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More than two years have passed since the onset of 
the Covid-19 pandemic. Its impacts have been far 
ranging and are still being felt across the world. In 
many cases, the pandemic has erased several years 
of hard-won gains in human development. This has 
been even more pronounced in less developed coun-
tries, fragile regions and vulnerable communities.

This Arab Human Development Report provides a 
timely assessment of what it will take to get human 
development back on track in the Arab States region 
in the postpandemic era. With its diverse country 
contexts, the region provides good examples of re-
sponse measures, a diversity of lessons learnt, as well 
as evidence of deepening and persistent challenges.

The Covid-19 pandemic has significantly affected 
governance systems, economies and societies in the 
region. Many of these impacts are interconnected 
and mutually reinforcing and need to be known and 
fully understood to be acted upon.

Measures to combat the pandemic, including laws, 
orders, decrees and regulations, have in many in-
stances affected civic freedoms, which has decreased 
trust in institutions. On the path to recovery, finding 
the balance between protecting public health and 
safety and safeguarding individual civil liberties and 
citizens’ privacy will be key. An effective recovery will 
require a whole-of-government and a whole-of-soci-
ety response, with stepped up collaboration among 
governments, the private sector, citizens, civil socie-
ty organizations and international organizations. The 
Report calls for rebuilding trust between citizens and 
government, ensuring freedoms and strengthening 
human rights and the rule of law to leave no one be-
hind in the recovery.

While the region’s growth recovered to some de-
gree in 2021, the recovery has been uneven, and 
future prospects are uncertain in view of emerg-
ing challenges and macroeconomic volatility. 

Fiscal deficits have widened across the region, with 
implications for government debt, particularly in 
oil-importing countries in the region. During the 
Covid-19 pandemic, many businesses shut down, and 
workers lost many working hours. On average, the re-
gion experienced an 11 percent loss of labour income, 
which pushed more people into poverty. The pan-
demic’s impact widened existing inequalities, with 
workers in small or informal businesses more impact-
ed than those in the public sector and women more 
likely to exit the labour market than men. Social pro-
tection measures were implemented by all countries 
and played a key role in the response. The Report 
calls for greater regional economic integration; pro-
motion of job creation in the private sector, especially 
for women; and strengthened public financial man-
agement, with increased social spending to protect 
the poor and vulnerable.

Social exclusion resulting from poverty and vari-
ous types of inequalities has a bearing on social co-
hesion in the region. Prior to the pandemic, with 
some exceptions, inadequate public financing for 
healthcare placed the burden on patients, often 
making it beyond the reach of the most vulnerable 
segments of society. Following the pandemic, un-
paid care work increased for women, coupled with a 
concerning reported rise in the incidence of gender-
based violence, as has also been seen in other parts 
of the world. Youth already faced inequalities in the 
education sector before the pandemic due to factors 
such as gender, family income, geography and the 
digital divide. During the pandemic, access to qual-
ity education was further compromised, especially 
in conflict-affected areas. Some positive measures 
were also enacted by governments towards greater 
inclusion, enabling digital access and protection of 
disadvantaged groups that could lead to more com-
prehensive reforms. The Report calls for placing 
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care, solidarity and social cohesion at the centre of 
the recovery effort.

Not least, nature was also impacted in the region 
before and during the pandemic, and its continued 
degradation creates barriers to a resilient recov-
ery. Enhanced environmental services can support 
building forward better from the crisis, with new na-
ture-positive recovery investments addressing de-
carbonization, investment in renewables, and sound 
water and waste management.

The Arab States region can foster an inclusive and 
resilient recovery by making human development a 
central tenet and expanding opportunities for all. The 
Report’s broad recommendations provide a recovery 
path that can enable the region to diffuse the triggers 
of exclusion and crisis and promote increased resil-
ience in the face of future shocks, knowing that there 
is no silver bullet and that integrated development 
solutions will be needed.

Achim Steiner 
Administrator, United Nations Development Programme
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The Arab Human Development Report 2022: Expand-
ing Opportunities for an Inclusive and Resilient Recovery 
in the Post-Covid Era (AHDR 2022) is the latest in our 
Arab Human Development Reports (AHDRs) series. It 
focuses on understanding the broader impacts of the 
Covid-19 pandemic on the region and presents rec-
ommendations for recovery that can enable building 
forward better towards a more inclusive and resilient 
development. At the core of this Report is the concept 
of human development, which calls for expanding op-
portunities for people to live productive, meaningful 
and empowered lives, while also reducing planetary 
pressures1 and learning to live in harmony with nature.

AHDR 2022 builds upon the legacy of the AHDRs 
over two decades that has engaged institutions and 
citizens in Arab countries in debates about factors 
that shape choices and opportunities available to peo-
ple across the region. The aim of the AHDRs since 
their inception has been to foster understanding and 
consensus around regional and national develop-
ment priorities and suggest policies, strategies and 
opportunities to address them.

As we reflect on the far-reaching changes in the re-
gion and in the world, ushered in during the two dec-
ades since the launch of the first AHDR in 2002, the 
sense of urgency is renewed. Today half the countries 
in the region are facing varying crises, while we host 
the largest number of refugees and internally dis-
placed persons in the world. There have also been 
modest gains towards achievement of the Sustain-
able Development Goals, particularly on access to 
education and infrastructure; however, the Covid-19 
pandemic and new challenges emerging in the after-
math of the war in Ukraine risk slowing down or even 
setting back the progress.

1 United Nations Development Programme. 2020. Human Development Report 2020: The Next Frontier: Human Development and the Anthropocene. New York. 
https://hdr.undp.org/content/human-development-report-2020.

The Arab States region is notable also for a di-
verse range of development contexts — including 
high income, middle income, low income and frag-
ile crisis-affected countries — but the rapid onset of 
the global Covid-19 pandemic challenged all to var-
ying degrees, generating cascading effects across 
governance, economy and society. Despite the new 
challenges that emerged, there were also positive 
response measures undertaken that could be scaled 
up or pave the way to more comprehensive efforts. 
While targeted and context-specific solutions will be 
necessary for the diverse contexts, the Report points 
to several broad aspects that will be important to 
address:
• Critical steps will be needed to tackle the causes 

of inequality and vulnerability — for example, by 
creating social and economic safety nets, reducing 
the digital divide, promoting private sector growth 
that can advance women and youth, supporting 
responsive and accountable governance, increas-
ing access to social services and enhancing social 
cohesion.

• The planetary pressures impacting the Arab States 
region require understanding the reality of our in-
terconnectedness with the climate, dependence on 
fossil fuels, and depletion of water and other eco-
system services. The recovery can serve as an op-
portunity to reset our course towards sustainability.

• An inclusive postpandemic recovery will require 
the commitment and involvement of all stakehold-
ers in the region, from governments to civil society, 
public to private sector, and academia and policy-
makers, to effectively steer the course.
Knowledge and solutions exist to tackle the chal-

lenges; many are known and have been tested and 
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shown to work. The region is also full of potential 
and brimming with innovative efforts. Our collec-
tive endeavour now is to create the conditions to 
allow these efforts to blossom and reach fruition. 
What will be needed is to act with resolve towards 
a new social contract founded in nature-based 
norms, generating economic opportunities for all, 
ensuring citizens’ enjoyment of rights and strength-
ening their links with responsive institutions. This 
can provide the basis for prosperity, stability and 
peace. I invite you to read the Report, and I hope 
you will join in discussing, debating and amplifying 
its messages.

Khalida Bouzar 
Assistant Secretary-General, Assistant Administrator and 
Regional Director, Regional Bureau for Arab States, United 
Nations Development Programme
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The 2022 Arab Human Development Report assess-
es the impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic on the Arab 
States region’s sustainable human development tra-
jectory.1 Although more than two years have passed 
since the world was confronted with the pandemic, 
the full range of its cascading effects on the region’s 
prospects is still emerging. It is clear, however, that 
the pandemic has erased several years of previous 
gains in human development. The Report reviews the 
prospects for human development in the region and 
contends that getting human development back on 
track in the postpandemic era will require greater ef-
forts to make governance systems more accountable 
and responsive, economies more diversified and com-
petitive, and societies more cohesive and inclusive — 
in order to ensure a resilient recovery for all.

