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Introduction
01

At a time when the Arab region undergoing political turmoil, civil wars, an economic crisis, 
and visible climate change impacts, the debate about urban resilience is exceedingly 
timely, since the domineering process of urbanization means that the future of human 
development in the region will be determined by how its cities are governed and managed.

This report is designed to promote new ideas about addressing challenges to sustainable 
urban development. In addition to discussing hazards, alongside demographic and 
socioeconomic trends in the region, the report also shares case studies to illustrate 
interventions across the resilience continuum implemented by local authorities with 
support from the UN agencies and international development partners.
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Understanding 
urban resilience
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Resilience in the context of this report refers to the ability of a city to anticipate, prevent, 
respond to and recover from shocks and disasters caused by natural hazards and climate 
change. Resilience thinking is still very much an evolving area of knowledge and practice. 

Indeed, the concept of resilience has gradually evolved from its initial emphasis on the 
general persistence1 of ecological system under continuous change. Later it was expanded 
to address the question of the adaptation2 of humans in nature, and the most recent 
refinement of the concept takes it to the more critical question of social transformation in 
the face of global change and shocks.

At the core is the notion of change (especially in the form of shocks) and its associated 
risks, often (but not always) a change that could potentially have a negative impact on a 
system, such as a disaster, crisis, stress or disturbance.

This report employs the concept of resilience that is geared to address uncertainties and 
manage risks:
• capacity to anticipate risk
• capacity to respond to and manage risk (including risk reduction and risk transfer, etc.)
• capacity to cope with disaster, crisis, stress, disruptions (when risk materializes)
• capacity to recover from disaster, crisis, stress, disruptions
• capacity to adapt to a changing context (by learning)

The concept, as applied here, is based on the Urban System Model Approach proposed by 
the UN Task Team on Habitat III.

FOOTNOTES  
1. Holling, C., “Resilience and Stability of Ecological Systems,” Annual Review of Ecology and Systematics,  

Vol. 4 (1973), pp. 1-23.
2. Widely supported and explored by the researchers of the Resilience Alliance, with particular emphasis on 

social-ecological systems.
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Several demographic, economic, social and political factors have intensified the exposure 
of Arab cities to disasters and crises in the recent past. Given the predominant status of 
cities in the modern Arab society, it is important that actions are taken to reduce shocks 
and ensure sustainable urban development. The factors that contribute to growing urban 
exposure and vulnerability against disasters and crises are briefly summarized below:

Urban population
Urban population in the Arab States reached 55.8 per cent in 2015. In the Gulf it is 
as high as 82.2 per cent, closely followed by the Maghreb and Mashreq regions. 
The rate of urbanization is unprecedented (3.1 per cent in 2015), well above the 
world average of 1.97 per cent.

Medium  and small cities 
Medium and small cities are mushrooming across the region. The Mediterranean, 
Red Sea and Gulf coasts, where most of the region’s population is concentrated, 
are home to unprecedented urban sprawl.

Higher poverty rates and urban poor 
The countries with largest populations and higher poverty rates are also the 
ones that are experiencing the fastest urbanization, including Egypt, Iraq and 
Syria from the Mashreq subregion, and Somalia, Sudan and Yemen from the 
Southern Tier.
Most of the 41.23 million urban poor who have been identified by the Alkire-
Forster Multidimensional Poverty Index (AF MPI) as Multidimensional (MD) poor, 
and the 21.5 million city dwellers who are at risk of MD poverty live in the above 
countries.

Urban slums
Urban slums are a prominent feature in some of the least developed and middle 
income Arab countries,3 including: Sudan (91.6 per cent), Mauritania (79.9 per 
cent), Somalia (78.6 per cent), Comoros (69.6 per cent), and Yemen (60.8 per 
cent). Even though the percentage is smaller in other countries like Syria (19.3 

per cent), Morocco (13.1 per cent), Jordan (12.9 per cent), Egypt (10.6 per cent) or 

Tunisia (8.0 per cent), the absolute number of people living in slums or informal 

settlements in these countries is still in the millions.

