This document examines the critical importance of strategic
workforce planning for national security in Saudi Arabia,
highlighting historical examples of workforce deficits,
innovative approaches from other nations, and specific
recommendations for the Kingdom to build resilient defense
capabilities through human capital development.




The Strategic Workforce Deficit

Around the world, defense modernization efforts
have repeatedly fallen short, not due to inadequate
funding or technological limitations, but because of
a failure to anticipate, build, and sustain the
required human capital. The most advanced
military hardware and sophisticated defense
systems become ineffective assets when there is
insufficient trained personnel to operate, maintain,
and adapt them to evolving threats.

This workforce deficit has become increasingly
apparent in modern conflicts and security
challenges. Nations invest billions in state-of-the-
art technology and equipment, but neglect the
development of equally sophisticated human
resource strategies to ensure these investments
achieve their intended outcomes. The result is a
dangerous capability gap that undermines national
security postures despite significant financial
outlays.

For the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, which is
undergoing an ambitious transformation under
Vision 2030, workforce planning in the defense and
security sectors represents far more than routine
human resources management, it constitutes a
fundamental element of strategic readiness. As the
Kingdom works to develop sovereign defense
capabilities and reduce dependence on foreign
expertise, the cultivation of indigenous talent
becomes a national security imperative of the
highest order.
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Material Readiness

Advanced weapons systems, platforms, and
infrastructure.

Operational Readiness

Doctrine, tactics, and command structures.

Workforce Readiness

Trained personnel with technical
expertise and leadership capabilities.

While material and operational readiness often
receive the lion's share of attention and resources,
workforce readiness is frequently treated as a
downstream consideration rather than a strategic
priority in its own right. This imbalance creates
vulnerabilities that adversaries can exploit and
limits the effectiveness of otherwise well-funded
defense establishments.



Lessons from Afghanistan and NATO

The Afghan Military Collapse:
A Human Capital Failure

The swift collapse of Afghan security forces in 2021
provides a sobering case study in the consequences of
neglecting strategic workforce development. Despite
receiving more than $83 billion in U.S. security
assistance over two decades, including advanced
equipment, infrastructure, and training, the Afghan
National Defense and Security Forces (ANDSF)
crumbled rapidly following the withdrawal of
international support.

While many factors contributed to this outcome, the
failure to build indigenous technical, logistical, and
leadership capabilities played a decisive role.
International forces focused extensively on transferring
equipment and establishing formal structures, but
insufficiently addressed the development of a self-
sustaining talent ecosystem. Critical functions
including aircraft maintenance, logistics management,
and strategic planning remained heavily dependent on
foreign contractors and advisors. When this support
was withdrawn, the capability gap became
immediately apparent.

NATO’s Cybersecurity Talent Challenge

Even the world's most established military alliance faces significant workforce challenges in emerging domains.
NATO countries consistently struggle to recruit and retain cybersecurity talent within military and intelligence
institutions. Top professionals are frequently lost to the private sector due to bureaucratic hiring processes, rigid
organizational structures, and lack of competitive compensation packages.

‘ Slow Recruitment Processes

Security clearance procedures and administrative
hurdles often take 6-12 months, while private sector
firms can hire in weeks.

Limited Career Pathways

Unclear advancement opportunities for technical
specialists within traditional military hierarchies.

Compensation Disparities

Salary gaps of 30-50% compared to commercial
technology companies for equivalent skills.

Innovation Constraints

Restrictive work environments that limit access to
cutting-edge tools and methodologies.

These challenges have created a critical vulnerability in a domain that is increasingly decisive in modern conflict.
For Saudi Arabia, these lessons highlight the importance of developing competitive, agile talent strategies that
can attract and retain high-caliber individuals in strategic fields like cybersecurity, artificial intelligence, and

advanced systems maintenance.



Strategic Workforce Planning Framework

These challenges have created a critical vulnerability in a domain that is increasingly decisive in modern conflict.
For Saudi Arabia, these lessons highlight the importance of developing competitive, agile talent strategies that
can attract and retain high-caliber individuals in strategic fields like cybersecurity, artificial intelligence, and
advanced systems maintenance.