Although the Report’s analysis was conducted prior 
to the war in Ukraine and its unfolding impacts on the 
Arab States region, its framework can increase un-
derstanding of shocks and crises beyond Covid-19. 
Recovery strategies that follow the approach set forth 
in this Report can serve as a means for countries to 
also build resilience against other emerging shocks, 
such as the impacts of the war in Ukraine on energy 
and food prices in many parts of the world. These 
impacts are particularly challenging for the region’s 
oil-importing countries. By focusing on inclusive eco-
nomic policies and social protection mechanisms 
that address inequality and support the most vulner-
able populations — and by renewing efforts towards 
a resilient and green recovery that focuses on re-
newable sources of energy, the region can also bet-
ter withstand the food, fuel and financial challenges 
emerging in the wake of the war in Ukraine.

Prior to the Covid-19 pandemic, the Arab States re-
gion was already struggling with multiple weaknesses 
and fragilities, in many cases exacerbated by con-
flict and political instability. Unsustainable economic 
practices and economic inequalities limited opportu-
nities for inclusive human development. Spatial ine-
qualities created structural impediments to accessing 
the basic services and coping mechanisms that could 
have supported the most vulnerable. The pandemic 
also revealed deep social inequalities and a lack of 
preparedness of many governments to address the 
emerging challenges.

How the Arab States dealt with the pandemic re-
flected their diverse development contexts. Across 

fragile and conflict-affected countries, the health 
systems, government structures and social safety 
nets, already weak, were strained even more. Some 
middle-income countries were relatively successful 
in handling the first wave of the virus but later faced 
continuing challenges. The high-income Gulf coun-
tries fared better, given their resources and better 
healthcare systems, and were able to quickly impose 
restrictions to prevent Covid’s spread.

By early June 2022, the Covid-19 pandemic had 
caused about 13 million officially reported cases in 
the region and about 170,000 reported deaths. Re-
gional averages are somewhat lower than world av-
erages, but the rates per million people range from 
380 officially reported cases in Yemen to 324,000 in 
Bahrain (against a global average of almost 69,000) 
and from 69 officially reported deaths per million in 
Yemen to 2,376 in Tunisia (compared with a global 
average of 811).2 Moreover, the region seems to un-
derperform on the vaccination rate, with a regional 
average lower than the global one and a wide range 
from a mere 1.4 percent of the population fully vac-
cinated in Yemen up to 97 percent in United Arab 
Emirates (against a global average of 60 percent; 
figure 1).

The scourge of the Covid-19 pandemic on human 
development has been felt well beyond the spread of 
the virus itself to the impacts of the controls to con-
tain it and the measures to alleviate its broader im-
pacts. Lockdowns, closures and mobility restrictions 
reduced people’s freedoms. And economic down-
turns stripped many people of their livelihoods while 
reducing public resources for healthcare and safety 
nets, especially for those already vulnerable.

There have been instances where rapid govern-
ment action mitigated some of the worst devel-
opment impacts, as well as occasions when social 
solidarity movements and civil society organizations 
quickly mobilized to respond to the pandemic’s chal-
lenges. Across the region, however, inequalities and 
structural vulnerabilities have deepened, and great-
er political will and commitment will be needed to 
close the gaps between those enjoying a high level of 
human development and those likely to be left farther 
behind. Only fundamental reforms and well-coordi-
nated innovative approaches can create the enabling 
environment for people to enjoy long, healthy and 
productive lives.
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Understanding Covid-19’s impacts 
on human development

The core premise of this Report is that human ca-
pabilities and human freedoms are enhanced by ac-
countable and responsive governance, diversified 
and resilient economies, and cohesive and inclusive 
societies (figure 2). Across the Arab States, as in all 
countries, power dynamics and the interaction be-
tween institutions, economies and societies affect 
human capabilities and can increase or reduce many 

forms of inequality. Unbalanced power structures 
give rise to rules, policies and outcomes that favour 
those with more power. This nexus between power 
and development underpins citizen–state relations, 
the processes that form and reform these relations 
and the trajectory of human development along the 
spectrum between conflict and peace.

As power relations change, so do social contracts, 
depending on many factors. The perceptions, pref-
erences and priorities of citizens condition their ex-
pectations for state actions, as does their capacity 

Figure 1 Correlation between income level and vaccination rate

Source: Vaccination rates are official data collated by Our World Data, last updated early March 2022, https://ourworldindata.org/covid-vaccinations; 
GDP per capita data are from the World Bank’s World Development Indicators.
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to be represented and take part in decisionmaking. 
Advances in formal institutions strengthen state 
formation relative to informal and nonstate institu-
tions.3 Corruption, patronage and clientelism weak-
en citizen–state relations and set back development 
processes. Economic diversification broadens oppor-
tunities, avoids high dependence on one sector and 
cushions the volatility of economic cycles — to the ex-
tent that the private sector is independent from the 
public sector.

The combination of these factors determines 
the strength of the social contract. When the poli-
cy space for human development shrinks, the risks 
of elite capture, social fragmentation and inequal-
ity increase, and as these risks increase, they con-
tribute to further shrinkage of policy space. When 
the policy space expands, so too does the enabling 
environment for inclusion, social cohesion and eq-
uity, thereby expanding opportunities for human 
capabilities and freedoms. People with extensive, 
well-developed capabilities have the tools they need 
to make their vision of a good life a reality. With-
out basic capabilities, human potential remains 
unfulfilled.

As for the rest of the world, human development 
outcomes in the Arab States region require a balance 
between expanding choices and well-being and ad-
dressing planetary pressures and sustainably using 
natural resources. How social and natural systems 
interact and respect the planetary boundaries has a 
bearing on economic, social and natural vulnerabili-
ties, which also affect the region’s prospects for peace 
and stability. The drivers of conflict, crises and dis-
placement in social and natural systems must be ad-
dressed for the Arab States region to recover from the 
pandemic’s development setbacks and advance to-
wards a peaceful and secure future for all.

Impacts of the pandemic on 
governance systems

Prior to the pandemic, countries in the region faced 
a legacy of governance challenges,4 in many cases 
heightened since the 2011 uprisings across the re-
gion. Power struggles in the region have continued 
to varying degrees since the Arab spring in 2011, and 
feelings are mixed about the prospects for account-
able and responsive governance. While Tunisia is 

Figure 2 Understanding the forces shaping human development in the Arab States

Source: Arab Human Development Report team.
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an exception with its transition to a representative 
government, its ongoing reform process has stalled, 
which endangers the achievements produced so far. 
Some countries dealt with demands for greater free-
dom and accountability by offering partial reforms, 
or promising stability as essential for prosperity, as 
in many of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
and middle-income countries. Several other coun-
tries have grappled with protracted crises, including 
armed conflicts, especially in Libya, Somalia, Syrian 
Arab Republic and Yemen.

The prevalence of crises and armed conflicts in 
some parts of the region is partially attributable 
to poor governance and weak institutions. The re-
gion is home to only 5.5 percent of the world’s pop-
ulation but accounted for more than 45 percent of 
the world’s displaced persons and 58 percent of the 
world’s refugees in 2018.5 According to the United 
Nations Refugee Agency, the number of displaced 
people in the Middle East and North Africa Region 
increased from 15.8 million in 2020 to 16.0 million 
in 2021.6 Furthermore, the Syrian refugee popula-
tion continued to be the largest globally, with 6.8 
million refugees, constituting 27 percent of the glob-
al refugee population at the end of 2021.7 However, 
the war in Ukraine has displaced 8 million within the 
country in 2022, and more than 6 million refugees 
from Ukraine have been registered.8 As in the rest 
of the world, the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandem-
ic strained the political and administrative systems 
of most Arab States, many of which were already 
under pressure. There was a great variation in the re-
sponse to Covid-19 in the region across the different 
typologies of countries. Fragile and conflict-affected 
countries have been most exposed, while stable 
middle-income and GCC countries have also been 
affected but to varying degrees.

