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Since its inaugural edition in 2002, the Arab 
Human Development Reports have stimu-
lated debate and brought attention to the 
opportunities and challenges for enhancing 
human development in the Arab region. 

Part of the reason for that impact stems 
from the fact that the Reports’ central 
thesis—that reform is necessary and that 
sustainable change can only come from 
within— has the authority of having been 
written about the region by a team of inde-
pendent Arab scholars, policy analysts, and 
practitioners from the region. 

The path breaking first Arab Human 
Development Report (AHDR) presented 
three development “deficits” which stunt 
human development in the region, related 
to the acquisition of knowledge, political 
freedoms, and women’s rights.  This year’s 
Arab Human Development Report 2009: 
Challenges to Human Security in the Arab 
Countries examines human development 
through a human security lens.  

The Report calls on policymakers and 
other stakeholders to move away from 
a traditional, state-centric conception of 
security to one which concentrates also on 
the security of individuals, their protection 
and their empowerment.  It argues for 
governments and other partners to priori-
tize the “liberation of human beings from 
those intense, extensive, prolonged, and 
comprehensive threats to which their lives 
and freedom are vulnerable”. In so doing, 
it draws attention to a multitude of threats 
which cut across different aspects of hu-
man development in the region, highlight-
ing the need for an integrated approach 
to advancing development, security, good 
governance and human rights. 

In 1994 the United Nations General 
Assembly affirmed that the Human 
Development Report is “not an official 
document of the United Nations”.  This 
regional report was prepared in this tradi-
tion of independence, which since 1990 
has brought critical development issues to 
the fore at the global, regional, and national 
levels worldwide. 

As has been noted in the forewords to 
previous AHDRs, they “are, deliberately, 
not formal UN or UNDP documents and 
do not reflect the official views of either 
organization.  Rather they have been in-
tended to stimulate and inform a dynamic, 
new, public discourse across the Arab 
world and beyond” and “some of the views 
expressed by the authors are not shared by 
UNDP or the UN.”  

By providing a platform for debate 
which reflects the way in which a number 
of the most pressing development chal-
lenges are seen by some of those who live 
them day-in and day-out, this Report can 
play an important role in framing the de-
velopment agenda in the region for years to 
come. UNDP hopes that governments, civil 
society, international and regional bodies, 
and the global development community, 
will find this fifth AHDR useful as a tool 
for motivating an open and serious discus-
sion about human development issues in 
the Arab world.  

Foreword by the Administrator, 
UNDP

 

Helen Clark
Administrator, UNDP





The present Report is offered as a con-
tribution to the debate on development 
underway in the Arab region. Entitled the 
Arab Human Development Report 2009: 
Challenges to Human Security in the Arab 
Countries, it is a continuation of the well-
known Arab Human Development Report 
(AHDR) series that, since 2002, has 
brought together eminent scholars and 
advisers from the Arab region to conduct 
frank, realistic analyses of development 
challenges in the region. The first AHDR 
identified gaps in knowledge, freedom, and 
women’s empowerment as the three criti-
cal deficits, and the three follow-up reports 
analyzed each in depth and in turn. Their 
research and analysis resonated in Arab 
countries and around the world, providing 
a platform for policy dialogue and debate, 
and re-focusing the development agenda 
firmly on people’s well-being. The present 
Report is intended to sharpen this focus 
with a new and independent look at the 
region through the lens of human security. 

While the AHDR since 2002 has taken 
up a variety of development topics, the 
unifying theme is that of human develop-
ment. Human development is a way of 
looking at development that is about much 
more than the rise and fall of national in-
comes. It is about creating an environment 
in which people can develop their full po-
tential and lead productive, creative lives 
in accord with their needs and interests. It 
is about understanding that people are the 
real wealth of nations, and that investing in 
their human development is the surest way 
to achieve sustainable, stable economic 
growth.

The starting point for the present Report 
is that, since the publication of the first 
volume in the series, the region’s human 
development fault lines have grown more 

complex, and in some cases deepened. 
While there has been some improvement 
in quality of life in some countries, there 
are still too many people in the Arab region 
living insecure lives, too many people liv-
ing under persistent pressures that inhibit 
them from realizing their potential as hu-
man beings, and too many traumatic events 
cutting lives short. In some Arab countries, 
more than half of the population lives in 
hunger and want, with no means to look 
after their families or safeguard their own 
quality of life. Recent fluctuations in global 
food prices as well as the current global 
economic crisis have sent even more people 
into poverty and malnutrition. Health sys-
tems leave many beyond their reach.  Water 
scarcity looms as an existential threat on 
the horizon. And armed conflicts take their 
grim toll in the destruction of human lives.  

In analyzing these and other threats to 
human security in the Arab countries, the 
scope of the Report is broad. But there is a 
common thread tying the analysis together. 
The AHDR 2009 argues that the trend in 
the region has been to focus more on the 
security of the state than on the security of 
the people. While this adherence to the tra-
ditional conception of security has in many 
cases ensured the continuity of the state, 
it has also led to missed opportunities to 
ensure the security of the human person, 
and has left the bond between state and 
citizen less strong than it might otherwise 
be. And it has hampered the region’s em-
brace of diversity, curtailing opportunities 
to welcome population groups of differing 
origins and inclinations into the national 
project. The result is an all-too-common 
sense of limited opportunities and personal 
insecurity, witnessed in the world’s highest 
levels of unemployment, deep and conten-
tious patterns of exclusion, and, ultimately, 
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strong calls from within for reform. Indeed, 
the pursuit of state security without atten-
tion to human security has brought on sub-
optimal outcomes for the state and citizen 
alike. And in the long run, the government 
that pursues state security without invest-
ing in human security is the government 
that achieves neither. 

The Report argues that the inverse is also 
true:  that indeed human security and state 
security are two sides of the same coin. 
Ensuring human security leads not only 
to more opportunities for human devel-
opment, but also enables states to benefit 
sustainably from the environment, to earn 
legitimacy in the eyes of the governed, to 
benefit from diversity, to fortify economies 
against global vicissitudes, to reach a higher 
level of food security, to imbue societies 
with health, and, last but not least, to be able 
to address sources of conflicts, and possibly 
avert them. Approaching human security 
in this way, the present report was able to 
use the concept as a lens through which to 
view a broad range of dimensions affecting 
people’s lives: environmental security, the 
state’s performance in guaranteeing human 
security, the human security of vulnerable 
groups, economic security, nutrition and 
food security, health and human security, 
and the human security impact of conflict 
and occupation. 

While the primary responsibility to 
provide for human security lies with the 
Arab state, the Report also argues that the 
policies of international powers have not 
been helpful. Foreign interventions and oc-
cupations have had devastating impacts on 
human security in the region in the imme-
diate sense, while also damaging long-term 
prospects by making it difficult for the 
voice of reform to be heard above the din.  

Like its predecessors in the AHDR 
series, the present Report is an indepen-
dent work authored by experts deeply 
rooted in the Arab region and its develop-
ment dynamics. Like all UNDP Human 
Development Reports, it is neither a UN 
consensus document, nor an articulation 
of UNDP policy, nor an official publica-
tion of any government. In a region full of 
agendas, this is a document that caters to 
none. Instead, it is a self-critical look in the 

mirror, captured in text and disseminated 
to a broad audience in order to stimulate 
informed, constructive debate. Not every-
one will agree with all of its messages, but 
the thorough reader will find the Report’s 
analysis quite balanced, with messages of-
fered in a constructive spirit to enrich the 
thinking of all actors interested in promot-
ing the human security of the people of the 
Arab region.   

The AHDR 2009 is the fruit of a 
two-year research process drawing on the 
efforts of many dedicated people. I con-
gratulate and thank all who took part in 
its preparation. A core team of researchers 
and authors contributed the bulk of the 
analysis. I am very grateful to them for their 
tireless commitment and inquisitive spirit. 
A distinguished Advisory Board made up 
of Arab scholars and former senior-level 
policy makers provided strategic and the-
matic advice. I am thankful for their wise 
counsel and their devotion to fair analy-
sis. The Report also benefitted from the 
views of over 100 young people from all 
over the region, who taught us about hu-
man security from their own perspective. 
I appreciate their engagement, and I am 
hopeful for their future. I am also indebted 
to Kemal Derviş, former Administrator 
of UNDP, for his encouragement of this 
exercise and the guidance he provided. I 
take this opportunity to welcome the new 
Administrator of UNDP, Helen Clark, and 
to thank her for supporting the publica-
tion of this report. And I owe a particular 
note of appreciation to my colleagues in 
the Regional Programme Division of the 
UNDP Regional Bureau for Arab States, for 
their wholehearted support and substantial 
undertaking. May these tremendous efforts 
be rewarded with a stimulating debate in 
the interest of human security and human 
development for all the people of the Arab 
countries. 	

Amat Al Alim Alsoswa
Assistant Secretary-General and Assistant 
Administrator, Regional Director,
Regional Bureau for Arab States,  
United Nations Development Programme
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The report
in brief

This is the fifth volume in the series of Arab Human Development Reports sponsored 
by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and independently 
authored by intellectuals and scholars from Arab countries. 

Like its predecessors, this Report provides eminent Arab thinkers a platform 
from which to articulate a comprehensive analysis of their own contemporary 
milieu. It is not a conventional report produced by the United Nations. Rather, 
it is an independent publication that gives a voice to a representative group of 
Arab intellectuals whose sober and self-critical appraisals might not otherwise 
be heard in the particular circumstances of the region. The views of the authors 
are supplemented by an opinion poll conducted in four Arab countries—Kuwait, 
Lebanon, Morocco and the Occupied Palestinian Territory—that represent a range 
of political and cultural contexts for the Report’s analyses. A special Youth Forum 
convened for the Report also provides insights from young Arabs.

Inspired by UNDP’s 1994 global Human Development Report on human security, 
the present study takes up that subject as it concerns the Arab countries.1 Its 
starting point is that, seven years after the publication of the first Arab Human 
Development Report, the region’s fault lines as traced in that analysis may have 
deepened.2 The question thus arises: why have obstacles to human development 
in the region proved so stubborn? 

This new Report proposes that the answers lie in the fragility of the region’s 
political, social, economic and environmental structures, in its lack of people-
centred development policies and in its vulnerability to outside intervention. 
Together, these characteristics undermine human security—the kind of material 
and moral foundation that secures lives, livelihoods and an acceptable quality of 
life for the majority. Human security is a prerequisite for human development, and 
its widespread absence in Arab countries has held back their progress.

Human insecurity at the global 
and regional levels

The world order that followed the end of 
the Cold War has proved to be tumultu-
ous. External and internal challenges to 
the integrity of states have multiplied. 
From without, environmental pollution, 
international terrorism, large population 
movements, a melting global financial 
system and the rise of other cross-border 

threats such as pandemics, the drug trade 
and human trafficking have all laid siege 
to traditional notions of security. Within 
countries, spreading poverty, unemploy-
ment, civil wars, sectarian and ethnic 
conflicts and authoritarian repression 
have exposed the limits of many states 
in guaranteeing their citizens’ rights and 
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freedoms. While preserving the integrity 
of states remains the highest consideration 
of national security, a newer concern with 
protecting the lives of the people who 
reside in them has overtaken that preoc-
cupation. The concept of human security, 
which complements that of national secu-
rity, brings this change in perspective into 
focus.