Why urban 
resilience

03

FOOTNOTES  
3. Serageldin, Mona et al., Habitat III Regional Report for the Arab Region. [http://hlrn.org/img/

documents/Habitat%20III%20Regional%20Report%20Arab%20States%20DRAFT%2012.28.pdf.]
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The youngest population in the world
The region is the youngest in the world, with more than half of its 405 million 
inhabitants younger than 25 years of age. Unemployment rates among youth are 
the highest in the world. This social segment presents both an opportunity and a 
challenge to urban economic and political development.

Refugees, internally displaced persons and migrants 
The region is one of origin, destination and transit of refugees, internally displaced 
(IDPs) and migrants. The number of IDPs in the region4 is by far the largest in 
the world. There are 8,315,636 refugees5 mostly from Iraq, Syria, Yemen, Libya 
and Palestine. Jordan and Lebanon are the countries hosting the most refugees, 

followed by Egypt. The Gulf region is also home to 32 million6 migrant workers, 
mainly from Asia and the Arab States. Most of the refugees, IDPs and migrant 
workers typically live in urban slums and informal settlements,7 contributing 
to their vulnerability. Migrant workers make up the majority of the population 
in Bahrain, Oman, Qatar and the United Arab Emirates, offering a new set of 
challenges with regards to hazard and climate risks.

World Heritage List 
The Arab region is home to a large number of cultural, religious and natural 
sites included on the World Heritage List. Many of these sites are at risk of 
disasters. Protection of these sites is also important from the perspective of 
sustainable urban development, which is underlined also in Goal 11 (Sustainable 
cities and communities) of the Sustainable Development Goals. Many Arab 
cities are economically dependent on tourism and, therefore, protection of the 
heritage sites is vital to the functioning of those cities. At the moment, there are 
80 cultural and natural properties in total in the region that have been officially 
added to the World Heritage List, by the United Nations Education, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO).

FOOTNOTES  
4. Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre. [http://www.internal-displacement.org/global-figures].
5. http://www.data.worldbank.org/indicators/SM.POP.REFG.
6. http://www.ilo.org/beirut/areasofwork/labour-migration/lang--en/index.htm.
7. IOM, 2015, The World Migration Report 2015, Geneva.



THE ARAB CITIES RESILIENCE

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY REPORT14

Hazard profile 
and urban 
development in 
the Arab region

04
Unfortunately, comprehensive data on disasters is not available for the region. Between the 
years 1982-2011, the region experienced a total of 14,447 (97 per cent) hydrometeorological 
disasters as were recorded together in the Emergency Events Database (EM-DAT) and 
the Disaster Information Management System (DesInventar, which is available only 
for 10 countries). There were also 422 (3 per cent) incidents of geophysical disasters as 
documented in these databases. Floods are the most commonly occurring disasters. 
Droughts and consequential famines have caused the most devastating catastrophes. 
Sandstorms are also fairly common, and forest fires occur regularly in the Levant and 
Maghreb subregions.

Climate change is expected to severely reduce the rainfall/runoff (up to 50 per cent), and to 
increase the intensity of droughts and heat waves that can kill hundreds. By 2025, the water 
supply in the region will be just 15 per cent of what it used to be in the 1960s. Sustainable 
urban development in the region will therefore be very much about water scarcity 
management and dealing with the effects of increased temperatures and heat waves.

The nexus between water-food scarcity and social unrest is becoming entwined, which 
might destabilize countries. Unprecedented growth in disease is going to be a primary 
consequence of the water scarcity, droughts and heat waves. A lack of potable water and 
sanitation facilities will increase waterborne and foodborne diseases. Warmer cities will 
lead to an increase in respiratory disease due to pollution effect. Heat cramps, exhaustion 
and strokes would cause more disease, reducing the number of workable days especially 
in summer. A side effect will be the increase in health related costs and stress. Energy 
demands will also increase for hot season cooling.