The availability of resources was an obvious factor 
in the efficacy of countries’ response to the pandem-
ic, along with the agility and coordination of institu-
tions. Most GCC countries were very successful in 
their vaccination rollout and their speedy economic 
recovery in 2021 amid rising oil and gas prices.9 GCC 
governments succeeded in bringing the pandemic 
outbreak under control in their countries, display-
ing an average recovery rate that was significantly 
higher than the global average.10 A study has shown 
that Bahrain ranked highest for satisfaction with the 

governmental response, followed by the Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates and Kuwait.11

Middle-income countries such as Jordan, Lebanon 
and Tunisia were relatively successful in handling 
the first wave of the virus but loosened their control 
afterward. In some middle- and low-income coun-
tries, there was often lack of coordination between 
government agencies and other actors — and the slow 
response in implementing some public health meas-
ures required to address the pandemic eroded trust in 
the state.

Countries in crises had limited capacity to miti-
gate the impact of Covid-19 outbreaks owing to other 
setbacks, such as the breakdown of social relations, 
economic challenges, the destruction of health in-
frastructures and the displacement or migration of 
many healthcare workers. The pandemic thus over-
stretched the already strained capacities of the pub-
lic and private institutional systems in these countries 
and further weakened their ability to swiftly respond 
to the health crisis.

Public trust

A recent Arab Barometer survey of seven Arab coun-
tries between the summer of 2020 and spring of 2021 
found that only 30 percent of respondents report-
ed that they had a great deal or quite a lot of trust in 
government (figure 3).12 A United Nations Develop-
ment Programme survey in 12 Arab States found in 
2019 that 31 percent of respondents do not believe 
that their government is responsive to the needs of its 
citizens, while 34 percent consider their government 
to be quite responsive (35 percent did not answer).13 
When asked about changes in government respon-
siveness over the past 10 years, 38 percent said that 
it has stayed the same, 30 percent that it had declined 
and 22 percent that it had improved.

This decline in public trust in governments is also 
apparent in the results from the 2021 Edelman Trust 
Barometer, which noted that the Covid-19 pandem-
ic had ”accelerated the erosion of trust around the 
world.”14 The Oxford Covid-19 Government Re-
sponse Tracker, in its international survey on Covid-
19, asked the public how much they trusted their 
government to take care of them and how factual-
ly truthful they thought their government had been 
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about the coronavirus outbreak. The results reveal a 
widening trust deficit in governments.15

However, the latest Edelman Trust Barometer 
(2022) listed two countries from the Arab States re-
gion—Saudi Arabia and United Arab Emirates—
among seven countries worldwide with high public 
trust (out of 27 countries tracked).16

The Arab States public’s lack of trust in govern-
ment institutions is reflected in the pushback against 
Covid-19 containment measures and mistrust of vac-
cination campaigns. The Arab Barometer Wave VI 
survey in March–April 2021 reveals high rates of vac-
cine hesitancy, with the majority of respondents in 
Algeria, Iraq, Jordan and Tunisia reporting that they 
were somewhat or very unlikely to get a free vacci-
nation. Respondents in Lebanon, Libya and Moroc-
co were more likely to favour vaccination. Low and 
declining trust in governments and institutions is 
among the reasons for vaccine hesitancy, and higher 
public trust is positively correlated with higher vac-
cine acceptance.17

Governments in the region, as in many other coun-
tries, put in place new measures that affect civic free-
doms, including laws, orders, decrees, regulations 
and other government practices, in some cases ex-
panding the digital surveillance of citizens. Such 
measures expose the tension between public health 
safeguards and protecting individual civil liberties; 
they also reveal the threat of government overreach 
under the pretext of the pandemic.

Indeed, perceptions of freedoms are declining.18 
The pandemic created new challenges for civil soci-
ety and civic space in the region, especially consider-
ing the deterioration of many groups’ livelihoods and 
their increasing hardships. In addition to lockdowns, 
emergency laws, curfew orders and bans on gath-
erings, there was greater control of free expression 
and the media, including social media. Many gov-
ernments suspended newspapers while criminalizing 

“fake news” about the virus. Some employed new 
surveillance technologies, ostensibly for tracking 
Covid patients and their contacts19 but with privacy 
implications.20 There is concern that unchecked use 
of technology to monitor individuals’ movements 
and their interactions with others can lead to control 
of a vast amount of personal data.21

Some governments expanded their executive pow-
ers through emergency regulations, with limited or no 
oversight mechanisms. They weakened checks and 
balances, mechanisms of accountability and demands 
for participatory democracy. The lack of coordination 
between government agencies and other actors — and 
the slow response in implementing some public health 
measures required to address the pandemic — further 
eroded trust in the state for some countries. The lim-
ited trust in government in some instances generated 
reactions of discontent, thus further delaying or slow-
ing responses and contributing to vaccine hesitancy.

Covid-19 started as a public health emergency that 
quickly deteriorated into an economic, social and 
human emergency. So, the response and recovery 
measures cannot be the responsibility of the health 
sector alone, or even the government alone. Instead, 
a whole-of-society response is needed, with govern-
ments collaborating with private firms, civilian vol-
unteers, civil society organizations and international 
organizations.

Impacts of the pandemic on economies

Few Arab states have competitive private sectors, par-
ticularly for tradable goods and services, and coun-
tries with oil and gas are subject to highly volatile 
prices. Outside the GCC, the productivity of labour, 
much of it informal, is low, compared with the world 
average, and has been declining over the past sev-
eral years—in many cases even before the Covid-19 
pandemic, especially in fragile and conflict-affected 

Figure 3 Public trust in government in selected Arab States—a great deal or quite a lot?

Source: Arab Barometer Wave VI, Part III (March-April 2021), 2021. 
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countries. This persistent equilibrium of low growth–
low productivity–low employment–low institution-
al capacity emerges from a social contract based on 
a deep-seated rentier state that may favour the sta-
tus quo and reject truly transformative economic re-
forms. The region’s well-known economic fragilities 
are not destiny, however. They can be corrected with 
a strong human development approach to tackle the 
region’s long-term structural challenges.

Macroeconomic dynamics

Following a deep contraction in 2020, the region’s 
growth bounced back in 2021, but the recovery has 
been uneven, contingent on each country’s policy 
space to support its economy. The region’s economy 
contracted by around 4.5 percent in 2020, with fragile 
and conflict-affected countries experiencing the larg-
est average drop (around 15 percent).22 The region re-
covered by an estimated 6 percent in 2021, but Yemen 
still suffered a contraction of about 2 percent.23 An ac-
celerated recovery in 2022 is unlikely, with an average 
expected growth rate of 5.5 percent for the whole re-
gion, driven mainly by oil-exporting countries, with 
upward revisions in their growth outlook amid soaring 
international oil prices. However, downward revisions 
are substantial for oil-importing and crisis-affected 
countries amid greater inflationary pressures.24

During the first year of the pandemic, already large 
fiscal deficits widened further across the region, with 
falling revenues and rising financing needs. In 2020, 
the average overall deficit widened by 7 percentage 
points, to 9.2 percent of GDP, while the region’s av-
erage fiscal deficit narrowed to 2.3 percent of GDP in 
2021 and is expected to turn into a surplus of 4.1 per-
cent in 2022.25 High fiscal deficits were attributed to 
the big drop in oil revenues amid falling oil global de-
mand, combined with higher spending on measures 
to support households and businesses. The largest 
deteriorations were in oil-exporting countries, but 
with the continued rise of oil and gas prices over the 
last year or so, their fiscal picture greatly improved.