In the Arab region, human insecu-
rity—pervasive, often intense and with 
consequences affecting large numbers of 
people—inhibits human development. 
It is revealed in the impacts of military 
occupation and armed conflict in Iraq, 
Sudan, Somalia and Occupied Palestinian 
Territory. It is found in countries that enjoy 
relative stability where the authoritarian 
state, buttressed by flawed constitutions 
and unjust laws, often denies citizens their 
rights. Human insecurity is heightened by 
swift climatic changes, which threaten the 
livelihoods, income and access to food and 
water of millions of Arabs in future. It is 
reflected in the economic vulnerability of 
one-fifth of the people in some Arab states, 
and more than half in others, whose lives 
are impoverished and cut short by hunger 
and want. Human insecurity is palpable 
and present in the alienation of the region’s 
rising cohort of unemployed youth and 
in the predicaments of its subordinated 
women, and dispossessed refugees.

The concept

Human security is the “rearguard of 
human development”. Whereas human 
development is concerned with expanding 
the individual’s capabilities and opportu-
nities, human security focuses on enabling 
peoples to contain or avert threats to their 
lives, livelihoods and human dignity. The 
two concepts look at the human condition 
from different ends of a continuum, sum-
marized by Amartya Sen as “expansion 
with equity” (human development) and 
“downturn with security” (human secu-
rity). The intellectual frameworks they 
provide are co-extensive and mutually 
reinforcing. Moreover, human security 
is related to human rights inasmuch as 
respect for people’s basic rights creates 
conditions favourable to human security.

Beginning with these insights, the 
Report adopts the comprehensive cat-

egorization of threats to human security 
originally posited by UNDP and defines 
human security as “the liberation of human 
beings from those intense, extensive, pro-
longed, and comprehensive threats to which 
their lives and freedom are vulnerable”. Its 
chapters focus on:

Pressures on environmental resources•	
The performance of the state in guaran-•	
teeing or undermining human security
The personal insecurity of vulnerable •	
groups 
Economic vulnerability, poverty and •	
unemployment
Food security and nutrition•	
Health and human security •	
The systemic insecurity of occupation •	
and foreign military intervention

Human security can be measured on 
both an objective and subjective level, 
and in quantitative and qualitative terms. 
The Report takes the view that no single 
composite index of human security would 
be valid, reliable or sufficiently sensitive 
to varying levels of human security and 
to different circumstances in the region. 
Rather, it affirms the relevance of discrete 
quantitative indicators and opinion surveys 
at the level of the region, its sub-regions 
and country groups.

Seven dimensions of threat

1.	� People and their insecure 
environment

The Arab region faces growing challenges 
to the security of its population from 
environmental stresses. Potential conflicts 
originating in competition for dwindling 
natural resources may heavily strain rela-
tions among communities, populations 
and states, Arab or non-Arab. These chal-
lenges will result from population and 
demographic pressures, the overexploita-
tion of land, water shortages, desertifica-
tion, pollution, and climate change.

Population pressures: according to UN 
estimates, the Arab countries will be 
home to some 395 million people by 2015 
(compared to about 317 million in 2007, 
and 150 million in 1980). In a region 
where water and arable land are shrinking, 
population growth at these rates while 
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falling, will still put intense pressures on 
the carrying capacity of Arab countries’ 
lands and further threaten environmental 
sustainability.

Urban growth poses particular challenges. 
An accelerating drift to cities and towns is 
straining already-overstretched infrastruc-
ture and creating overcrowded, unhealthy 
and insecure living conditions in many 
Arab centres. In 1970, 38 per cent of the 
Arab population was urban. By 2005 this 
had grown to 55 per cent, and it is likely to 
surpass 60 per cent by 2020.

Demographic pressures: the most evident 
and challenging aspect of the region’s 
demographic profile is its ‘youth bulge’. 
Young people are the fastest growing 
segment of Arab countries’ populations. 
Some 60 per cent of the population is 
under 25 years old, making this one of the 
most youthful regions in the world, with 
a median age of 22 years compared to a 
global average of 28.

Water scarcity: Total available surface 
water resources in the Arab countries are 
estimated at 277 billion cubic meters per 
year3, only 43 per cent of which originates 
within the Arab countries. Surface water 
resources shared with neighbouring 
countries outside the region account for 
approximately 57 per cent of its total water 
requirements. Years of effort have yielded 
the establishment of formal agreements 
(such as the Nile Basin Initiative) on the 
management of shared water resources. 
However, most are partial, ineffective and 
inequitable in terms of the full spectrum 
of riparian rights. At the regional and 
interregional levels, cooperation on water 
usage and management is heavily affected 
by prevailing political tensions and ongo-
ing conflicts.

Stressed groundwater systems are often 
the only source of fresh water in the 
region, yet reserves in renewable aquifers 
are being withdrawn faster than they can 
be replenished. Transboundary conflicts, 
poor distribution and heavy use, especially 
of ground resources, characterize water 
use in much of the Arab countries. This 
leads to a lack of clean water for much of 
the population and the waste of significant 

amounts in the agriculture, industry and 
tourism sectors.

Desertification is a peril in the region. It is 
formally defined under the United Nations 
Convention to Combat Desertification 
(UNCCD) as “land degradation in arid, 
semi-arid, and dry sub-humid areas result-
ing from various factors, including climatic 
variations and human activities.” A UN 
Environment Programme study estimates 
that desert has swallowed up more than 
two-thirds of total land area of the region 
(9.76 million square kilometres of desert, 
or 68.4 per cent of the total land area). The 
highest ratio of desert to total land area is 
in the Arabian Peninsula (nine-tenths or 
89.6 per cent). This is followed by North 
Africa (over three-fourths of the land or 
77.7 per cent), the Nile Valley and the 
Horn of Africa (less than a half or 44.5 per 
cent) and the Mashreq (35.6 per cent). 
Ongoing desertification threatens about 
2.87 million square kilometres or a fifth of 
the total area of the Arab countries.

Water pollution in Arab countries has 
grown into a serious challenge. It is mainly 
attributed to the increasing use of chemi-
cal fertilizers, pesticides, and horticultural 
and veterinary medical treatments whose 
long-lasting traces find their way into the 
water. The lack of access to sufficient clean 
water threatens human security in many 
ways. It can lead to the spread of disease 
among children, such as dysentery, and 
affect school attendance and academic 
achievement. It deprives women of long 
hours of the day which they could devote 
to personal and income-generating activi-
ties rather than fetching water for their 
families. In addition, water scarcity and 
pollution threaten agricultural and food 
production and precipitate domestic rival-
ries over scarce water resources.

On the other hand, levels of air pol-
lution in Arab countries, in general, are 
among the lowest in the world. In 2004, 
carbon dioxide emissions did not exceed 
1,348.4 metric tons, compared to 12,162.9 
metric tons in middle-income countries 
and 13,318.6 metric tons in the OECD 
countries. However, Arab countries have 
relatively low carbon dioxide emission 
rates mainly because most have not pro-
gressed very far with industrialisation. 
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Even so, carbon dioxide emissions in North 
Africa and the Middle East are increasing 
at a faster rate than any other region in 
the world, except for South Asia (driven 
by India) and East Asia (driven by China). 
From 1990 to 2004 the average annual 
rate of growth was 4.5 per cent, which 
means that carbon dioxide emissions had 
nearly doubled over that period.

Climate change: the Arab region is one of 
those least responsible for the direct cre-
ation of the greenhouse effect. According 
to the global Human Development Report 
(HDR) 2008 and world development 
indices for 2007, the region’s share of car-
bon dioxide emissions, which contribute 
to this phenomenon, was no more than 
4.7 per cent—lower than any other region 
except Sub-Saharan Africa. However, the 
region is also the nearest to becoming a 
direct victim of climate change, which 
will affect it in the following ways: a) 
water shortages; b) reduced agricultural 
production; c) large population transfers 
to foreign countries (environmental refu-
gees); d) lower levels of economic activity; 
e) threats to national security.

Global warming: according to the UNDP 
Global Human Development Report 
2007/2008, Egypt, Lebanon, Sudan, and 
the countries of North Africa could be 
those in the region most affected by cli-
mate change.4 An increase in the Earth’s 
temperature by three or four degrees 
would raise the sea level by approximately 
one metre, creating 6 million refugees in 
Egypt, with 4,500 square kilometres of 
agricultural land in the Delta flooded. Even 
if the sea level rises by only one-half metre, 
it could create two million refugees and 
cause more than $35 billion in economic 
losses. In the Kordofan region of Sudan, 
an increase in temperature of 1,5 degrees 
centigrade between 2030 and 2060 would 
reduce average rainfall by 5 per cent, lead-
ing to a general drop in agricultural pro-
duction and a decrease in the production 
of maize by 70 per cent of current levels. 
An increase of 1.2 degrees centigrade by 
2020 would reduce available water in 
Lebanon by 15 per cent and in some areas 
of Morocco by over 10 per cent.

2.	 The State and its insecure people

In terms of levels of human security among 
citizens, is the Arab State part of the solu-
tion or problem? To answer that question, 
the Report compares the performance of 
the Arab states with the norms associated 
with good governance. It analyzes whether 
the former win the acceptance of their 
citizens, uphold and guarantee their rights 
to life and freedom and protect them from 
aggression. Its analysis is based on four 
criteria: 1) the acceptability of the state 
to its own citizens; 2) state compliance 
with international charters pertaining to 
human rights; 3) how the state utilizes 
its monopoly of the means of force and 
coercion; 4) how far institutional checks 
and balances prevent abuses of power. The 
Report concludes that large and frequent 
shortfalls in these areas often combine 
to turn the state into a threat to human 
security, instead of its chief support.

Identity, diversity and citizenship
States are artificial creations. The borders 
of many Arab states reflect this fact, often 
enclosing diverse ethnic, religious and 
linguistic groups that were incorporated 
as minorities in the post-colonial era. 
Few Arab states saw a smooth transition 
towards inclusion in their post-indepen-
dence phases. Rather, a strong nationalis-
tic trend developed with the objective of 
masking the diversity of the population 
and subduing its cultural, linguistic and 
religious heterogeneity under command 
structures. The majority of states failed 
to introduce democratic governance and 
institutions of representation that ensure 
inclusion, the equal distribution of wealth 
among various groups, and respect for cul-
tural diversity.

One result of this is that identity-
based groups in some Arab countries have 
sought to free themselves from the captiv-
ity of the nation-state in whose shadow 
they live. This rejection of the legitimacy 
of the kind of state which the modern 
Arab countries inherited and perpetuated 
has been accompanied by conflicts that 
threaten human security and to which 
some states have responded by imposing 
authoritarian controls.
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In western political history, the norma-
tive concept that has contributed most to 
the management of ethnic, cultural and 
linguistic diversity is that of citizenship. 
Arab states are undergoing a similar 
political evolution rather slowly and, 
consequently, few sustain a level of civic 
consciousness that makes it possible for 
citizens themselves to resolve their differ-
ences peacefully without state action.