Water Supply
1960

2025

By 2025, the water supply in the region will be just 15 per cent of what it used to be in the 1960s.
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Drought
Conditions of drought are anticipated to become chronic in many parts of the region. This 
will have a devastating impact upon life and economy.

Extreme drought
The following cities are expected to experience extreme drought on average for all 
months:8 Ain-Salah and Tindouf (Algeria), Ghadames, Murzuq, Benghazi and Tripoli (Libya), 
Wadi Halfa, Port Sudan, Khartoum and Omdurman (Sudan), Jeddah, Makkah and Riyadh 
(Saudi Arabia), Aswan and Giza (Egypt), Baghdad and Basra (Iraq), Kuwait City (Kuwait), 
Sfax (Tunisia) and Jerusalem (Palestine).

Moderate drought 
The following cities will likely experience moderate drought on average for all months: Abu 
Dhabi (UAE), Oran (Algeria), Marrakech and Fes (Morocco) and Aden (Yemen).

Summer drought 
The cities likely to be most affected by drought during summer include: Rabat, Tamanrasset, 
Doha, Casablanca, Mogadishu, Djibouti, Tunis, Sanaa, Oran, Asmara, Al Madinah, Cairo, 
Addis Ababa, Amman, Aden, Abu Dhabi, Ain-Salah, Muscat, Damascus, Marrakech, 
Ghadames, Fes, Homs, Nouakchott, Mosul, Wadi Halfa, Alexandria, Makkah, Aleppo, 
Jeddah, Murzuq, Aswan and Tripoli.

Geophysical disasters
Although geophysical disasters are only a fraction of the total disasters experienced by the 
Arab cities, dozens of cities remain at risk of earthquakes and tsunamis.9 Several cities, 
especially those located in the costal zones of the Maghreb and the Levant, as well as in 
Yemen, are at significant threat of earthquake risks. These include El Asnam, Echeliff, 
Algiers, Tipaza, Boumerdès (Algeria); Beirut, Tripoli, Saida (Lebanon); Ariha (Palestine); 
Idlib, Aleppo, Iskenderun, Latakia, Tartous, Daraa, Hama, Homs, Damascus, As-Suwayda, 
Palmyra (Syria); Tunis (Tunisia); and Aden, Dhamar, Sanaa, Al-Hudaydah, Bajil, Az-Zaydiyah, 
Zabid (Yemen).

FOOTNOTES  
8. Erian, Wadid, 2015. Hydrometeorological Hazards in the Arab States and Climate Change, paper as input to 
 the Arab Cities Resilience Report, Cairo.
9. Benouar, Djillali, 2015, Geophysical Hazards in the Arab States, paper as input to the Arab Cities Resilience 
 Report, Algiers.
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Urban 
governance 
and praxis of 
resilience-
building in Arab 
cities
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Contrary to the severity of risks from natural hazards to cities, urban resilience-building 
remains a generally ignored aspect in the political and administrative landscape of the 
Arab States. Cities are a weak link in the region’s governance structure, barring few 
exceptions: e.g. the mega cities, special economic zones, or cities in Palestine which have 
become autonomous by default. Many Arab cities lack autonomous local governments and 
therefore the ability to govern their affairs effectively. Urban planning, management and 
service delivery is relegated to central ministries, which manage it either directly through 
their local officials or by subcontracting private sector service providers, bypassing the 
municipal authorities in many cases. The financial, administrative and technical capacities 
of most municipal authorities are very weak. Due to the lack of democratic systems, 
citizen representation in local government affairs remains minimal, and accountability and 
transparency almost nonexistent.

Disaster risk management remains primarily under the purview of Civil Defence. Although 
multidisciplinary coordination mechanisms have been set up for disaster risk reduction in 
a few countries, Civil Defence/Civil Protection still remains the national focal point in 14 
out of the 22 Arab States. Even in countries where Civil Defence is not the national focal 
point, at the local level for all practical purposes it remains the primary agency responsible 
for disaster preparedness and response issues. In most cases, therefore, disaster risk 
reduction has not been acknowledged as a development issue, but as an emergency subject.