Large fiscal deficits have increased government 
debt, worsening an already vulnerable debt position. 
In 2020, the region’s overall government debt peaked 
at 60 percent of GDP, up around 13 percentage points 
from 2019.26 While government debt as a percentage 

of GDP came down in 2021 to 56.5 percent and is ex-
pected to reach about 47 percent in 2022, it is project-
ed to rise substantially and remain above 2019 levels 
over the medium term for the majority of countries in 
the region, which are oil importers.27

On the external front, current account balances for 
the region deteriorated from a surplus of 1.4 percent 
of GDP in 2019 to a deficit of 3.5 percent in 2020 and 
registered a surplus of 4.4 percent in 2021.28 Net flows 
of foreign direct investment to the region fell by 6 per-
cent in 2020, and GCC FDI to the Middle East and 
North Africa region plummeted by around $4.6 billion 
from the first half of 2019 to the first half of 2020.29 
FDI net inflows to the region recovered by about 
46 percent in 2021, driven mainly by investments 
into GCC countries.30 Despite an initial forecast of 
an 8 percent decline in remittance inflows to the re-
gion, the latest estimates reveal an increase of around 
5.4 percent in 2020 and 7.4 percent in 2021, showing 
their countercyclical role for millions of households.31

The governments of Arab States announced av-
erage fiscal support of about 2 percent of GDP in 
2020 — reportedly lower when compared with that in 
emerging economies.32 Additional spending direct-
ed to the health sector was also below that of peer 
countries, and the median fiscal package to the health 
sector was around 0.4 percent of GDP. Saudi Arabia 
topped the list with 2.1 percent of GDP, while Iraq al-
located 0.02 percent.

Employment losses

In response to the pandemic, most governments im-
plemented restrictions on gatherings, ranging from 
strict lockdowns to partial curfews at night to tempo-
rary full curfews that had severe impacts on labour 
markets.33 Unemployment rose from 10.9 percent in 
2019 to 12.5 percent in 2021 in the Arab States region,34 
much higher than the world average of 6.2 percent.35 
Women’s unemployment rate rose faster, from 21.4 
percent in 2019 to 24 percent in 2021, three to four 
times the world average and twice that of men in the 
region. In 2021, the region had the world’s highest 
youth unemployment rate (15–24 years old), at 28.6 
percent, rising steeply from 25.3 percent in 2019. The 
unemployment rate among young women was also 
the highest in the world and over twice the rate among 

ExECUTIVE SUMMARY 7



young men, reaching 49.1 percent in 2021 from 44.7 
percent in 2019 (compared with 23.8 percent among 
young men in 2021 and 20.8 percent in 2019).36

Lockdowns and curfews associated with the Covid-
19 pandemic had severe impacts on businesses and 
their workers, with many working hours lost, vary-
ing with the stringency of lockdowns and workplace 
closures. Relative to the fourth quarter of 2019, over 
21 percent of working hours were lost in the second 
quarter of 2020 and over 8 percent in the third.37 
These losses were equivalent to more than 23 mil-
lion full-time equivalent jobs (based on a 48-hour 
week) in the second quarter of 2020 and more than 
9  million in the third. Working hour losses continued 
in 2021 but at lower rates, as countries largely aban-
doned strict lockdown measures and as vaccination 
rates rose, especially in GCC countries, reflecting the 
lasting impact of the pandemic in supply chain bot-
tlenecks and continued uncertainty throughout 2021 
and into 2022.

In all of 2020, the region lost almost 9 percent of 
working hours,38 equivalent to 10.2 million full-time 
jobs; in all of 2021, the region lost 5 percent of work-
ing hours, equivalent to 5.9 million full-time equiva-
lent jobs.39 These losses translated to a loss of labour 

income of about 11 percent for the region.40 Without 
adequate income support schemes, these substan-
tial reductions in incomes will exacerbate future eco-
nomic prospects, as workers are pushed into poverty, 
reducing aggregate demand. This could create a vi-
cious cycle where lower demand further reduces in-
comes and thus the prospect of a swift recovery.

The impact of the pandemic on labour markets has 
been uneven and has varied over time across coun-
tries, depending on the stringency of the lockdowns, 
and between men and women (figure 4). More than 
50 percent of men who had been working before pan-
demic faced either permanent job loss or temporary 
suspension by July–October 2020, according to an 
Arab Barometer survey conducted at three intervals 
in 2020 and 2021 in selected Arab states. The impact 
was most severe in Lebanon, especially early on, but 
continued to be strong across all countries in the sur-
vey even by March 2021. Lebanon was suffering from 
an exchange rate crisis and other macroeconomic 
challenges, but the pandemic exacerbated the impact 
on workers. Through various waves of the pandemic, 
the highest reduction in hours worked in Egypt, Iraq 
and Tunisia took place during the first wave, when re-
strictions were strictest.41

Figure 4 The Covid-19 pandemic’s impact on labour markets in July–October 2020 was highly uneven and varied 
by country and gender

Source: Arab Human Development Report team calculations based on Arab Barometer Wave VI, Part I (July–October 2020), 2021.
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In some countries the impact of the pandemic 
was harsher for women than for men, and women 
were more likely to exit the labour market than men, 
whether permanently or temporarily. Women were 
also more likely to work from home, likely a reflection 
of the types of jobs that the small share of women in 
the region who do work hold. These jobs tend to be 
more conducive to remote work, such as those in ed-
ucation and the public sector.42

Young people and the most vulnerable workers 
— those self-employed or in temporary or informal 
employment — were also more likely to bear the brunt 
of the Covid-19 pandemic’s impact.43 In Morocco and 
Tunisia, for example, public sector workers were af-
fected far less than private sector workers (figure 5).44 
As expected, informal workers—especially those in-
formally employed outside of establishments—were 
the most severely affected. The severity of the im-
pact also varied over time and by country, starting out 
mildly and worsening over time in Morocco, while in 
Tunisia, the impact was immediately evident in the 
form of temporary or permanent layoffs, decreased 
hours or even a change of work status to no longer 
being a wage worker. In both countries, workers faced 
strong impacts in February and April 2021, some-
times even more severe than in 2020, that continued 
into June 2021, reflecting the lingering and worsen-
ing economic outcomes as economies struggled to 
return to prepandemic normalcy amid new variants 
of the virus, supply chain bottlenecks worldwide and 
rising uncertainty.

Impact on micro, small and medium-sized enterprises

Social distancing measures, the interruption of 
economic activities and intermittent reopening of 
businesses have impacted heavily on micro, small 
and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs), creat-
ing substantial losses of livelihoods.45 The results of 
household and enterprise surveys in Egypt, Jordan, 
Morocco and Tunisia suggest that microenterpris-
es were the most likely to be closed due to Covid-19 
and that small enterprises declared the most impact 
of Covid-19 on revenue changes by the first quar-
ter of 2021.46 Among SMEs, those that adapted and 
switched to remote work or to e-commerce were 
more likely to recover faster. 

All countries in the region have implemented mit-
igation mechanisms to support MSMEs, mainly re-
lated to easing challenges of enterprise liquidity, 
followed by tax or fee payment deferrals and em-
ployment protection schemes. Despite the gradu-
al reopening observed since May–June 2020, many 
MSMEs in the region are still struggling to recover.

Social protection responses

Social protection has been one of the main instru-
ments of governments responding to the pandem-
ic’s shock to households and businesses.47 Many 
social protection programmes have been expand-
ed vertically48 or horizontally,49 and new emergency 

Figure 5 The Covid-19 pandemic’s effect on workers differed in Morocco and Tunisia

Note: Data reflect workers’ experience in the 60 days prior to survey interview date in November 2020. 
Source: Arab Human Development Report team based on Economic Research Forum Covid-19 Household Monitors, Wave 1.
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programmes have been implemented, with funding 
mobilized to meet the increasing demand.

The United Nations Development Programme gen-
der tracker estimated that the Arab States had a total 
of about 200 social protection measures in 2020, 
ranging from 2 in Libya, 3 in Yemen and 4 in Sudan 
to 18 in Tunisia and the State of Palestine and 26 in 
Jordan. The UN ESCWA Covid-19 stimulus tracker 
estimated the number of social protection measures 
at 174 in the Arab countries, ranging from 1 in Soma-
lia, 2 each in Qatar and Yemen, up to 17 in Bahrain, 19 
in Lebanon and 23 in Egypt.