Observation confirms that, in the Arab 
countries, ethnic, religious, sectarian, and 
linguistic differences can be associated 
with persistent group struggles, especially 
in countries where the population is not 
homogenous. In countries such as Somalia, 
Sudan, Lebanon, and Iraq, ethnic, reli-
gious and tribal loyalties have become the 
axis along which communities have been 
mobilized to press for inclusion or separa-
tion. This mobilization has been destruc-
tive and destabilizing, undercutting both 
human security and the integrity of states. 
Tragically, these conflicts have engendered 
the largest volume of human casualties in 
the Arab countries.

The Report argues that identity, per se, 
is not necessarily the cause of a conflict or 
even the main source of tension between 
different groups in the region. Clashes 
that appear on the surface to stem from 
identity in fact often originate in skewed 
access to political power or wealth, in a 
lack of channels for representative politi-
cal participation, and in the suppression 
of cultural and linguistic diversity. Most 
commonly, such conflicts start with the 
exploitation by political leaders, for their 
own ideological ends, of loyalty ties among 
groups who share feelings of exclusion, 
deprivation and discrimination.

Adherence to international charters
Most Arab states have acceded to the 
major international charters pertaining 
to human rights which stipulate both 
the right to life and the right to freedom. 
Accession and ratification entail an obliga-
tion on the concerned Arab states to bring 
national legislation and practices in line 
with these conventions, an obligation that 
is however more honoured in the breach 
than the observance. At the regional level, 
the norms on human rights adopted by 
states and reflected in the Arab Charter 
on Human Rights (2004) are inconsistent 
with international standards. Indeed, the 

death penalty, which more than half the 
countries of the world have abolished and 
which the United Nations condemns, is 
applied liberally in several Arab countries, 
which do not limit it to the most serious 
crimes or exclude its imposition in cases 
of political crime.

Constitutional failings
State constitutions do not adhere in 
several key respects to the international 
norms implicit in the charters to which 
Arab countries have acceded. This gravely 
compromises levels of human security 
in the countries concerned. Many Arab 
countries’ constitutions adopt ideological 
or doctrinal formulas that empty stipula-
tions of general rights and freedoms of any 
content and which allow individual rights 
to be violated in the name of the official 
ideology or faith. Others deal ambigu-
ously with freedom of opinion and of 
expression, tending to restrict rather than 
to permit. Arab countries’ constitutions 
also routinely delegate the definition of 
rights to state regulation. In doing so, they 
allow freedoms and individual rights to be 
violated at the point when the latter are 
translated into ordinary law. While Arab 
laws and constitutions generally do not 
mandate discrimination between citizens 
on the basis of language, religion, doc-
trine, or confession, discrimination against 
women is quite evident on the law books 
of several states.

Legal restrictions
Across the Arab region, six countries con-
tinue to prohibit the formation of politi-
cal parties. In many other cases, varying 
degrees of repression and restrictions 
on the establishment and functioning of 
political parties, particularly opposition 
parties, effectively amount to their pro-
hibition. With one exception, all Arab 
countries support the right to form civil 
associations. However, most legal systems 
and regulations governing and regulating 
the civil society sector involve a wide and 
escalating array of restrictive measures 
that hinder the exercise of that right. 
Civil society groups face restrictions on 
their formation and ability to operate. The 
groups themselves, or their boards, can 
be summarily dissolved by the state. And 
their affiliations and sources of funding 
are subject to tight controls.
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National security measures
Many Arab states have undergone 
extraordinarily long periods of martial 
law or emergency rule, transforming 
interim measures into a permanent way 
of conducting political life. Declarations 
of emergency are often simply a pretext 
to suspend basic rights and exempt rul-
ers from any constitutional limitations, 
however weak. Post-9-11, most Arab 
countries passed anti-terror laws based on 
a wide and unspecific definition of “terror-
ism”. These moves have given government 
security agencies sweeping powers which, 
although effective in some contexts, can 
form a threat to basic freedoms in oth-
ers. Such laws allow undefined periods of 
pre-trial detention and multiply instances 
where the death penalty may be applied. 
They also curb freedom of expression and 
increase police powers of search, eaves-
dropping and arrest. In some cases, these 
laws increase the use of military courts. In 
general, these laws have failed to find the 
required balance between the security of 
society and that of the individual.

State-sponsored violations of citizens’ 
rights to life and freedom are committed 
through the practices of torture and illegal 
detention. Between 2006 and 2008, the 
Arab Organization for Human Rights 
(AOHR) found examples of the official 
practice of torture in eight Arab states. In 
the same period, the AOHR reported on 
the more widespread practice of illegal 
detention in eleven countries of the region. 

Obstructions of justice
Independent judiciaries form a major part 
of any state system of checks and balances. 
Threats to judicial independence in the 
Arab states come not from constitutions, 
which generally uphold the principle, but 
from the executive branch. All Arab jus-
tice systems suffer in one form or another 
from blows to their independence that 
stem from executive domination of both 
the legislative and judicial branches. In 
addition, judicial independence is being 
undermined by the spread of state security 
courts and military courts, which repre-
sent a negation of the principles of natural 
justice and detract from guarantees of a 
fair trial. The result is a considerable gap 
between constitutional texts and actual 
legal practice in protecting the personal 
security of the Arab citizen. Judges in 

some Arab countries have struggled in 
order to give some substance to judicial 
independence, but their efforts are under-
taken in a very challenging environment. 

State-enforced security
Human security is reinforced when the 
state is the sole wielder of the instru-
ments of coercion and uses them to carry 
out its commitment to respect people’s 
rights, those of citizens and non-citizens 
alike. When other groups gain control of 
instruments of force, the outcomes sel-
dom favour security for citizens. The state 
authorities in some Arab countries have 
proved unable to impose security while 
confronting armed groups and others have 
suffered from the armed violence in which 
some of their citizens, or those of other 
Arab states, have been caught.

On the other hand, while many Arabs 
live under various ‘un-freedoms’ which 
effectively deny them voice and represen-
tation, and while the threat of state-initi-
ated violence against them is ever-present, 
the region offers a degree of protection 
from crime not found in other develop-
ing regions. Barring the cases of foreign 
occupation and civil war, a relatively low 
incidence of conventional violent crime 
remains the norm for the Arab countries. 
Statistics from 2002 indicate that, at that 
time, the region had the lowest police-
recorded homicide and assault rate, not 
only among all regions of the South, but 
also in both the developing and developed 
worlds.

Executive branches and security and 
armed forces that are not subject to public 
oversight present grave potential threats 
to human security. All Arab heads of state 
wield absolute authority, answering to 
none. They maintain their hold on power 
by leaving the state’s security apparatus 
an extremely wide margin for manoeuvre, 
at the expense of citizens’ freedoms and 
fundamental rights. Arab security agen-
cies operate with impunity because they 
are instrumental to the head of state and 
account to him alone. Their powers are 
buttressed by executive interference with 
the independence of the judiciary, by the 
dominance (in most states) of an unchang-
ing ruling party over the legislature, and 
by the muzzling of the media.

Going by the preceding criteria, the 
relationship between the state and human 
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security in the region is not straight-
forward. While the state is expected to 
guarantee human security, it has been, in 
several Arab countries, a source of threat 
undermining both international charters 
and national constitutional provisions. The 
Report holds up the nature and extent of 
state failures behind the crisis in Darfur, 
which provide an archetypal illustration 
of how state performance impacts human 
security. Establishing the rule of law and 
good governance in the Arab countries 
remains a precondition for the foundation 
of the legitimate state and the protection 
of human security.

Calls for state reform
Recent state-sponsored reform initiatives 
aimed at enhancing citizens’ rights have 
been welcomed yet found to be ineffec-
tual in changing the dictated nature of the 
Arab social contract or the structural basis 
of power in the region. The path to reform 
in the region has been laid out most clearly 
by its increasingly active and vocal civil 
society. The latter’s demands focus on:

Respect for the right to self-determina-•	
tion of all people.
Adherence to the principles of human •	
rights, and rejection of all prevarication 
based on cultural particularism and the 
manipulation of national sentiment. 
Public tolerance of different religions •	
and schools of thought.
Sound parliamentary systems.•	
The incorporation in Arab constitu-•	
tions of guarantees of political, intel-
lectual, and party political pluralism, 
with political parties based on the 
principle of citizenship

Specific calls by citizens for change 
include: an end to martial law; the aboli-
tion of emergency laws and courts; a halt to 
the practice of torture; the reform of Arab 
countries’ legislations that is incompatible 
with freedom of thought and expression; 
and the full establishment and practice of 
the rule of law.

3.	� The vulnerability of those lost 
from sight

The personal security of citizens in Arab 
countries is compromised by legal loop-
holes, overseen and regulated by coercive 

institutions and based on the forfeiture of 
freedoms. But for some groups of people 
beyond mainstream society—abused 
and subordinated women, the victims of 
human trafficking, child soldiers, refugees 
and internally displaced persons—no per-
sonal security exists at all.

Violence against women
Many Arab women are still bound by 
patriarchal patterns of kinship, legalised 
discrimination, social subordination 
and ingrained male dominance. Because 
women find themselves in a lowly posi-
tion in relation to decision-making within 
the family, their situation continuously 
exposes them to forms of family and 
institutionalised violence. Arab women, 
like many of their peers in other regions, 
sustain both direct and indirect violence. 
In the first category, they suffer forms of 
physical assault, from beating to rape and 
murder. In the second, they are victims 
of cultural and social practices that cause 
material harm to women, such as female 
genital mutilation (FGM) and child mar-
riage. Although some states have banned 
the practice of FGM, it continues to be 
widespread in many countries because 
traditional beliefs favour it. Influential fig-
ures aligned with conservative political or 
social forces also speak out in its defence.

Arab countries have yet to adopt laws 
prohibiting child marriage before the age 
of majority, namely, eighteen years of age. 
Yet studies indicate that early marriage and 
teenage pregnancies threaten the health of 
mothers and children, and increase female 
vulnerability to violence. Early marriages 
often lead to divorce, family breakdown 
and poor child-rearing. They commonly 
encourage early childbearing and high 
fertility, which carry marked health risks 
for very young mothers and their infants. 
Although early marriage is on the decline 
in the Arab countries, the numbers of 
teenage girls who are married remains 
significant in some countries. Based on the 
most recent available data in the period 
1987-2006, UNICEF estimates that the 
proportions of women aged 20-24 that 
were married by the age of 18 were 45 per 
cent in Somalia, 37 per cent in Yemen and 
Mauritania, 30 per cent in Comoros, and 
27 per cent in Sudan. These proportions 
were 10 per cent in Tunisia, 5 per cent in 
Djibouti, and 2 per cent in Algeria.
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It is difficult to gauge the prevalence of 
violence against women in Arab societies. 
The subject is taboo in a male-oriented 
culture of denial. Much of this violence 
is inflicted unseen in the home, on wives, 
sisters and mothers. The under-reporting 
of offences is widespread. Marriage laws 
contribute to the problem since most of 
them confirm a husband’s custodial rights 
over a wife. The consecration of male 
supremacy within the family culminates 
in Personal Status laws since, under these 
laws, most women in Arab countries do 
not have the right to ask for divorce or to 
oppose polygamy. Steps to reform personal 
status laws have been taken, especially 
in the Maghreb countries, and more are 
required.

