) (314) (292) (606)  (545) (453)  (1088)
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1.3 Migrants' Data

About 150 families of Shahran Bani Malik have emigrated
to larger towns of the country during the last thirty years.
In order to construct profiles of migrants, basic socio-demo-
graphic data, place of residence and year of migration of each
migrant were gathered with the help of relatives and key
informants.

While I was quite successful in gathering sufficient
socio-demographic and migration data about male migrants
(N=169), this was not the case for female migrants. Even
though, indirectly, I was able to note more than 100 cases of
female migrants, I was not able to acquire comparable informa-
tion on them. The realities of Saudi culture create enormous
difficulties for a field researcher to obtain reliable
information about females even if we are simply talking about
migration pattern. Moreover, most male informants typically
express great displeasure when asked any questions pertaining
to women. So, I am forced to refer only to those females
(N=26) for whom I had some information and which I regarded
as reasonably valid, because it was reported by relatives.
This limitation, of course, restricts my analysis and com-
parisons to male migrants, but nonetheless sufficient informa-
tion on female migrants was gathered to venture a reasonable
discussion of their attributes.

An in-depth information on migration was also gathered

through interviewing a sample of 51 male migrants drawn from
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the documented male migrants. I followed these migrants up and
talked with them at the place of destination. While my
sampling was intended to be random, the difficulty of tracing
and finding all of the documented male migrants made it
impossible to attain randomness. Instead, I was forced to do
a "convenience sample"; all migrants whom I was able to trace
were interviewed. The purpose of these in-depth interviews was
to get a first hand account from migrants on their decision
to migrate, why they migrated, and what the consequences of
migration were for the individual migrant and his family.
2- Community Backdground

In order to fully comprehend household's (past and
present) livelihood strategies, including migration stra-
tegies, community level aspects must be integrated into the
analysis. The community‘s socio-economic history is particu-
larly essential for migration analysis since it describes the
local parameters under which the household operated (and
interacted with) in the past. This includes past social
organization, economic activities and available means of
production, land-tenure and inheritance systems, degree of
cohesion and social integration, forms of co-operation and
assistance, and kinship ties. All of these, undoubtedly, had
regulating effects not only on the household's migration
strategies, but on the community overall pattern of migration

as well. Due to inadequacy of written history and documents,
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past aspects of the community was assembled by interviewing
key village figures and elders.

Recent socioeconomic changes which are felt at the
community level are also very important for understanding
shifts in migration and sustenance strategies of the rural
household. As such, these changes have redefined the bases
for social organization, co-operation and assistance, and the
overall social cohesion of the community. Subsequently, the
household is forced to operate under new opportunity/pressure
structure.

Depending upon the new circumstances, local structures,
and commitments, the new opportunity/pressures may broaden or
limit opportunities for diversification of household liveli-
hood strategies, and may reinforce or weaken its older forms
of social organization. Furthermore, access to off-farm
employment, modern education, health, transportation facili-
ties, and other social amenities all play intervening roles
on the individual/household's decisions of whether to seek
better 'life chances' outside the community or be content to
stay in the village. Recent aspects of the community, thus,
were pieced together using the available quantitative data as
well as in-depth interviews to cover the qualitative aspects.
3- The Larger Context

For a clear understanding of socio-economic changes at
the household and community levels, it is essential that we

highlight the processes of structural transformation of Saudi
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society over the past thirty years. Here, the main focuses are
on the complexities of economic growth and the new socio-
economic restructuring, which have affected all segments of
society and the traditionally subsistence-based regions, in
particular. Through the use of secondary data of government
statistics and documents and historical writings on Saudi
Arabia, an attempt is made to assemble information on these
structural transformations, and to elaborate on the course of
development pursued by the state.

A guiding assumption of this analysis is that the
burgeoned o0il revenues and the state control over it has given
the latter the fiscal independence and leverage to assume the
leading role in the process of development, reorganization of
the economy, and control over all other social and political
spheres of society. To elaborate on the state development
schemes, my discussion will center on three domains which
define the mechanisms of the state's development plans. These
are state capital outlays, public consumptions, and public
disbursements. Through this analysis, it is hoped that we
clarify the role of the state in the new socio-economic
processes, and we become more able to distill its implications
for analyses and understanding of socio-economic changes and

migration in Saudi society today.
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Organization of the
Dissertation

This dissertation is organized into two parts. The first
part includes four chapters; an introductory chapter, which
deals with the research problem and outlines the methodo-
logical framework and the relevant data sources;

Chapter two addresses the theoretical issues encircling
migration studies and subsequent methodological considera-
tions. The main purpose, here, is not to provide an exhaustive
listing of the theoretical frameworks which deal with migra-
tion, but rather to present the scope and diversity of the
main contending approaches to the study of migration and point
out their deficiencies;

Chapter three elaborates on the recent critical stage of
socio-economic development of Saudi society as was designed
and pursued by the state. As <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>