The percentage of people covered by at least one 
social protection programme increased in Bahrain, 
Lebanon and State of Palestine in the Covid-19 peri-
od.50 But social protection coverage is still low in the 
Arab countries with only about 40 percent of the pop-
ulation covered by at least one social protection bene-
fit,51 ranging from 4 percent in United Arab Emirates 
to 82 percent in Saudi Arabia.52

The expansion of coverage was slow even under 
Covid-19, with exceptions such as Lebanon, where 
it increased by more than 10 percentage points be-
tween 2018 and 2020. In Egypt, the coverage stayed 
the same between 2016 and 2020 (36.9 percent). In 
Bahrain, the coverage expanded by only 3 percent-
age points between 2019 and 2020. In State of Pal-
estine, the coverage increased by 2 percentage points 
between 2019 and 2020. In Qatar, it increased from 
4 percent in 2018 to 4.3 percent in 2020. In some 
countries, data were available only for one year but 
still low, especially in Sudan (9.3 percent in 2020) and 
United Arab Emirates (3.5 percent in 2020). The cov-
erage in GCC countries might be affected in part by 
a larger share of migrants in the population, who are 
not eligible for social protection programmes and all 
welfare state benefits. In fragile and conflict-affected 
countries, the low coverage is due mainly to limited 
fiscal space, overreliance on short-term humanitarian 
support and limited institutional capacity.53

Impacts of the pandemic on societies

The pandemic has underscored the imperative of 
placing social cohesion, solidarity and care at the 
centre of the recovery, to build resilience for future 
shocks and underpinning human development with-
in new social contracts.

Social cohesion

The weaknesses in governance and institutions, the 
persistence of conflicts leading to displacement, and 
the high economic inequalities in the region are fac-
tors contributing to social and political fragmentation 
across and within countries. The region also per-
forms poorly compared to other regions in the world, 
on many indicators related to gender equality, which 
undermines women’s full participation, citizenship 
and enjoyment of rights.

Social cohesion in terms of social relationships 
among citizens, was comparable to global averages 
prior to the pandemic. However, interpersonal trust, 
which has been positively correlated with confidence 
and trust in government institutions, registered lower 
than average in the region. The multiple humanitari-
an crises and high levels of migration in the region fur-
ther compromised social cohesion. Massive population 
displacement led to tense relations between residents 
and migrant populations, and attitudes towards mi-
grants were not very favourable before the pandem-
ic.54 Evidence from several Arab countries early in the 
pandemic suggests that migrant populations faced Cov-
id-related discrimination as well, such as physical vio-
lence and racist speech in some localities.55 And there 
are instances where individuals, communities and so-
cial networks stepped up to confront the pandemic and 
provided essential support for the disadvantaged.

Social exclusion resulting from poverty and various 
types of inequalities is another aspect that affects so-
cial cohesion in the region. Poor and disadvantaged 
communities suffered higher rates of exclusion from 
access to vital health and education services which 
limited their opportunities for social mobility and 
compromised their social rights. The outbreak of the 
pandemic led to further exclusion of some groups 
from essential health and education services. This is 
especially the case in conflict-affected countries and 
among displaced populations, however it is equally so 
overall among women and girls, and the poorer popu-
lations across countries.

Prior to the pandemic, inadequate public financ-
ing had placed the burden of healthcare on patients. 
Out-of-pocket spending averaged 28 percent of cur-
rent healthcare expenditure in the region, compared 
with 18 percent worldwide. But there were significant 
variations ranging from a low of 6.6 percent in Oman 
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to a high of 81 percent in Yemen.56 Affordability was a 
burden to receiving healthcare in many countries. In 
some cases, noncitizen communities, such as migrant 
workers and refugees, were excluded from healthcare 
services.57

Following the outbreak of the pandemic, access to 
and continuity of healthcare were also impeded in 
part by the containment measures put in place to con-
trol the spread of the virus. In conflict affected coun-
tries, healthcare disruptions were compounded by 
violence against health facilities and providers. Wom-
en’s access to reproductive health services was nota-
bly impeded in many parts of the region. In addition, 
large percentages of refugees and internally displaced 
persons experienced greater difficulty getting medical 
care. Host governments in the Arab States region did 
not initially include refugees in their national Covid-
19 plans. Among the notable exceptions was Jordan, 
which included refugees in its pandemic response 
plan from the outset.58 A similar positive measure was 
the granting of access to free healthcare to migrant 
workers in Gulf countries during the pandemic.

In the education sector, inequalities were notable 
before the pandemic across and within countries, with 
limitations in access specifically in conflict-affected 
countries. Gender, family income and geography were 
other factors impeding access to quality education. 
The high cost of private education in the region made 
a quality education out of reach and unaffordable for 
many. This resulted in a widening gap between pub-
lic and private education that increased inequality 
among students. Following the pandemic outbreak, 
school closures and the transition to distance educa-
tion led to additional exclusion of significant segments 
of society. For example, on average, only 55 percent of 
surveyed children who were enrolled in education in 
Algeria, Egypt, Jordan, Morocco, Qatar, Syrian Arab 
Republic and Tunisia prior to the pandemic were able 
to access some form of remote learning after schools 
were physically closed.59 Access to distance learning 
has been higher among students in private schools 
than public schools. Major inequalities in internet 
access between and within Arab States meant that 
school closures had a disproportionate negative im-
pact on more vulnerable households, rural and mar-
ginalized communities, including refugee and IDP 
children and children with disabilities — increasing the 
risk of child labour and early marriage among girls.60

Digital access and social media

The use of social media has increased in the region 
over the past decade.61 However, certain groups re-
main excluded from this type of media due to dis-
parities in digital infrastructure and digital literacy, 
and due to inequalities in socioeconomic conditions.62 
Gender disparities in social media use are evident, as 
women make up only about a third of social media 
users in the region.63 During lockdowns following 
the pandemic, many people turned to social media 
for news and to connect with others. Social media 
and digital platforms were valuable for linking com-
munities and facilitating volunteer action. But social 
media platforms were also fertile ground for misin-
formation during the pandemic, undermining the 
success of the response efforts. Moreover, cybervi-
olence against women increased during Covid-19 
and was the highest form of reported violence in the 
region. According to a study by UN Women during 
2021, 60 percent of respondents reported exposure 
to online violence, contributing to self-censorship by 
women, or their exclusion entirely from online so-
cial media spaces, including education platforms de-
signed to reach girls in schools.64

Care work and gender-based violence

Family relationships were affected in multiple ways 
by Covid-19, including increased mortality and 
illness due to the disease, as well as anxiety and stress 
due to job losses and reduced income, and disruption 
of vital health, education, social care and legal servic-
es. In line with global trends, several research studies 
in the region have shown a rise in unpaid care respon-
sibilities in households, with most of the burden fall-
ing on women, negatively affecting their well-being 
and opportunities for employment.65 According to 
International Labour Organization (ILO) data, even 
prior to the pandemic, women devoted 5.1–6.2 times 
more time than men to unpaid care work in West 
Asia and North Africa, which is much higher than the 
world average of 3.2 times more.66  Lack of care poli-
cies, social care service provision and gendered social 
norms have contributed to women’s disproportionate 
burden of unpaid care work in the region. While few 
government measures were implemented following 
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the pandemic to address the burden of care work, 
more attention was given to care policies, a step in the 
right direction.67

An alarming trend harming women in the region 
is a rise in domestic violence, similar to the global 
trend.68 While domestic violence was already a seri-
ous concern in the region prior to the pandemic, more 
than half of the respondents in a UN Women study in 
15 Arab States reported an increase early during the 
pandemic.69 The most common reasons cited for the 
increase in violence were mobility restrictions, finan-
cial stress and disruptions in access to support ser-
vices. The pandemic also halted legal proceedings 
against perpetrators of domestic violence. Women 
refugees were particularly at risk of increased vio-
lence. It is also likely that domestic violence against 
children has increased. A study in Egypt reported 
a substantial increase in violence towards children 
during the 2020 lockdown.70 Across the Arab States, 
11 governments and civil society organizations have 
stepped up their response to the rising incidence of 
domestic violence, highlighting the necessity for a 
comprehensive response to this problem.71