So-called ‘honour crimes’ are the 
most notorious form of violence against 
women in several Arab societies. Here too, 
under-reporting makes the prevalence of 
such crimes difficult to establish, but the 
practice is known to continue. The punish-
ment for women can be as severe as death, 
especially if the prohibited act results in 
pregnancy. In some Arab countries the law 
stands on the side of those who perpetrate 
such crimes by reducing penalties. 

Rape is considered to be a more com-
mon form of violence against women 
than incidents reported to the police, 
or covered by the press, may suggest. In 
Arab countries, where laws on rape are 
either equivocal or actively biased against 
women, and where family and society join 
to deny occurrences, preserve the image 
of virginity and downplay the crime, few 
cases come before the courts. Thus, one of 
the most violent, intrusive and traumatic 
threats to women’s personal safety contin-
ues while society averts its eyes.

War-time assaults on women take place 
in a context of lawlessness, displacement 
and armed clashes such as those in Iraq, 
Sudan (Darfur) and Somalia where gender 
roles are polarized. In these theatres of 
conflict, men often compensate for their 
own insecurities and loss of dominance 
through intensified aggression against 
women. In June 2008, the UN Security 
Council unanimously adopted Resolution 
1820 demanding the “immediate and 
complete cessation by all parties to armed 
conflict of all acts of sexual violence 
against civilians”. The resolution noted 
that women and girls are particularly 

targeted by the use of sexual violence as “a 
tactic of war”.

Human trafficking
Human trafficking is a multi-billion dollar 
transnational industry that is spreading 
across the Arab countries. In the region, 
this underground business has certain 
clear traits. One is that the Arab states 
play various roles and sometimes multiple 
roles. They can be destinations for the 
trade, they may act as a transit point for 
such commerce, or they may be a source of 
persons being trafficked. As destinations, 
they receive trafficked persons from vari-
ous regions of the world: Southeast Asia, 
South Asia, Eastern Europe, Asia Minor, 
Central Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa. 

For men, the trade entails forced labour 
under dehumanizing conditions and with-
out respect for labour rights. For women, 
it usually means domestic service often 
indistinguishable from slavery, or sexual 
exploitation; and, for children, it leads to 
employment as beggars, itinerant vendors 
or camel jockeys, or to sexual abuse. For all 
victims, bondage through trafficking spells 
a life of permanent abject insecurity.

Children are easy prey to practices 
ruinous to their security. Not only do such 
practices impair their liberty, they expose 
them to extreme harm, ranging from 
psychological stunting and physical injury, 
to death. The cruellest of such practices is 
the recruitment of children for war. Two 
different forms of children’s involvement 
in military activities are found in the Arab 
countries. The first is that in Sudan and 
Somalia, where the recruitment of child 
soldiers is widely reported. The second is 
that in the region’s other conflict zones—
the Occupied Palestinian Territory and 
Iraq—where children, voluntarily or under 
coercion, play support roles, while suffer-
ing disproportionately under the armed 
conflicts in these areas.

The plight of refugees and internally 
displaced persons
The Arab countries are the site of both 
the world’s longest-standing refugee ques-
tion, that of the Palestinians, and its latest 
such problem, in Darfur. Propelled to flee 
by conditions of grave insecurity—at a 
minimum, loss of work and income, and at 
worst loss of life at the hands of occupying 
armies or rival militias—refugees continue 
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to live with the insecurities associated 
with their status. They are at the mercy 
of conditions in camps or political and 
economic events in their host countries, 
which could suddenly turn against them. 
The refugee experience may never end, for 
a person may die a refugee and pass this 
status on to a second generation. 

While statistics on refugees are often 
difficult to verify, it is estimated that the 
Arab countries contain approximately 
7.5 million refugees, in the form of those 
registered by the UN High Commission 
for Refugees (UNHCR) and the UN 
Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA), for 
the year 2008. This share represents 46.8 
per cent of the 16 million global refugees 
registered under UNHCR and UNRWA 
for 2008. The largest number of these 
refugees, mostly Palestinians and Iraqis, is 
found in Jordan, Syria, and the Occupied 
Palestinian Territory.

Internally displaced persons (IDPs) in 
the region are more widespread geographi-
cally than refugees, whom they outnumber 
at an estimated total of about 9.8 million. 
Most are to be found in six Arab states—
Sudan, Iraq, Somalia, Lebanon, Syria and 
Yemen—with Sudan alone accounting for 
up to 5.8 million. IDPs share many of the 
insecurities of refugees: loss of livelihoods, 
status, families, roots and, sometimes, life 
itself.

The Report concludes that what the 
state and society do not see, they cannot 
protect. Alleviating the insecurity of the 
region’s most vulnerable groups starts with 
recognition of the fact and extent of the 
injustices they suffer, and of the political, 
social and developmental roots of their 
exclusion.

4.	� Volatile growth, high 
unemployment and persisting 
poverty 

The fabled oil wealth of the Arab coun-
tries presents a misleading picture of 
their economic situation, one that masks 
the structural weaknesses of many Arab 
economies and the resulting insecurity of 
countries and citizens alike. The Report 
discusses economic security in terms of 
the dimensions originally identified by 
UNDP’s 1994 Human Development 
Report on human security: real per capita 

income levels and their growth patterns; 
employment options; poverty; and social 
protection. It underlines the erratic course 
of oil-led growth in the Arab countries, the 
fragility of the economic model associated 
with it, and changing trends in intrare-
gional spillovers from oil producing coun-
tries. It also identifies policy gaps that have 
consequences for the economic security of 
millions of people: acute unemployment 
and persisting income poverty.

Economic vulnerability
One clear sign of the vulnerability of 
Arab economic growth is its high volatil-
ity. Tied to capricious oil markets, the 
region’s economic security has been—and 
remains—hostage to exogenous trends. 
Rocky ups-and-downs in the Arab coun-
tries, from high growth in the 1970s to 
economic stagnation through the 1980s 
and back to extraordinary growth in the 
early 2000s, directly reflect the turbulent 
cycles of the oil market. Steep drops in 
oil income during the 1980s had major 
impacts on oil producing countries (Saudi 
Arabia, for example, saw its GDP halved 
between 1981 and 1987 in current prices). 
A number of other countries experienced 
negative economic growth, of which 
the hardest hit was Kuwait, where GDP 
declined by around 18 per cent in 1981 
and 1982. The shocks were transmitted 
to non-oil Arab economies whose receipts 
from remittances fell away. Jordan and 
Yemen both had negative growth in some 
years. 

For nearly two and half decades after 
1980, the region witnessed hardly any eco-
nomic growth. World Bank data show that 
real GDP per capita in the Arab countries 
grew by a mere 6.4 per cent over the entire 
24 year period from 1980 to 2004 (i.e. by 
less than 0.5 per cent annually).

Oil-led growth has created weak 
structural foundations in Arab economies. 
Many Arab countries are turning into 
increasingly import oriented and service-
based economies. The types of services 
found in most Arab countries fall at the 
low end of the value adding chain, contrib-
ute little to local knowledge development 
and lock countries into inferior positions 
in global markets. This trend has grown 
at the expense of Arab agriculture, manu-
facturing and industrial production. The 
structural fragility of Arab economies as 
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a result of oil-led growth is reflected in a 
conspicuous decline in the share of non-oil 
productive sectors (agriculture and manu-
facturing) to GDP in all Arab countries 
except the high-income countries. Overall, 
the Arab countries were less industrialized 
in 2007 than in 1970, almost four decades 
previously.

In the region’s most recent episode of 
prosperity, fluctuation in growth rates has 
abated somewhat across all country groups. 
While this development is comforting, it 
offers no grounds for complacency, since 
the current plunge in oil prices is bound 
to undo growth prospects and once again 
cause volatility. 

Arab oil producing countries have 
opted to put much of their latest windfall 
into foreign investments, external reserves 
and oil stabilization funds, and to pay 
down debts. They have also embarked on 
major domestic investments in real estate, 
construction, oil refining, transport and 
communication and social services. This 
approach clearly differs from patterns of 
the past, which emphasized imports and 
consumption. Some Arab oil exporting 
countries have also been in a position to 
direct large streams of revenue towards 
their military and security forces.

However, their new patterns of invest-
ment also expose Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) countries more widely 
than in the past to global economic 
downturns, the latest of which poses 
severe challenges to their capital-intensive 
growth model. New external shocks for 
the Arab countries are associated with the 
current global recession. All of the major 
oil producers have substantial holdings in 
the US and elsewhere abroad, and are not 
able to decouple their economies from the 
spreading international crisis. The knock-
on effects on the rest of the Arab countries 
of a protracted slow-down in investment 
financing and remittances from GCC 
countries would be considerable.

In fact, other Arab countries may have 
gained less from the short-lived third boom 
than they did from the first two. Although 
oil wealth still crosses borders, and while 
several rich countries switched a number 
of foreign investments to regional markets 
in the aftermath of 9-11, intraregional 
flows are becoming less copious and are 
having less impact than in the past. First, 
population increases in non-oil countries 

offset much of these flows. Second, worker 
remittances from the oil states have been 
hit by the practice of ‘job nationalization’; 
and third, non-oil countries are incurring 
higher energy costs through rising oil 
import bills and expensive fuel subsidies.

The spectre of unemployment
Unemployment is a major source of eco-
nomic insecurity in most Arab countries. 
Data from the Arab Labour Organization 
(ALO) show that in 2005 the overall 
average unemployment rate for the Arab 
countries was about 14.4 per cent of the 
labour force compared to 6.3 per cent 
for the world at large. The weighted 
average growth rate in unemployment in 
the Arab countries (using the number of 
unemployed in 2005) was about 1.8 per 
cent annually. While national unemploy-
ment rates vary considerably, ranging from 
about 2 per cent in Qatar and Kuwait to 
about 22 per cent in Mauritania, youth 
unemployment is a serious challenge com-
mon to many Arab countries.

These trends in unemployment, coupled 
with population growth rates, indicate that 
Arab countries will need about 51 million 
new jobs by 2020. Most of those jobs will 
be essential to absorb young entrants to the 
labour force who will otherwise face an 
empty future. ALO estimates for the year 
2005/6 show that youth unemployment 
rates in the region vary from a high of about 
46 per cent in Algeria to a low of 6.3 per 
cent in the United Arab Emirates. With the 
exception of the latter, high income Arab 
countries suffer from double digit youth 
unemployment rates. Relatively high youth 
unemployment rates are also recorded for 
the middle and low income Arab countries. 
Overall, the unemployment rate among 
the young in the Arab countries is nearly 
double that in the world at large. 

Unemployment also often wears a 
female face. Unemployment rates for Arab 
women are higher than those for Arab 
men, and among the highest in the world. 
This reflects more than the failure of Arab 
economies to generate sufficient jobs; it 
points as well to entrenched social biases 
against women. 

Three primary factors account for the 
region’s slumping employment trends: first, 
the contraction under structural reforms 
of the large public sector, which employs 
more than a third of the workforce; second, 
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the limited size, hobbled performance 
and weak job-generating capacity of the 
private sector, which has not taken up the 
slack; and third, the quality and type of 
education generally provided, which does 
not stress technical or vocational skills 
in demand.