Forecast Future Requirements

e Utilize scenario-based planning methodologies to anticipate emerging roles
e Identify critical skills in domains such as Al, autonomous systems, and cybersecurity
e Quantify both the volume and specialization levels required across timeframes

Build Indigenous Capability Pipelines

e Create clear educational and career pathways for Saudi nationals

e Establish partnerships with universities, technical colleges, and training programs
e Develop specialized curricula aligned with defense and security requirements

Strengthen Workforce Resilience

e Embed cross-training and skill modularity across the organization
e Implement continuous learning systems to adapt to evolving threats
e Create redundancy in critical capability areas to ensure continuity

Incentivisze Talent Retention

e Offer competitive, mission-aligned career pathways

e Develop specialized retention programs for high-demand skill sets
e Create recognition systems that reward expertise and innovation

Implementing this framework requires cross-functional collaboration between defense planners, educational
institutions, and human resource specialists. It also demands a shift in perspective, treating workforce
development not as an administrative function but as a strategic capability that directly impacts operational
readiness and national security outcomes.

For the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, this approach aligns perfectly with Vision 2030's emphasis on developing
human capital and reducing dependence on foreign expertise in critical sectors. By establishing governance
mechanisms, measurement frameworks, and clear accountability for strategic workforce outcomes, Saudi Arabia
can transform its approach to defense talent development.



Singapore’s Total Defence Model

Military Defence

Singapore maintains a small
but highly professional
standing military,
supplemented by a large,
well-trained reserve force
through mandatory National

Service. This system ensures a
continual flow of citizens with
basic military training,
creating a deep talent pool
for security roles.

Digital Defence

Added in 2019 as the sixth
pillar of Total Defence,
Singapore's digital defense
strategy includes
comprehensive talent
development programs. The
Cyber NSF scheme allows
conscripts with technical
aptitude to serve their
National Service in
specialized cybersecurity
roles, creating a pipeline of
skilled professionals.

Singapore's Total Defence
framework offers valuable
insights for Saudi Arabia's
approach to strategic workforce
planning in the national security
sector. Faced with significant
constraints in terms of
geography, population size, and
natural resources, Singapore has
developed an integrated national
security model that explicitly
recognizes human capital as a
critical defense dimension.

Psychological Defence

Singapore actively builds
societal resilience through
education programs that
instill security awareness
from an early age. This
cultivates a population that
understands security
challenges and is motivated
to contribute to national
defense through various
career pathways.

Singapore's Defense Science and Technology Agency (DSTA) and Defence Technology Community (DTC) play
central roles in talent development, offering scholarships, specialized career tracks, and overseas training

opportunities. These institutions actively cultivate expertise in emerging domains like artificial intelligence, data
analytics, and autonomous systems through deliberate talent planning.

The Digital and Intelligence Service (DIS), established in 2022 as Singapore's fourth military service, exemplifies
this forward-looking approach to workforce planning. Singapore began building the necessary talent pipeline
years before formally establishing the service, ensuring that appropriate human capital was available to support
this strategic initiative.

For Saudi Arabia, Singapore's model demonstrates the value of integrating workforce planning across civilian,
military, and educational institutions. It highlights the importance of creating early pathways for talent
identification and development, particularly in specialized technical domains that are critical to modern defense
capabilities.
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UAE’s Cybersecurity Talent Development

The United Arab Emirates offers a regional example of strategic workforce development in the cybersecurity
domain, a critical area for modern defense capabilities. Recognizing that human expertise represents the most
significant constraint on cyber capability, the UAE has implemented comprehensive initiatives to build
indigenous talent in this field.

The UAE Cyber Security Council, established in 2021, serves as the central coordinating body for national
cybersecurity strategy, including workforce development. Unlike traditional security organizations that focus
primarily on technical infrastructure, the Council has explicitly incorporated talent development as a core
mandate, working across government, private sector, and academic institutions.

Academic Partnerships —

Collaborations with institutions like Khalifa University
and Mohamed bin Zayed University of Artificial
Intelligence to develop specialized cybersecurity
curricula and research programs.

F National Certification Framework

Establishment of UAE-specific cybersecurity qualification
standards that align with international best practices
while addressing regional security contexts.

International Training Partnerships

Strategic agreements with leading global institutions to
provide advanced training for Emirati nationals in
specialized cybersecurity domains.

F Early Talent Identification

National cybersecurity competitions and hackathons to
identify promising talent as early as secondary school,
with scholarship pathways to specialized education.

The UAE's approach is notable for its emphasis on creating a complete ecosystem for talent development

rather than isolated programs. The Cybersecurity Council works closely with the Ministry of Education to align
curriculum development with projected national security needs. Similarly, coordination with the private sector
ensures that training programs reflect actual operational requirements rather than purely academic concepts.