Workers and labour rights

The severity of closures and workplace restrictions 
varied in the Arab States region during the pandem-
ic. Workplaces in many Arab States have been slow 
to switch to online operations, mainly because of the 
dominance of small enterprises, the preponderance 
of informal work, disparities in internet infrastruc-
ture and access, and other factors affecting different 
categories of workers. Healthcare workers continued 
to report to their workplaces during the pandemic. 
Adequate protective clothing and equipment were 
often unavailable, especially at the beginning of the 
pandemic, which led to an escalation in infections 
and deaths among healthcare workers.72 Stress and 
mental health problems also increased, especially 
among female healthcare workers. Healthcare work-
ers also mobilized against the unsafe working condi-
tions in several countries.73

In many countries, especially in Gulf countries, 
which host 75 percent of the migrant workers in the 
region, migrants make up a significant proportion 
of workers in healthcare, cleaning, domestic work, 

agriculture, food production and other essential jobs 
that ensure continuity of supply chains in the Arab 
States region.74 Across the region, while many mi-
grant workers experienced challenging working con-
ditions prior to the pandemic, during the pandemic, 
they had less access to sanitation and clean water, in-
creasing their risk of infection. Many migrant work-
ers had their wages reduced, and some were not 
paid.75 The working conditions of live-in domestic 
workers were specifically affected, with increases in 
their workload during lockdowns, with cases of vio-
lence and harassment leaving some at higher risk of 
exploitation and human trafficking.76

As a positive step, several Arab States introduced 
measures to improve the conditions of migrant work-
ers.77 These measures signal a welcome shift in gov-
ernment policies towards more egalitarian and fair 
treatment of migrant workers. For workers more gen-
erally, some positive measures have been undertaken 
to provide paid leave covering full and partial sala-
ries and providing compensation payments for laid-
off employees.78 But the existing deficits in labour 
rights and protections left most workers vulnerable 
across the region to arbitrary dismissals, wage sus-
pensions and deficient occupational health and safe-
ty measures.

Overall, unequal access to education and health 
services for parts of the population, and power im-
balances in communities, families and workplaces, 
have weakened social cohesion. And the growing 
burden of care work and rise of gender-based vio-
lence threatens gender equality, while limited work-
ers’ rights increase their vulnerability. Even so, the 
crisis has also led to some positive measures by gov-
ernments towards greater inclusion and protection 
of disadvantaged groups that could pave the way for 
more comprehensive reforms.

Building resilience and transitioning 
to sustainable human development

The convergence of climate change with socio-
economic crises over the past decade generated un-
precedented levels of vulnerability and instability 
in the years running up to Covid-19.79 In the period 
2006–2010, for example, in advance of the Arab up-
risings and converging with the last major global fi-
nancial crisis, the region experienced one of its worst 
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drought cycles in almost a thousand years.80 Today, 
climate change and socioeconomic crises are once 
again coinciding, with particular challenges for poor 
and vulnerable communities, for which the climate 
crisis poses a threat to lives and livelihoods.

Many countries in the region continue to experi-
ence protracted drought and food and water inse-
curity, with 2020 and 2021 among the hottest years 
on record for the region. There have been unprec-
edentedly severe forest fires and droughts in Alge-
ria, Lebanon and Syria; acceleration of the region’s 
longstanding sand and dust storms and outbreaks of 
locusts in the Arabian Peninsula, driven in part by cli-
mate change.81 Fragile and conflict-affected countries 
have been especially vulnerable to climate change, 
leading to a growing awareness across the region of 
the threat posed by climate change to peace, security 
and a long-term recovery from crisis.82

The convergence of the climate emergency with 
the Covid-19 pandemic is a major challenge for the 
region, but the pandemic must not distract decision-
makers from the increasingly dire consequences of 
climate change. Rather, this convergence should 
serve as a wake-up call concerning the complex and 
multidimensional nature of the crises facing the re-
gion and the need to advance climate-resilient re-
covery pathways and to build forward better with 
integrated solutions that address both climate change 
and the pandemic.83

Transitioning to renewable energy

Indeed, the pandemic offers an opportunity to ac-
celerate the green transition. As the global commu-
nity comes to grips with the converging demands to 
re-energize the economy and combat climate change, 
a strong momentum has emerged to diversify beyond 
the fossil fuel economy and accelerate the transition 
to renewable energy and energy-efficient solutions.84 
The renewable energy sector, in particular, has been 
a bright spot since the onset of the Covid-19 crisis. 
It has been the only segment of the energy market 
to experience notable growth, building on its cost-ef-
fectiveness and strategic value for increasingly car-
bon-constrained economies.85 Despite these trends, 
the protracted nature of the Covid-19 crisis and con-
tinuing economic uncertainty bring risks for the clean 

energy transition globally and in the Arab States re-
gion, with potential fragility in foreign investment, 
public budgets and private finance in the renewable 
energy sector.

Expanding the solar market as part of the recovery 
from the COVID-19 crisis can build on some of the 
successes in the Arab States region in recent years. 
Since the last major economic crisis of 2008–2009 
and the uprisings of 2011, many countries have ex-
panded renewable energy investments as part of their 
recovery strategy. Solar and wind energy capacities 
rose 10-fold over the past decade, from a combined 
capacity of around 0.5 gigawatts (GW) in 2008 to 
about 7.2 GW by 2018 and continuing their ascent in 
2019–2020.86 Still, only about 7 percent of overall en-
ergy is from renewables, and only 1–2 percent from 
solar and wind. Thus, despite the region’s position as 
the largest recipient of solar radiation, capacities for 
capitalizing on this strategic asset are still at a nas-
cent stage. Nevertheless, the upward trajectory over 
the past decade has been a positive development and 
offers a base to build on in coming years. Green hy-
drogen, produced with renewable energy sources, is 
also being considered by countries in the region as an 
alternative to fossil fuels.87

An important foundation for the rise of renewable 
energy in the region has been the National Renewa-
ble Energy Action Plans (NREAPs) enacted in recent 
years. Across the region, ambitious targets and inno-
vative policies now form a base for attracting private 
investment, reforming energy subsidies and estab-
lishing renewable energy institutions and renewable 
energy development zones.88 Countries in the region 
have set a cumulative target of 190 GW of renewa-
ble energy capacity by 2035, which is expected to ac-
count for as much as 30 percent of global growth in 
renewable energy.89

The growth of renewable energy capacity in the re-
gion over the past decade advances the region’s aspi-
rations to move beyond the fossil fuel–based model of 
development, reduce the carbon intensity of growth 
and expand energy access for crisis-affected commu-
nities. However, maintaining this strong momentum 
as part of the socioeconomic recovery from Covid-
19 will require additional measures so that countries’ 
economic fragility as they emerge from Covid-19 
does not result in the loss of hard-won gains in solar 
energy expansion.
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Protecting and sustaining ecosystems

As a resource-scarce region, the Arab States must 
sustain critical ecosystems to protect the health and 
well-being of communities. Ecosystems across the 
region have been under mounting pressure in recent 
years. More than a thousand species in the region are 
threatened today, most of them classed as “critical-
ly endangered.”90 Communities and the ecosystems 
on which they depend for their livelihoods have been 
battered by expanding and unrelenting pressures 
from war, urbanization, industrialization and climate 
change.

Deteriorating ecosystems not only endanger the 
species they host but also threaten human health and 
welfare.91 As pressures assail natural habitats, animals 
are pushed closer to human communities, increasing 
the risk of zoonotic disease transmission. Actions to 
enhance the sustainable use and management of eco-
systems are thus vital for reducing the risk of future 
zoonotic outbreaks, in the region and globally.

In building forward better from Covid-19, a priori-
ty should be to scale up policies and institutions that 
shield the ecological safety nets that nurture sustain-
able human development, health and welfare in the 
region. Actions are needed for the expanded protec-
tion and sustainable use of critical ecosystems across 
the region, including wadis, wetlands, marshlands, 
oases, and the region’s unique dryland, mountain and 
coastal ecosystems. These ecosystems are both a ref-
uge for the region’s threatened species and assets for 
community livelihood and welfare.