Arab policies will have to focus on 
revamping education to close skills gaps, 
respond to labour market signals and 
stimulate knowledge-based capabilities 
matching opportunities in the global, as 
well as regional economy. National sav-
ings will need to be converted efficiently 
into sizeable investments for expanding 
health, housing and labour markets in 
order to cater for the needs of this young 
workforce and provide it with the facilities 
to increase productivity. A special effort 
is required to remove entrenched social 
barriers to women’s entrance to high-
productivity jobs. In many of these policy 
shifts, private-public partnerships offer 
the best option for mobilizing resources, 
transferring skills and creating new jobs.

The backlog of poverty
The Report considers economic insecurity 
associated with poverty from two perspec-
tives: income poverty (defined in terms of 
people’s enjoyment of goods and services, 
represented in real per capita consump-
tion expenditure); and human poverty 
(defined by income as well as by other 
valued dimensions of life, such as educa-
tion, health, and political freedom). Its 
analysis of income poverty, in turn, takes 
into account both the international pov-
erty line at two-dollars-a-day and national 
poverty lines. 

Arab countries are generally regarded as 
having a relatively low incidence of income 
poverty. In 2005, about 20.3 per cent of 
the Arab population was living below the 
two-dollars-a-day international poverty 
line. This estimate is based on seven Arab 
middle and low income groups, whose 
population represents about 63 per cent of 
the total population of the Arab countries 
not in conflict. Using the international line 
indicates that, in 2005, about 34.6 million 
Arabs were living in extreme poverty. 

However, the two-dollars-a-day 
threshold may not be the most illumi-
nating metric for looking at poverty in 
the Arab countries. Applying the upper 
national poverty line shows that the overall 

poverty rate ranges from a low of 28.6 – 30 
per cent in Lebanon and Syria to a high 
of 59.5 per cent in Yemen, with that for 
Egypt being about 41 per cent. Extrapolat-
ing from a sample of countries representing 
65 per cent of the region’s population, the 
Report projects that the overall headcount 
poverty ratio at the upper poverty line is 
39.9% and that the estimated number of 
Arabs living in poverty could be as high as 
65 million.

Extreme poverty is especially acute 
in the low-income Arab countries, where 
some 36.2 per cent of the population are 
living in extreme poverty. Expectably, 
income poverty, and the insecurity associ-
ated with it, is more widespread among 
rural populations.

Another lens for the analysis of 
impoverishment is human poverty, which 
refers to the deprivation of capabilities 
and opportunities, and can be measured 
through the Human Poverty Index (HPI), 
a composite index built on three compo-
nents: a) longevity, b) knowledge and c) 
standard of living. Applying that index, 
low income Arab countries exhibit the 
highest incidence of human poverty in the 
region, with an average HPI of 35 per cent 
compared to a 12 per cent average in high 
income countries. This metric shows that 
insecurity undercuts health, education 
and standards of living, all of which puts 
in question the effectiveness of the state in 
providing, and ensuring access to the basic 
necessities of life. In particular, human 
poverty affects children’s attendance at 
elementary school and their levels of con-
tinuation at post-elementary stages. Low 
school completion rates perpetuate the 
insecurity of the poor.

Arab countries scoring an HPI of 30 
per cent or more include three low income 
countries and a lower middle income 
country: Sudan (with an HPI of 34.3 per 
cent), Yemen (36.6 per cent), Mauritania 
(35.9 per cent), and Morocco (31.8 per 
cent). In almost all of these countries, 
significant insecurity (i.e. a value of more 
than 30 per cent) is recorded for the educa-
tion component, represented by the adult 
illiteracy rate. In addition, in Mauritania, 
Sudan and Yemen insecurity from lack of 
access to safe water and child nutrition is 
also significant.

Despite moderate levels of income 
inequality, in most Arab countries social 
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exclusion has increased over the past two 
decades. In addition, there is evidence 
to suggest that the inequality in wealth 
has worsened significantly more than the 
deterioration in income. In many Arab 
countries, for example, land and asset 
concentration is conspicuous and pro-
vokes a sense of exclusion among other 
groups, even if absolute poverty has not 
increased.

The patterns of economic insecurity 
illustrated in the Report are the result of 
several policy gaps. First, the increased 
structural fragility of Arab economies is 
an evident consequence of continuing to 
rely on volatile, oil-led growth. Economic 
growth itself has been, for the most part, 
erratic and low. Correspondingly, the 
performance of productive sectors (and 
manufacturing in particular) has been 
weak and uncompetitive. Second, this 
growth model has negatively impacted the 
labour market, and Arab countries now 
suffer the highest unemployment rates in 
the world. Third, overall poverty, defined 
as the share of the population under the 
national upper poverty line, is significantly 
higher than the underestimate yielded by 
using the international poverty line of two 
dollars a day. Hence, poverty in the Arab 
countries is a more conspicuous phenom-
enon than commonly assumed.

5.	� Hunger, malnutrition and  
food insecurity

Despite its ample resources, and low inci-
dence of hunger relative to other regions, the 
Arab countries are seeing hunger and mal-
nutrition among their people rise. Although 
prevalence rates and absolute numbers in 
individual countries vary quite markedly, 
the region, as a whole, is falling behind in 
achieving the hunger-reduction target of the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). In 
addition, the backlog from hunger and mal-
nutrition in the past continues.

According to Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) figures, among devel-
oping country regions, the Arab countries 
have a low ratio of undernourished people 
to the total population. It is only surpassed 
in this regard by transition countries in 
Eastern Europe and the former Soviet 
Union. Yet it is one of two world regions—the 
other being sub-Saharan Africa—where the 

number of undernourished has risen since 
the beginning of the 1990s—from about 
19.8 million in 1990-1992 to 25.5 million 
in 2002-2004.

Considerable disparities exist among 
individual Arab countries in their fight 
against hunger. The countries that have 
made the greatest progress towards lower-
ing the prevalence of undernourishment 
between 1990 and 2004 are Djibouti, 
Kuwait and Mauritania. Sudan has also 
made strides, but still experiences serious 
hunger prevalence. Saudi Arabia, Egypt, 
Lebanon, Jordan, Morocco and Yemen, 
on the other hand, recorded increases in 
both the absolute numbers and prevalence 
of undernourishment, while Syria and 
Algeria achieved very small reductions in 
prevalence but none in numbers. 

The direct causes of hunger in the 
region are related to insufficient daily 
nutritional intake, which is attributable 
to limited supplies of different foods and 
the resulting imbalance in diets. Food 
availability, in turn, is connected with 
the forces of supply—which is contingent 
upon such factors as agricultural produc-
tion, access to global markets, the growth 
of food industries, and the size of foreign 
aid—and demand, which is connected, in 
particular, to per capita income levels. In 
terms of local food production, some Arab 
countries have the lowest cereal yields in 
the world and, moreover, between 1990 and 
2005, production in 7 countries declined. 
The Report illustrates that Arab countries 
are altogether more self-sufficient in food 
commodities that are favoured by the rich 
(meats, fish and vegetables) than in those 
likely to be consumed by the poor (cereals, 
fats and sugar). 

In a seeming paradox, while malnutri-
tion is on the rise in both absolute and 
relative terms in some Arab countries, 
obesity is also an increasing health risk 
in the region. In fact, the two are linked 
by their common origins in poor diet. 
Obesity and overweight are more com-
mon among women than men in Arab 
countries, contrary to the situation in the 
US, for example, where these problems 
are more prevalent among men. In the 
region, obesity is generally attributed to 
over-consumption of high-fat foods com-
bined with little physical activity, which 
may partly explain its prevalence among 
Arab women, who are often prevented by 
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custom from pursuing sports and other 
physical exercise. Obesity contributes to 
such non-contagious chronic illnesses as 
diabetes, high blood pressure, coronary 
arterial diseases, degenerative joint dis-
eases, psychological illnesses, and some 
types of cancer. Such ailments are steadily 
increasing in Arab countries.

The main indirect causes of hunger in 
the region are poverty, foreign occupa-
tion and domestic conflict and economic 
policies for dealing with globalization. The 
Report shows that, while poverty and mal-
nutrition often co-exist in Arab countries, 
poverty is not necessarily associated with 
undernourishment when the consump-
tion pattern of the poor tends towards 
inexpensive but nutrient-rich foods, and 
when such foods are readily accessible 
under targeted government programmes. 
Conversely, when conditions of conflict 
disrupt food supplies, as in Iraq, the 
Occupied Palestinian Territory, Somalia 
and Sudan, a high degree of malnutrition 
and food insecurity follows. 

Food accessibility is strongly influenced 
by government economic policies and 
openness to world markets. Subsidising 
food commodities to make them more 
affordable to the public is one such policy; 
lifting subsidies is another. Most Arab 
governments have adopted food supply 
policies as part of a social contract based 
on state provision of essential needs in 
exchange for the people’s loyalty. But since 
the 1980s, economic and market deregula-
tion policies adopted by governments have 
rendered domestic food prices vulnerable 
to fluctuations in international prices.

Arab countries as much as any others, 
have recently suffered from spiralling 
food prices traceable to various causes. 
Among these are the climate changes that 
have affected production in grain export-
ing countries, the extensive depletion of 
grain stocks, and the rising consumption 
of meat and dairy products in emerging 
economies, especially in China. Another 
major cause is the growing demand in the 
US and Europe for biofuels derived from 
grain, in response to the rising costs of oil 
and transportation. The Report contrasts 
how Arab economic policies have fared in 
coping with these pressures with the rela-
tive successes of countries such as Brazil 
and Mexico, which have simultaneously 

followed liberal economic policies and 
ensured a minimum level of food for the 
poor.

The Report discusses the feasibility of 
achieving food sovereignty and food secu-
rity in Arab countries. It concludes that 
food security needs to be pursued, not 
in terms of absolute sovereignty in food 
production, a goal impractical in light 
of regional water scarcities, but rather in 
terms of sufficiency for all members of 
society in essential commodities. In this 
context, the region’s low self sufficiency 
rate in staple foods is one of its most seri-
ous development gaps.

6.	 Health security challenges

Health is both a vital goal of human 
security that is influenced by non-health 
factors, and an instrumental capability 
that significantly impacts other aspects of 
human security. In the last 40 years, Arab 
countries have made striking progress in 
forestalling death and extending life, as 
evidenced by falling infant mortality rates 
and rising life expectancy. Yet health is by 
no means assured for all citizens of Arab 
countries, with women suffering the most 
from neglect and gender biased tradi-
tions. Health systems are often shackled 
by bureaucratic inefficiency, poor profes-
sional capabilities and underfunding; and 
health risks from new infectious diseases 
are on the rise.