Another key impediment to building urban resilience is the cost. Save for the Gulf subregion, 
most Arab countries lack the finances required to anticipate, prevent and mitigate risks to 
build urban resilience. City authorities lack taxation powers, and the central allocations are 
sufficient only to meet operating costs. Funds coming from development partners in the 
form of aid are too little to finance mitigation measures, which require infrastructure safety, 
building safety, natural resource management, and purchase of equipment and machinery. 
In this context, the role of international lending institutions is crucial to supporting cities in 
identifying resilience-building costs and then financing the implementation.

In spite of the weak urban governance and poor financing, however, many Arab cities have 
been introduced to the idea of urban resilience. Some of them have implemented measures 
to improve resilience and, in the process, have established good practices. This positive 
development can be attributed to the role of international protocols on disaster and climate 
risk management, and the support of international development partners, including the 
UNDP, UNISDR, UN-HABITAT, the Swiss Agency for Development Cooperation (SDC), the 
World Bank and the 100 Resilient Cities programme of the Rockefeller Foundation. More than 
two dozen cities in various parts of the region have benefited from the technical and financial 
support of the above partners in improving their capacities and resilience for natural hazards 
and climate risks. These include cities in Comoros, Djibouti, Jordan, Lebanon, Palestine, 
Saudi Arabia, Sudan and Tunisia. Additionally, Algeria and the UAE have taken the lead with 
national resources to build urban resilience. In 2013, the city of Aqaba (Jordan) was declared 
the UN’s first certified Role Model City on disaster risk reduction (DRR) under the Making 
Cities Resilient (MCR) campaign.
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Way forward
06

Building resilience to disaster risks in Arab cities is of utmost importance. The question 
remains how to select the optimum pathway towards building capacity among multiple 
stakeholders, and thus adequately execute resilience-building interventions. The primary 
recommendation of the report is to ensure risk-informed urban development based on 
an understanding of the ‘risk footprint’. Providing adequate risk governance mechanisms 
in Arab cities is the key. This implies fostering an enabling environment by providing 
political, fiscal and institutional autonomy to local decisionmakers (starting with municipal 
authorities) so that they can identify, assess, manage and communicate risks of disasters 
and climate change while planning and implementing service provision.

Thus, support for initiatives for decentralized urban governance, and opportunities for 
financing urban resilience, are of high importance.

The region possesses significant technical and traditional knowledge for resilience-
building, including the academia and national research entities. There is a need to build 
synergies between the scientific community and the local/national authorities dealing with 
urban development. International development partners like the United Nations can play a 
critical role in this regard.

The good practices already established in various cities of the region need to be promoted 
and replicated in other cities. In this regard, engagement of city networks like the Arab 
Towns Organization and its subsidiary entities would be crucial. These networks can play 
an instrumental role in sharing best practices on urban resilience and encouraging cities 
to adapt them to their contexts.

The role of international lending institutions is crucial to support risk-informed urban 
development while offering the necessary funds required by cities to identify costs and 
develop plans for resilience-building, and then implement them. In addition, several sectors 
(tourism, international trade, foreign investment, etc.) remain highly critical in Arab cities.

Finally, urban resilience is a continuous process that requires ongoing attention, as well 
as financial and human resources to account for the constantly changing hazard and 
vulnerability profiles of the cities. Global best practices demonstrate that the benefits of 
building urban resilience far outweigh the costs. In the wake of political events in Iraq, 
Libya, Syria and Yemen, and in the context of growing climate-related risks, there is a 
much greater awareness among national authorities to adopt better governance practices 
(including decentralization, transparency and accountability). The pendulum, therefore, 
appears to be moving in the right direction, although the gaps are huge and multifarious.
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