Conserving water and managing waste

Water security is a high priority for communities, 
especially for the poor. Covid-19 has been a stark 
reminder of the centrality of water for community 
resilience. The pandemic resulted in a 5 percent in-
crease in water demand in 2020 for intensified hy-
giene practices, adding pressures on already scare 
water supplies.92 The average person in the region 
receives just one-eighth of the global average re-
newable water per person, and 18 of the 22 Arab 
States face water scarcity.93 Over 70 million people 
lack regular household water supply, in addition to 

over 26 million displaced persons in or from conflict-
affected countries.94 Most water bodies in the region 
are transboundary, creating additional challenges for 
their management and requiring cooperation among 
countries to ensure sustainability. Lack of water ac-
cess has impeded the ability of communities to pre-
vent the spread of Covid-19 and the ability of health 
facilities to provide emergency services. The situa-
tion is particularly dire in conflict-affected countries, 
where destruction of water systems has led to cholera 
and other diseases.

Lack of water access also imperils achievement of 
broader recovery goals, as water is a key input in ag-
riculture, manufacturing and small and medium-size 
business activities. Water demand has been rising 
across the region, with the deficit expected to reach 
75.4 billion cubic meters (bcm) by 2030, a large leap 
from 28.3 bcm in 2000.95 Waste management ser-
vices have also come into strong focus as a result of 
the pandemic. The need to safely dispose of medi-
cal waste has increased dramatically,96 alongside the 
greater use of plastic and other disposable protec-
tion.97 Billions of masks and gloves have been used 
and disposed of in the region over the past two years, 
with risk to freshwater and marine ecosystems.98

Supporting and enabling local action

Local governments and community organizations 
stand on the frontline for both the socioeconomic 
impacts of Covid-19 and trends in ecological change. 
National and local actors must work together more 
closely if the Arab States region is to mount an ef-
fective response to both. Yet, many green transition 
initiatives across the region happen largely at the 
national level, without effective local engagement. 
Local initiatives that do take place are often isolated, 
and successes are rarely leveraged to achieve broader 
impacts.

The road ahead will be defined by a new generation 
of green transition initiatives that address systemic 
risks in the region. In building capacities for action, 
the focus must be on subnational and local levels 
rather than on conventional approaches towards na-
tionally oriented initiatives. A greater focus on subna-
tional action, with area-based, integrated solutions to 
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green local socioeconomic recovery from Covid-19, 
is the best way to ensure that new local infrastruc-
ture and resource-based community livelihoods can 
withstand future impacts of ecological change. While 
national laws and policies on climate change, energy 
and ecosystems are critical to establish an enabling 
environment and responsibilities for climate action, 
local policy and action are the foundation for results 
on the road to 2030.

While gaps in integrating green solutions into re-
covery plans exist at the national level, the gaps are 
even larger at the subnational level. Challenges and 
opportunities around issues like climate change, 
energy access and water insecurity are influenced 
largely by local contexts and local actors. Most of 
the environmental services that people rely on, such 
as energy, water and waste services, are managed 
by local governments and affiliated public or pri-
vate companies and have important connections to 
green transition opportunities. Major shares of car-
bon emissions and energy use, for example, are influ-
enced by local economic behaviour, while virtually all 
climate adaptation and water management actions in 
the region have to be tailored to highly localized con-
texts of land use and drought severity.

Towards an inclusive and 
resilient recovery

In the Arab States region, a sound recovery from the 
impact of the pandemic will require greater effort to 
protect the vulnerable, empower citizens, strengthen 
human rights, ensure the rule of law and make sys-
tems more effective and responsive. The outdated 
social contracts between states and citizens contin-
ue to stand in the way of peace, justice and stability. 
Countries need new social contracts that leave no one 
behind, build more resilient, inclusive and account-
able institutions and expand human capabilities and 
freedoms.99

A new social contract can lay the foundation not 
only for more trusted state–society relations but 
also for lasting peace. By focusing recovery efforts 
on enhancing trust, inclusion and social cohesion, 
countries in the region can take strides towards 
peacebuilding and conflict prevention. This will re-
quire intensifying support for processes that enable 

national dialogues and strengthen conflict analysis 
and prevention capacities. Restoring peace and re-
ducing conflict are the preconditions for recovery, re-
silience and sustainable human development.

Indeed, the pandemic presents an opportunity 
for countries to evaluate and strengthen capabilities 
and make structural changes to cope with emerging 
shocks, including the impact of the ongoing war in 
Ukraine, as well as future shocks and disasters. To 
do this, the Arab States need to act quickly, decisively 
and at scale.

The Report’s broad recommendations for fostering 
an inclusive and resilient recovery call for expanding 
opportunities for all. Drawn from the many specific 
recommendations on the topics covered, they include 
the following:

To advance towards accountable and responsive 
governance, the Arab States can build effective in-
stitutional structures to cope with future shocks 
and disasters. Some Arab States have the capacity 
to do so, but others may need to tackle institution-
al inefficiencies, bolster their preparedness and in-
crease trust in their governments. Rebuilding trust 
between citizens and government requires a process 
that leaves no one behind, ensures freedoms and 
strengthens human rights and the rule of law. By 
engaging all parties — including local governments, 
the private sector, civil society and citizens at large 
— governments can support an inclusive and faster 
recovery, and greater popular participation can en-
hance trust and political legitimacy. Local govern-
ments should be on the frontlines of implementing 
human development policies, delivering services and 
combating poverty and inequality.

To advance towards diversified and resilient econ-
omies that are less exposed to commodity cycles 
and macroeconomic volatility requires moving into 
high-productivity goods and services and expanding 
trade through greater integration with regional and 
global value chains. In addressing unemployment 
and the broader challenges in Arab labour markets, 
countries can promote job creation in the private sec-
tor, with decent working conditions, especially for 
women. That will require improving the investment 
climate and levelling the playing field for businesses 
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and investors, both domestic and foreign, and large 
and small, as well as improving access to finance. 
They can also strengthen public financial manage-
ment through enhanced tax and budget management 
and bolster social spending to protect the poor and 
vulnerable.

To advance towards cohesive and inclusive societies, 
a comprehensive approach to overcome divisions, 
invest in social services and build care and solidar-
ity requires five priority actions. First, investing 
in social care, healthcare and education, a corner-
stone for building trust and solidarity, requires un-
dertaking necessary reforms for equality in access 
to social services, addressing factors that exclude 
vulnerable groups, tackling corruption and increas-
ing engagement with communities within countries. 
Second is investing in social cohesion initiatives and 
monitoring and taking action against all forms of 
discrimination, harmful practices and violence, in-
cluding gender-based violence in the private, pub-
lic and online spaces. Third is removing restrictions 
on civic participation and unionization in the work-
place, to increase protection for all workers including 
migrants and refugees. Fourth is addressing power 
imbalances in the family by reforming gender dis-
criminatory laws and investing adequately in care 
policies and services that can benefit women. Fifth 
is ensuring the equal inclusion of traditionally ex-
cluded groups in all aspects of the recovery, espe-
cially women, migrants, refugees and people with 
disabilities.

The pandemic could provide a critical juncture to 
break from piecemeal reforms and the limited de-
velopment model of past decades, and to embrace 
instead a more inclusive and equitable development 
model that places care, solidarity and social cohesion 
at the centre of recovery efforts. This will build resil-
ience within Arab States to withstand future shocks 
and expand opportunities for all.