General status
Despite improvements in health across the 
region, 

The health status of Arabs, in general, •	
is lower than that enjoyed by citizens 
of industrialized countries.
While life expectancy increased and •	
child mortality declined between 
2000 and 2005, other health indica-
tors stagnated.
Disparities are apparent between •	
countries and within countries
Health data are insufficient, incom-•	
plete and often unreliable, making it 
difficult to frame effective health poli-
cies or reach those in need 
Harmful health practices, deeply •	
rooted in culture, continue to lower 
health levels, especially among women
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Limits of health systems
Health care systems in the region are let 
down by:

A narrow biomedical model based on •	
hospital and curative care, and focused 
on the treatment of diseases
The absence of inter-sectoral linkages •	
that would help to bring vital indirect 
health determinants into the equation. 
Arab health systems do not recognize 
the role of such factors as the quality 
and coverage of education, women’s 
empowerment, and social and eco-
nomic justice. Neither do they evince 
the mindset required to address key 
factors such as gender, social class, 
identity and ethnicity, all of which 
have obvious effects on health and 
human security
Disparities in health care provision and •	
financing
Profitable high technology hospitals •	
that provide expensive state-of-the-art 
treatment for only a small minority of 
wealthy citizens
Over-stretched public health services, •	
frequently low in quality

Health financing
Health system financing is challenged by:

The rising costs of health care•	
Inadequate government expenditure •	
on health in low and middle income 
countries
Inefficient systems in the high income •	
countries where ample funding does 
not translate into health gains
Increasing out-of pocket expenditures •	
on health that burden individuals and 
families
A general lack of social health insur-•	
ance and employer-provided benefits

Emerging health threats
HIV/AIDS represents a stubborn, proxi-
mate and misunderstood danger in the 
region. In 2007, more than 31,600 adults 
and children died from AIDS in the Arab 
countries (80 per cent of which are in 
Sudan). Between 2001 and 2007, there 
were 90,500 estimated new cases of HIV 
infections in the Arab countries, 50,000 
of which in Sudan alone. 

According to WHO and UNAIDS 
estimates, the number of those living 
with HIV in Arab countries was 435,000 
in 2007, 73.5 per cent of which were in 

Sudan. A significant observation about 
Sudan concerns the relatively high percent-
age of HIV-positive women. Compared to 
a world average of 48 per cent in 2007, 
53 per cent of adults living with HIV in 
Sudan were women. This percentage 
stood at 30.4 in the other Arab countries, 
for the same year, which is comparable 
to the situation in Western Europe. It is 
estimated that about 80 per cent of female 
infections in the region occur within the 
bonds of marriage where the subservient 
position and weak negotiating capacity of 
many women leave them exposed to their 
husbands’ high risk behaviours.

The destructive power of the disease lies 
not solely in the power of the virus which 
causes it, but also in the social stigma that 
comes with it. Those living with the virus 
are often deprived of their livelihoods and, 
with their families, denied access to social 
opportunities in a climate of shame.

While malaria has been almost elimi-
nated in the majority of Arab countries, it 
remains highly endemic in the Arab LDCs 
where on average 3,313 cases per 100,000 
were reported in 2005. Djibouti, Somalia, 
Sudan and Yemen accounted for 98 per 
cent of notified cases in the region; Sudan 
alone bore about 76 per cent of the regional 
burden. Achievement of the MDG target 
of halting and beginning to reverse malaria 
in the sub-region, and in the region as a 
whole, is therefore heavily dependent on 
progress in Somalia, Sudan and Yemen.

7.	� Occupation and military 
intervention

Many of the threats to human security dis-
cussed in the Report coalesce in situations 
of occupation, conflict and military inter-
vention. In Iraq, the Occupied Palestinian 
Territory and Somalia, people’s basic 
rights to self-determination and peace 
have been forcibly annulled. They face 
threats to their lives, freedom, livelihoods, 
education, nutrition, health and physical 
environment from outside forces whose 
presence wreaks institutional, structural 
and material violence on them every day. 

The Report assesses in detail the dam-
age to human security that ensues from 
such travesties of human rights, focusing 
on the impacts of the US intervention in 
Iraq, Israel’s continuing hold on Occupied 
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Palestinian Territory, including its recent 
campaign against Gaza, and on the special 
circumstances of the beleaguered people 
of Somalia. 

Military intervention and occupation 
not only contravene international law and 
abrogate the rights of peoples in the affected 
countries. They spark both resistance and 
a cycle of violence and counter-violence 
that engulfs occupied and occupier alike. 
Occupation and military intervention 
undercut human security in other Arab 
and neighbouring countries in several 
ways. First, they displace peoples across 
borders, creating humanitarian challenges 
for affected states and seeding tensions in 
them. Second, as a cause célèbre of extrem-
ist groups that resort to violence, they 
strengthen the militant appeal of those 
who perpetuate the cycle of destruction in 
the region and whose acts provoke a back-
lash against citizens’ rights and freedoms. 
Finally, as a threat to sovereignty, occupa-
tion and military intervention allow Arab 
governments to cite national security as a 
pretext for halting or postponing democra-
tization and for prolonging oppressive rule. 
Occupation and military intervention are 
thus responsible for creating conditions of 
systemic insecurity in the region.

The Report observes that the fact that 
occupation and intervention have plagued 
the region so long indicates its vulner-
ability to the policies of external parties. 
Prospects for settling major conflicts in 
the affected countries are very largely 
governed by the will of non-Arab parties. 
This throws into strong relief the respon-
sibility of the UN as the sole impartial 
guarantor of human and national security 
in occupied countries, a role however 
which the world body has been kept from 
playing effectively by the powers that have 
marginalized it.

Seven building blocks  
of Arab human security

The Report’s analysis illustrates that the 
concept of human security provides a 
framework for re-centring the Arab social 
contract on those vital yet neglected pri-
orities that most affect the wellbeing of 
citizens of Arab countries. While the state 
of human security is not uniform through-
out the Arab countries, no country can 

claim to be free from fear or free from 
want, and many are affected by spillovers 
from insecurity in neighbouring countries. 
The Report’s individual chapters outline 
various policy orientations that the state, 
civil society, individual citizens and inter-
national actors could adopt within their 
respective spheres of action, suggesting 
specific steps that can be taken to reduce 
threats across all dimensions of the con-
cept. In doing so, the Report underlines 
the central importance of:

1.	 The preservation and enhancement of 
the land, water, air and ecology that 
sustain the Arab peoples’ very exis-
tence under rising national, regional 
and global environmental, population 
and demographic pressures;

2.	 The guarantees of essential rights, 
freedoms and opportunities without 
discrimination, that only a well gov-
erned, accountable and responsive state 
ruled by just laws can provide; and the 
diffusion of identity conflicts rooted in 
competition for power and wealth that 
becomes possible when such a state 
wins the trust of all citizens; 

3.	 The recognition by the state and soci-
ety of the abuse and injustice that vul-
nerable women, children and refugees 
across the region encounter each day, 
and the resolve to change their legal, 
economic, social and personal condi-
tions for the better; 

4.	 The will to address the weak struc-
tural underpinnings of the Arab oil 
economy, reduce income poverty and 
move towards knowledge-based, equi-
table and diversified economies that 
will create the jobs and protect the 
livelihoods on which coming genera-
tions will depend in the post-oil era; 

5.	 Ending persisting hunger and malnu-
trition in all sub-regions, but especially 
the poorest, which continue to erode 
human capabilities, cut short millions 
of lives and set back human develop-
ment. The economics of food security 
in the global economy may call for a 
new realism in defining food security 
less in terms of absolute food sover-
eignty and more in terms of sufficiency 
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for all members of society in essential 
commodities.

6.	 The promotion of health for all as a 
human right, a prerequisite for human 
security and an instrumental enabler 
across the gamut of human function-
ing. The significant progress that Arab 
countries have made in this field is 
being undercut by policy and institu-
tional failures that produce disparities 
in access, affordability and quality, and 
by the growing health threats from 
serious diseases such as malaria, tuber-
culosis and HIV/AIDS.

7.	 Policy recognition abroad that long-
standing human rights violations against 

the Arab peoples and the continuing 
violation of Arab sovereignty and lives 
by regional and global powers through 
occupation and military intervention 
are self-defeating and unacceptable to 
the international and regional public. 
Such violations have inflicted enormous 
damage through the disproportionate 
use of force and a total disregard for 
civilian lives, as highlighted in Israel’s 
recent campaign on Gaza. These viola-
tions have caused untold human suffer-
ing and chaos, stained the image of the 
powers implicated in them and under-
mined the fragile progress of political 
reform in the region by bolstering 
extremist forces and driving moderate 
voices out of the public arena.

Endnotes

1	 UNDP 1994. 
2	 UNDP 2002.
3	 UNDP/AHDR calculations based on FAO’s AQUASTAT database.
4	 UNDP 2007. 



Why human security?

Human insecurity is the result of per-
vasive, recurrent or intense threats that 
produce complex ripple effects touching 
large numbers of people. In the Arab 
countries, widespread human insecurity 
relentlessly undermines human develop-
ment. It is brought on by the depletion 
of natural resources under pressure, by 
high population growth rates and by rapid 
climate change, which could threaten the 
livelihoods, income, food and shelter of 
millions of Arabs. It is ingrained in the 
predicament of one-fifth of the people in 

some Arab countries, and of more than 
half in others, whose lives are impover-
ished and cut short by hunger and want. It 
reverberates in the military occupation and 
armed conflicts witnessed in Iraq, Sudan, 
Somalia and the Occupied Palestinian 
Territory. Human insecurity rears its head 
even in Arab countries that enjoy relative 
stability where the latter’s security forces 
hold wide sway in curtailing or violating 
citizens’ rights. And it is aggravated by 
the contrast between the lives of citizens 
hollowed out by scarcity and those of 

Applying the concept  
of human security  
in the Arab countries

Chapter 1

In this first chapter, we define human security as “the liberation of human beings 
from those intense, extensive, prolonged, and comprehensive threats to which 
their lives and freedom are vulnerable”. The definition rests on the classic analysis 
of human security advanced in the 1994 global Human Development Report 
sponsored by UNDP, and takes into account present-day circumstances in the Arab 
countries. 

Chapter 1 contextualises this definition. It begins by recounting why the 
concept of human security has been chosen to launch a new series of Arab Human 
Development Reports. It next discusses the evolution and scope of the concept at 
the global level, its relationship to similar concepts, such as human development 
and human rights, and the metrics used to illustrate its dimensions. The chapter 
then outlines a move towards Arab views of human security anchored in Arab 
thinking on the subject and in the realities of the region. In doing so, it sets out the 
methodology of the report and its approach to measurement in the Arab context. 
The chapter concludes by introducing a poll of citizens from four Arab countries 
and the views of a group of young Arabs, which reflect their understanding and 
assessment of human security in their respective countries.

Human insecurity 
is the result 

of pervasive, 
recurrent or 

intense threats that 
produce complex 

ripple effects

Widespread 
human insecurity 

relentlessly 
undermines human 

development
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international and regional politics. That 
preoccupation, which has spread in the 
post-9-11 environment, has turned policy 
attention back to issues of national security, 
state enforcement and military solutions. 
The manner in which this so-called war 
has been prosecuted has created a back-
lash in the region that has worsened the 
security and rights of individual citizens. 
Indeed, in Iraq and other countries, it has 
wrought destruction, caused loss of life 
among Arab and foreign nationals and 
infringed human rights on a scale that, 
according to the campaign’s many critics, 
have left the world more divided and less 
secure than ever.

Thirdly, the subject provides a frame-
work for analysing and addressing critical 
hazards to which the region, at the time 
of writing, is increasingly vulnerable. 
These manifest themselves not only in 
direct threats to life in cases such as 
Iraq, Sudan, Somalia, and the Occupied 
Palestinian Territory, but also in the indi-
rect threats posed by hunger, poverty and 
environmental stresses. The latter include 
the drastic consequences of external and 
regional competition for Arab oil, rising 
pressure on scarce water resources from 
fast-growing populations, and the impacts 
of repeated droughts, encroaching deserts 
and deteriorating climate conditions.