For Saudi Arabia, the UAE model demonstrates the value of establishing clear governance mechanisms for
workforce development in critical security domains. It highlights the importance of creating integrated
pathways that span from early education through professional development, ensuring a continuous pipeline of

qualified personnel for essential national security functions.



Saudi Arabia’s Existing Foundations

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has already established several institutions and initiatives that can serve as the
foundation for a comprehensive strategic workforce planning approach in the defense and security sectors. These
existing assets represent significant opportunities for developing a more integrated talent development
ecosystem.

General Authority for Military
Industries (GAMI)

Established in 2017 to develop Saudi Arabia's
indigenous military industries, GAMI has the mandate
to localize 50% of military spending by 2030. This
ambitious target inherently requires significant
workforce development, as localization demands not
just manufacturing capacity but also technical expertise,
research capabilities, and management talent.

MiSK Foundation

The MiSK Foundation plays a crucial role in
developing Saudi youth capabilities across various
sectors. Its programs in technology skills
development, leadership training, and international
scholarships create pathways for Saudi nationals to
acquire expertise relevant to defense and security
domains.

King Abdulaziz City for Science
and Technology (KACST)

KACST provides essential research infrastructure and
capability development in areas directly relevant to
defense technology, including aerospace, electronics,
and advanced materials. Its joint research programs
with international institutions help develop Saudi
technical expertise in strategic domains.

The Saudi Data and Artificial Intelligence Authority (SDAIA) represents another important asset, developing
capabilities in Al and data analytics that have direct applications in modern defense systems. Similarly, the
National Cybersecurity Authority (NCA) works to build Saudi capabilities in the crucial domain of digital security.

While these institutions provide essential building blocks, the opportunity lies in integrating their efforts into a
cohesive national workforce strategy for defense and security. This requires establishing clear governance
mechanisms, developing shared measurement frameworks, and creating accountability systems that track
progress toward human capital objectives.

By leveraging these existing foundations and enhancing coordination among them, Saudi Arabia can accelerate
the development of indigenous expertise in critical defense domains. This approach aligns perfectly with Vision
2030's emphasis on human capital development and localization of strategic industries.



Recommendations and Conclusion

To elevate strategic workforce planning to its rightful place as a central pillar of national security, Saudi Arabia
should consider the following comprehensive recommendations:

Establish a Defense Human Capital Council

v Create high-level governance to coordinate workforce development across defense entities.

Implement Strategic Workforce Analytics

oll Develop sophisticated data capabilities to forecast and track talent requirements.
Create Integrated Talent Pathways
5 Build coordinated education-to-career pipelines for critical defense domains.
Establish Centers of Excellence
¥

Focus expertise development in priority areas like cyber, Al, and
autonomous systems.

The Defense Human Capital Council should operate at the ministerial level, bringing together senior leaders from
the Ministry of Defense, GAMI, educational institutions, and relevant technology authorities. This council would
establish strategic workforce priorities, align initiatives across entities, and ensure accountability for human capital
outcomes through regular measurement and reporting.

Strategic workforce analytics capabilities would enable Saudi defense planners to move beyond reactive staffing
approaches to proactive talent management. By applying advanced data analytics to workforce planning, the
Kingdom can better anticipate needs, identify gaps, and develop targeted interventions to build required
capabilities before they become operational constraints.

Integrated talent pathways would connect educational programs, professional development, and career
progression into coherent systems that attract and retain high-caliber individuals. These pathways should span
from secondary education through executive development, with clear milestones and qualification frameworks
aligned to defense requirements.

Strategic workforce planning must be elevated to the same level of national importance as weapons
procurement and infrastructure investment. Without it, even the most advanced systems risk obsolescence.

For Saudi Arabia, the opportunity is not just to build a defense force that is effective today, but to lay the
human foundation for resilient sovereignty tomorrow.

By treating workforce planning not as a support function but as a strategic capability, Saudi Arabia can ensure that
its ambitious national security objectives are supported by the necessary human expertise. This approach will
determine whether Vision 2030's defense modernization goals are fully realized or undermined by talent shortfalls
in critical domains.

The time for this transformation is now. As defense technologies advance rapidly and strategic competition
intensifies, human capability increasingly represents the decisive factor in national security effectiveness. Through
bold, integrated workforce planning, Saudi Arabia can build not just a modernized defense force, but a sustainable
ecosystem of indigenous expertise that ensures long-term sovereign capability.
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