To advance towards sustainable human develop-
ment, countries can include green solutions in their 
recovery measures, as some are already doing. They 
should identify actions to increase and maintain 
momentum on the clean energy transition. They 
can expand green transportation and infrastructure 
investments, close gaps in water and waste services 

and incorporate circular economy solutions into 
local development. And they can advance ecolog-
ical restoration and safeguards for biological sys-
tems. If properly planned, green recovery measures 
can generate new, sustainable forms of revenue, 
create green job opportunities and enhance resil-
ience for communities and the ecosystems on which 
they depend for people’s lives and livelihoods. In 
building capabilities for action, the focus must be 
on subnational and local levels not just on conven-
tional national initiatives. Subnational action — with 
area-based, integrated solutions to local socio-
economic recoveries from Covid-19 — can ensure 
that new local infrastructure and resource-based 
community livelihoods will withstand the future im-
pacts of ecological change.

Towards a new social contract

The severity of the pandemic is a reminder that to-
day’s development models are unsustainable.100 A 
key take-away from the pandemic is this: the ability to 
resolve the complex crises affecting the world today 
and avoid future crises rests on the ability to reset the 
state-citizen relationship and our relationship with 
nature. This particular crisis can serve as an oppor-
tunity to rethink the nature of the social contract in 
the region and the basic development paradigms that 
have in many ways been complicit in the evolution of 
today’s vulnerabilities to repeated rounds of crises.

Social contracts have grown fragile across the re-
gion, as people’s confidence in the state has dimin-
ished.101 The past decade has seen a growing focus 
on redefining the basic assumptions that underlie 
the existing social contracts, including the nature 
of state institutions, growth models and public val-
ues. In the context of the climate crisis, many voic-
es are also calling for a new social contract based on 
a nature-based paradigm of development and sys-
tems of accountability, justice and environmental 
citizenship.102

Shifting to a nature-based social contract will rein-
force a shift in development values and paradigms. 
The complexity and multidisciplinary nature of risk 
today requires looking beyond sectoral, linear ap-
proaches to decision-making and constructing new 
development paradigms and policies with both peo-
ple and nature at the centre. This shift in perspective 
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can catalyse a transition from a legacy model of de-
velopment founded on an extractive, clientelist ori-
entation to one recognizing complex socioecological 
systems and founded on equality of opportunities. 
The solutions exist and many have been developed 

and tested in the region. By acting with resolve, the 
Arab States can fundamentally reset the current de-
velopment trajectory towards a more inclusive and 
resilient one that can withstand future shocks more 
effectively.
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Human Development Index and its components

Notes 

 Aggregates for Arab States include only 20 countries 
and do not include Comoros and Mauritania, which 
are part of the UNDP Arab States region but in the 
global HDR are included in the Sub-Saharan Africa 
region.

a Data refer to 2019 or the most recent year available.

b In calculating the HDI value, GNI per capita is capped 
at $75,000.

c Updated by HDRO based on data from UNESCO Insti-
tute for Statistics (2020)

d Updated by HDRO based on data from United Nations 
Children’s Fund (UNICEF) Multiple Indicator Cluster 
Surveys for 2006–2019.

e Based on cross-country regression.

f Based on projections from Barro and Lee (2018).

h Updated by HDRO using projections from Barro and 
Lee (2018).

g Updated by HDRO based on data from ICF Macro 
Demographic and Health Surveys for 2006-2019.

i HDRO estimate based on data from World Bank 
(2020a) and United Nations Statistics Division (2020b), 
and the projected growth rate from UNESCWA (2020).

Definitions

Human Development Index (HDI): A composite index measur-
ing average achievement in three basic dimensions of hu-
man development—a long and healthy life, knowledge and 
a decent standard of living. See Technical note 1 at https://
hdr.undp.org/system/files/documents/hdr2020technical 
notespdf.pdf for details on how the HDI is calculated.

Life expectancy at birth: Number of years a newborn infant 
could expect to live if prevailing patterns of age-specific mor-
tality rates at the time of birth stay the same throughout the 
infant’s life.

Expected years of schooling: Number of years of schooling 
that a child of school entrance age can expect to receive if 
prevailing patterns of age-specific enrolment rates persist 
throughout the child’s life.

Mean years of schooling: Average number of years of educa-
tion received by people ages 25 and older, converted from 
education attainment levels using official durations of each 
level.

Gross national income (GNI) per capita: Aggregate income 
of an economy generated by its production and its owner-
ship of factors of production, less the incomes paid for the 
use of factors of production owned by the rest of the world, 
converted to international dollars using PPP rates, divided by 
midyear population.

GNI per capita rank minus HDI rank: Difference in ranking by 
GNI per capita and by HDI value. A negative value means 
that the country is better ranked by GNI than by HDI value.

HDI rank for 2018: Ranking by HDI value for 2018, calculated 
using the same most recently revised data available in 2020 
that were used to calculate HDI values for 2019.

Main data sources

Columns 1 and 7: HDRO calculations based on data from UN-
DESA (2019a), UNESCO Institute for Statistics (2020), United 
Nations Statistics Division (2020b), World Bank (2020a), Barro 
and Lee (2018) and IMF (2020).

Column 2: UNDESA (2019a). 

Column 3: UNESCO Institute for Statistics (2020), ICF Macro 
Demographic and Health Surveys, UNICEF Multiple Indicator 
Cluster Surveys and OECD (2019b).

Column 4: UNESCO Institute for Statistics (2020), Barro and 
Lee (2018), ICF Macro Demographic and Health Surveys, 
UNICEF Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys and OECD (2019b).

Column 5: World Bank (2020a), IMF (2020) and United Na-
tions Statistics Division (2020b)

Column 6: Calculated based on data in columns 1 and 5.

HDI rank

Human Development 
Index (HDI) Life expectancy at birth

Expected years 
of schooling Mean years of schooling

Gross national income 
(GNI) per capita

GNI per capita rank 
minus HDI rank HDI rank

Value (years) (years) (years) (2017 PPP $)

2019 2019 2019 2019 2019 2019 2018

Very high human development
31 United Arab Emirates 0.890 78.0 14.3 12.1 67,462 –24 30
40 Saudi Arabia 0.854 75.1 16.1 10.2 47,495 –16 40
42 Bahrain 0.852 77.3 16.3 9.5 42,522 –12 41
45 Qatar 0.848 80.2 12.0 9.7 92,418 b –43 45
60 Oman 0.813 77.9 14.2 9.7 c 25,944 –5 56
64 Kuwait 0.806 75.5 14.2 7.3 58,590 –51 62

High human development
91 Algeria 0.748 76.9 14.6 8.0 d 11,174 13 91
92 Lebanon 0.744 78.9 11.3 8.7 e 14,655 –11 90
95 Tunisia 0.740 76.7 15.1 7.2 10,414 14 94
102 Jordan 0.729 74.5 11.4 g 10.5 f 9,858 8 103
105 Libya 0.724 72.9 12.9 e 7.6 h 15,688 –29 106
115 Palestine, State of 0.708 74.1 13.4 9.2 6,417 12 114
116 Egypt 0.707 72.0 13.3 7.4 f 11,466 –14 117

Medium human development
121 Morocco 0.686 76.7 13.7 5.6 f 7,368 1 121
123 Iraq 0.674 70.6 11.3 d 7.3 c 10,801 –16 123
151 Syrian Arab Republic 0.567 72.7 8.9 c 5.1 e 3,613 i 2 152
156 Comoros 0.554 64.3 11.2 5.1 e 3,099 5 154

Low human development
157 Mauritania 0.546 64.9 8.6 4.7 f 5,135 –21 157
166 Djibouti 0.524 67.1 6.8 c 4.1 e 5,689 –34 166
170 Sudan 0.510 65.3 7.9 c 3.8 f 3,829 –18 171
179 Yemen 0.470 66.1 8.8 c 3.2 f 1,594 i 2 179

Other countries or territories
Somalia .. 57.4 .. .. .. .. ..

Arab States 0.705 72.1 12.1 7.3 14,869 — —
Developing countries 0.689 71.3 12.2 7.5 10,583 — —
World 0.737 72.8 12.7 8.5 16,734 — —

https://hdr.undp.org/system/files/documents/hdr2020technicalnotespdf.pdf
https://hdr.undp.org/system/files/documents/hdr2020technicalnotespdf.pdf
https://hdr.undp.org/system/files/documents/hdr2020technicalnotespdf.pdf
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