The concept at the global level

In the volatile world order that has fol-
lowed the end of the cold war, external 
and internal challenges to the integrity 
of states have multiplied. From without, 
environmental pollution, international 
terrorism, large population movements, a 
melting global financial system and other 
cross-border threats such as pandemics, 
the drug trade and human trafficking 
have all laid siege to traditional notions of 
security. Within countries, spreading pov-
erty, unemployment, civil wars, sectarian 
and ethnic conflicts and state repression 
have sharply underlined the weak or nega-
tive role of many states in securing their 
citizens’ lives and livelihoods. Not surpris-
ingly, attention has shifted away from 
safeguarding the integrity of states to pro-
tecting the lives of the citizens who reside 
in them. The concept of human security 
emerges from this shift. 

their neighbours, whether in their own 
countries or countries next door, whose 
ills often stem from excess.

This portrayal is no exaggeration: the 
people of Darfur, Iraqis, Palestinians and 
Somalis go in fear for their lives each 
day, with the spectre of random violence 
and destruction all around them. Such 
fears also permeate more fortunate Arab 
societies which, although free from armed 
conflicts or occupying forces, suffer under 
the dead hand of authoritarian power. In 
many Arab countries, the ordinary person 
enters a police station at his or her peril, 
knowing he or she is liable to be hauled 
away on the merest suspicion of crime 
or public agitation. Dissenting citizens 
risk being thrown in prison for exercising 
their civic duty to speak out against state 
repression. Gripped by dread of actual 
or potential harm from fellow Arabs and 
foreign powers alike, torn by conflicts and 
hobbled by unjust laws, too many Arabs live 
out an existential nightmare of insecurity 
that numbs hope, shrivels initiative and 
drains the public sphere of the motivation 
for co-operative and peaceful change. 

Few subjects, therefore, are more 
appropriate than human security as the 
starting point for the present series of 
reports, which seeks to reappraise the 
state of Arab human development in the 
first decade of a new millennium.

Firstly, the concept shifts attention 
from questions of state security—which 
are generally overemphasized in the 
political discourse of the region and some-
times sought at the expense of citizens’ 
security—to that of human security, 
without which state security has little 
value. This understanding of the concept, 
then, views human security as a condi-
tion for the achievement of state security. 
Citizens liberated from fear and need are 
far more likely to acknowledge the politi-
cal, economic, and social legitimacy of a 
responsible and responsive state that pro-
tects their interests. Such citizens will be 
motivated to work together in confronting 
any external or internal dangers they may 
face; and they will be fortified against the 
temptation to ally themselves with foreign 
powers against the interests of the state.

Secondly, human security, when viewed 
correctly, helps to re-balance the preoc-
cupation with terror, and the so-called 
war on it, which have come to dominate 

The concept shifts 
attention from 

questions of state 
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human security
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Unlike human development, human 
security has no widely accepted defini-
tion. Although the term has entered 
humanitarian, diplomatic and develop-
mental discourse in the last twenty years, 
the scope of the concept behind it varies 
from one context to another. This is to 
be expected. The number of threats that 
could potentially befall people is almost 
limitless. What is, and what is not consid-
ered a threat to human security depends 
upon the definition adopted. 

However, while definitions of human 
security vary in scope, their common 
centrepiece is the individual, and not the 
state. The direction of this paradigm shift 
is summarized below:

The differences between state security 
and human security may be summarized 
as follows:

The source of threat to state security •	
is generally a military one, whereas the 
sources of threat to human security are 
varied; they include the environment, 
the economy, and even the state itself.
The actors who threaten the security •	
of the state tend to be located outside 
the state concerned. Hence, they are 
generally other states or opposition 
organizations based in other states.
The object of threat in the case of state •	
security is the state itself, including its 
cohesiveness, its powers, and its territory, 
whereas the object of threat in the case 
of human security is individuals’ lives, 
freedom, or both.
Studies pertaining to state security 

generally assume that the ‘default mode’ 
in human life and among state entities is 
one of struggle and conflict, whereas stud-
ies of individual human security assume 
that, given the common interests human 
beings share, they gravitate naturally 
toward mutual cooperation. 

The primary entry points for studies 
related to national security are found in 
political science, whereas studies pertain-
ing to human security use a variety of entry 
points that draw not only on political sci-
ence, but also on areas such as sociology, 
economics, psychology, public health, and 
environmental science. 

In the absence of a universally adopted 
definition of human security, various 
attempts have been made at the interna-
tional level to identify the scope of the 
concept. In the main, two interpretive 

schools have emerged into which most  
current definitions fit. These are the 
narrow and broad conceptions of human 
security. Thus, one can compare such 
definitions along a spectrum. 

The narrow end of the spectrum, while 
focused on the individual, is limited to 
violent threats such as those posed by land-
mines, the spread of small arms and grievous 
human rights abuses. The normative move-
ments which gave rise to the Convention 
on the Prohibition of the Use, Stockpiling, 
Production and Transfer of Anti-Personnel 
Mines and on Their Destruction, the 
International Criminal Court and inter-
national campaigns to halt the spread of 
firearms, drug trafficking and violence 
against women are examples of policy 
actions taken in a narrow human security 
perspective. This approach continues to 
influence international initiatives in peace-
building and conflict prevention, as well as 
interventions under the still-controversial 
rubric of the Responsibility to Protect.

The broad end incorporates a long list 
of possible threats, from traditional secu-
rity threats such as war to developmental 
threats in the areas of health, poverty 
and the environment. The categorization 
adopted by UNDP in its milestone 1994 
Human Development Report (HDR) is a 
pioneering example of this approach. The 
latter report posited seven dimensions of 
human security:

Economic security threatened by •	
poverty;
Food security threatened by hunger and •	
famine;
Health security threatened by injury •	
and disease;

Form of Security  Referent Object of 
Protection

Potential Threats

Traditional security The state The integrity and 
safety of the state

Inter-state war and 
foreign intervention 
Nuclear proliferation 
Civil disorder

Human security The individual The safety and 
freedom of the 
individual

Poverty 
Disease 
Environmental 
depletion 
Human rights 
violations 
Conflicts, violence 
and repression

Source: The Report team.

State security versus human securityTable 1-1

Sources of threat to 
human security are 
varied and include 
the environment, 
the economy, and 
even the state itself

The object of threat 
in the case of 
human security is 
individuals’ lives, 
freedom, or both
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CHS subsequently extended its definition 
beyond issues of survival. Its revised 
definition transcends enabling people 
simply to withstand threats. Rather, it 
encompasses defending people’s basic 
human rights, livelihoods and human 
dignity from preventable reversals and 
empowering them to overcome or avoid 
further threats through individual and 
collective action. Human security, by this 
definition, is not merely about survival; it 
is about re-launching people at risk on a 
safer course, supported by the political, 
economic, social and cultural building 
blocks for a better life.2 

Relationship to other concepts

In this fuller view, human security can be 
seen as the “rearguard” of human develop-
ment. Whereas human development is 
concerned with expanding the individual’s 
capabilities and opportunities, human 
security is concerned with enabling 
peoples to contain or avert threats to 
their lives, livelihoods and natural dignity. 
Human development, by its nature, is 
open-ended. It can expand to various lev-
els of aspiration in different settings with 
different potentials. But in conditions of 
critical hazard, all people absolutely must 
enjoy a minimum level of security to pro-
tect their lives and livelihoods and move 
forward from there. Human security more 
narrowly prioritizes the rights, capabilities 
and preventive actions required in such 
life-threatening situations. The two look at 
the human condition from different ends 
of a continuum, summarized by Amartya 
Sen as “expansion with equity” (human 
development) and “downturn with secu-
rity” (human security). 3 The two concepts 
are therefore complementary, meeting 
and overlapping along a line running from 
human desperation to human aspirations, 
as illustrated in (simplified) figure 1-1.

On the one hand, human security is 
a basic requirement for the achievement 
of human development, since the range 
of choices available to people can only 
expand if they are in a position to guaran-
tee their survival and their liberty. On the 
other, raising people’s educational levels, 
improving their health conditions, increas-
ing their basic incomes and assuring their 
basic freedoms serves to consolidate their 

Environmental security threatened by •	
pollution, environmental degradation 
and resource depletion;
Personal security threatened by crime •	
and violence;
Political security threatened by political •	
repression;
Community security threatened by •	
social, ethnic or sectarian conflict.
The hallmarks of the UNDP catego-

rization are its breadth compared to the 
traditional understanding of security; 
its incorporation of human freedom, as 
well as human life, as a core value; the 
interrelated causes and effects that it 
identifies among the dimensions of human 
security; and its focus on the individual. 
Importantly, the UNDP approach rec-
ognises the individual’s relationship to 
the state as another possible threat to 
human security. The 1994 HDR, and the 
debate it prompted, underwrite the UN’s 
commitment to a world order “free from 
fear and free from want”, as advanced 
in the Millennium Report of the UN 
Secretary-General,1 which in turn led to 
the establishment of the Commission on 
Human Security (CHS) in 2001.

The CHS defined human security 
as the protection of the “vital core of all 
human lives in ways that enhance human 
freedoms and human fulfilment”. It also 
set threshold criteria that, once crossed, 
elevate an issue to the status of a human 
security threat. In the Commission’s 
original definition, the “vital core of 
the individual” is that which affords a 
minimum level of survival. However, the 

Where human security meets human development – threshold and overlap

Figure 1-1
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does not, for example, protect people from 
climate change or natural disasters, the 
effects of which can deprive millions of 
people of shelter and employment. Indeed, 
such disasters can cause thousands to lose 
their lives, as happened during the tsunami 
that struck some South Asian countries 
in 2004. Moreover, some of these rights, 
such as the right to form associations, may 
not be necessary for the achievement of 
human security as defined in this report. 
It follows that respect for a number of 
fundamental human rights, particularly 
civil rights, as well as some economic 
and social rights such as the right to 
employment, nutrition and medical care, 
is a necessary but insufficient condition for 
the achievement of human security.

human development, which, in turn, leads 
to greater human security. Thus, human 
security and human development are 
mutually reinforcing.

Some thinkers have also broadened 
the concept of human security to cover 
all aspects of human rights. Yet human 
security is not coterminous with the 
concept of human rights. Rather, it would 
be more accurate to think of it as the 
outcome of a set of conditions, one of which 
is respect for all human rights—whether 
civil, political, economic, social, or 
cultural, or individual or collective. When 
such rights are respected, a significant 
degree of human security is achieved as 
well. However, this may not be entirely 
sufficient, since respect for these rights 

The current security picture is paradoxical. As a writer in the 
Financial Times aptly put it, “The world has rarely been more 
peaceful or felt so insecure.”

According to a recent report on human security, there has 
been a sharp decline since the early 1990s in civil wars and 
other forms of armed conflict. The number of refugees has also 
gone down, and human rights abuses have decreased. These 
statistics indicate that the world is becoming more peaceful.

Yet at the same time, the collective sense of insecurity is 
higher than at any time before, because the forces that drive 
insecurity remain persistent and pervasive. These drivers of 
insecurity fit into four categories:

First, poverty, and poverty-related insecurities, for the bil-
lions who lack access to reliable food supplies, safe drinking 
water, adequate health care, and modern energy supplies. 
This is the rawest form of insecurity—a reality for 40 per cent 
of our fellow human beings, who live on the edge of survival 
on less than two dollars per day.

A second category is the lack of good governance—not 
infrequently linked to poverty—which ranges from corruption 
to severely repressive regimes whose hallmark is egregious 
human rights abuses. Democracy recently has made remark-
able strides, particularly in Eastern Europe and Latin America. 
But many tyrants remain, in the Middle East and other 
regions.

A third driver of insecurity is the sense of injustice that 
results from the imbalance between the ‘haves’ and ‘have-
nots’—the sharp contrasts in wealth and power that we see 
between the North and the South. This sense of injustice is 
magnified by the perception that the sanctity of human life is 
not equally valued—that society grieves the loss of life in the 
developed world far more than it grieves the greater loss of life 
in places like Darfur or Iraq…

Fourth is the artificial polarization along religious or ethnic 
lines. This is a centuries-old phenomenon, but it continues to 
flare up recently, leading some to worry about a ‘clash of civi-
lizations’ between Muslims and the West. In my view, it is an 
utter mistake to think that these tensions arise from clashing 
religious values. But for people who suffer gross inequities—
many of them in the Muslim world—it is easy to be convinced 
that their suffering is due to religious or ethnic prejudice, 
instead of the real causes that have existed throughout his-
tory, warring people and nations, fighting over power and 
resources. This conviction can make them more likely to seek 
refuge in distorted views of religion or ethnicity in order to 
channel their rage and redress their grievances.

The human security picture would not be complete without 
factoring in the impact of globalization. Modern society is 
interdependent as never before. This interdependence is a 
double-edged sword; it provides opportunities to address these 
problems more effectively, but can also accentuate them…

Against this backdrop, it should be apparent why con-
ventional concepts of security—rooted in the protection of 
national borders and old concepts of sovereignty—are no 
longer adequate. Most of the drivers of insecurity I have men-
tioned are without borders. If a new extremist group emerges 
in the Middle East, it makes me worry. If a new civil war breaks 
out in an African state, I will be disturbed. Not only because we 
are all members of the same human family—but also because 
of the probability that each of these developments will affect 
me sooner or later.

 In other words, the modern age demands that we think in 
terms of human security—a concept of security that is people-
centred and without borders. A concept that acknowledges the 
inherent linkages between economic and social development, 
respect for human rights, and peace. 

Box 1-1 Mohamed El-Baradei* – Human security and the quest for peace

* Director General of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA)

Source: El-Baradei 2006.
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Arab writings on the subject

Few Arabic studies deal directly with 
the concept of human security. However, 
warnings against various human threats, 
including non-military threats, recur in 
the Arab written heritage and in the popu-
lar culture of some Arab countries. These 
traditional references at best approximate 
some of the dimensions of the modern 
concept but do not attain its comprehen-
sive and multidimensional stature nor did 

Towards Arab views  
of human security

How do Arab writings on human security, 
few as these may be, engage with human 
security? How might we define the concept 
in the Arab context? What major threats 
in the region should it refer to? Do the 
dimensions proposed in the 1994 global 
Human Development Report include all 
those that are most significant and illumi-
nating for our countries?

The narrowing, as opposed to the broadening, of the concept 
of human security, is not unconnected to two other closely 
related notions that have left their mark on the concepts and 
theories of contemporary political science. Concepts associ-
ated with this phase, which are manifested in the programmes 
of local and international non-governmental organizations, 
tend, in one respect, to shift concern away from the state and 
the national entity while placing greater emphasis on ethnic, 
religious, and local groups. At the same time, such concepts 
tend to lend greater importance to the individual than to the 
group, be it national or sub-national.

When I say that these notions are closed related, what I 
mean by this is that they result from the discourse of democ-
racy and pluralism, which is linked in turn to the application of 
market-related freedom to the realm of political freedom.

Notions such as human security are undoubtedly a 
result of globalization in its current phase, and the shift of 
attention away from the state and the national community 
is justified by obstacles on the path to the structural reform 
of Arab state systems. However, if we take this trend to its 
logical conclusion without any consideration for the overall 
national interest or even for the pan-Arab interest, we will find 
ourselves careening headlong into an unforeseen abyss. We 
will capitulate unthinkingly to exquisite but empty words and 
phrases instead of considering possibilities that fit with the 
ever-changing reality of the Arab world.

This said, it may be permissible to speak of “human 
security in the Arab world” if one adheres to two principles, 
one negative and one positive. The negative principle requires 
great caution in wresting their objective and subjective char-
acter from ethnic, religious, and local groups that form part of 
the framework of the Arab state, a state which is called upon 
to construct the foundations of citizenship and not those of 
provincialism, sectarianism, clan-ism or tribalism. This is 
because individual human security and such national compo-
nent groups are, politically speaking, inseparable, regardless 
of one’s perspective on human development.

The positive principle entails covering all elements that 
might go to make up human security as a comprehensive con-
cept capable of providing direction for human development in 
a way that transcends ‘security’—which is overly general—to 
give the notion cohesion and specificity. 

Such a comprehensive framework for addressing the 
security of Arab citizens is certainly needed, for the latter 
are confronted with a multiplicity of threats. Their economic 
survival is at risk (as a result of the failure and disunity of 
economic structures following the atrophy of the concept of 
comprehensive economic and social development adopted 
during the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s). Their personal safety is 
often jeopardized (owing to—in addition to physical, spiri-
tual, familial, and societal violence—the tyranny of security 
apparatuses or attempts by ruling powers to terrorize societ-
ies into being virtuous and God-fearing).  Their national and 
pan-Arab identity is disintegrating (under sectarian conflicts, 
wars, foreign occupation, and obstacles on the path to 
political reform). Their cultural and educational security has 
waned (which requires that we restore the concept of cultural 
development rather than adopting the prevailing view of our 
societies, which see themselves as communities founded on 
civilized manners, social conservatism, and cultural purity). 
Their social security has collapsed (resulting from the erosion 
of social security systems and growing negligence on the 
part of legal and judicial systems), and their environmental 
security is under great pressure, which is linked in turn to the 
world economy. 

If we wish to combine these elements, highlight the 
points of intersection among them, and transform them into a 
comprehensive concept capable of guiding and lending cohe-
sion to ‘human development,’ we must enrich the concept 
of human security by placing it within the framework of Arab 
community movements. We must bring it down to earth from 
abstraction and fuzziness, keeping clearly before our eyes that 
our fundamental purpose in concerning ourselves with human 
security is to achieve human and national development.

Box 1-2 Aziz Al Azmeh* – Arabs and human security

* �Syrian national and Professor, Arab and Islamic Historical Studies,  
at the Central European University in Budapest, Hungary.
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security are complementary concepts, in 
the sense that the former should be seen as 
one of the means to achieve the latter.7 On 
this view, the concept of human security 
is bound intimately to human rights in 
general and, more specifically, to women’s 
rights, in which connection it draws 
authority from international covenants 
and agreements.

Arab writers disagree over the areas of 
life encompassed by the concept of human 
security. Some have greatly expanded its 
scope, rejecting its restriction to military 
dimensions. Others, by contrast, have 
narrowed the concept. Representatives 
of the first trend include Korany and 
al-Mashat. Korany, for example, holds 
that human security is linked to liberation 
from fear and respect for human dignity.8 
Al-Mashat maintains that the broader 
concept of human security depends on 
the achievement of material prosperity, 
and of balance or harmony in society. 
On this basis, he divides states into three 
types, namely, (1) safe states, in which 
civil society is dominant, (2) unsafe states, 
which are ruled by the military, and (3) 
states that lie somewhere between the first 
two. Other Arab writers either narrow 
the concept of human security to a single 
dimension, such as freedom from want, or 
they approach it by looking at specific social 
groups (such as the poor), gender groups 
(such as women), or age groups (such as 
children). In all such cases, however, they 
affirm the mutual interdependence and 
complementarity among the various areas 
encompassed by human security, namely, 
the economic, the social, the political, the 
domestic, and the international (Abdul 
Monem Al-Mashat, in Arabic, background 
paper for the report).

Human security as defined  
in this report

Drawing on UNDP’s broad approach and 
the concerns of Arab thinkers, this report 
defines human security as the liberation of 
human beings from those intense, extensive, 
prolonged, and comprehensive threats to 
which their lives and freedom are vulnerable. 
In this definition, freedom is a central 
value for the individual since, in the Arab 
context, it is frequently threatened from 
within and without, by powers at home 

they enter the mainstream culture. On the 
other hand, we find that the term ‘human 
security’ has made its way into the works 
of contemporary Arab authors, both those 
who write in foreign languages and those 
who write in their native Arabic. 

Writings in Arabic on the concept of 
human security have appeared in the 
context of academic research at Western 
universities, speeches or writings addressed 
to the Western public, or Arab conferences 
focusing on the issue. The most significant 
axes that have engaged Arab authors are 
the relationship between human security 
and state security, the scope of human 
security, the areas included within human 
security, and the relationships among 
these concerns. 

Most contemporary Arab writers 
express the belief in an unbreakable bond 
between individual human security and 
national security on the one hand and 
human security and external military 
threats on the other. Other writers believe 
that the authoritarian state is the source of 
the greatest threats to human security in 
the region (Abdul Monem Al-Mashat, in 
Arabic, background paper for the report). 
However, such writers do not maintain 
that the achievement of human security 
rules out state security. Rather, they 
hold that the achievement of individual 
human security will have the effect of 
transforming the authoritarian state into 
one that respects the rule of law. This 
shift may require, among other things, the 
reform of existing security apparatuses or 
possibly even the establishment of new 
security institutions.4

There are disparate views among 
Arab writers concerning the scope of the 
concept of human security. Some hold that 
the individual is the focal point and goal 
of human security. One representative 
of this view is Mohamed El Baradei, 
who states that “… the modern age 
demands that we think in terms of human 
security—a concept of security that is 
people-centred and without borders. A 
concept that acknowledges the inherent 
linkages between economic and social 
development, respect for human rights, 
and peace”.5 Others likewise affirm that 
human security is personal security and, as 
such, revolves around the individual—his 
or her rights, well-being, freedoms and 
dignity,6 and that state security and human 

The term ‘human 
security’ has 
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into the works 
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The distinction 
between state 

security and 
individual human 
security does not 
mean that one is 

necessarily at odds 
with the other

The individual can 
only be secure 

in a strong, 
accountable and 

well-governed state

state authorities seek to arrive at what they 
imagine to be ‘absolute security’ by resort-
ing to extraordinary measures parading as 
‘law and order’ and by restricting the free-
doms of those they suspect of threatening 
national security. The continuation of 
such strictures on citizens’ freedoms may 
in fact end up threatening the security of 
the state itself when some of its citizens 
might join forces with a foreign power 
with its own designs on their territory, and 
when such citizens succeed, with the help 
of such foreign powers, in toppling their 
government. In so doing, they open the 
door for their country to fall under foreign 
occupation and internal fragmentation.

In fact, it is evident that the individual 
can only be secure in a strong, account-
able and well-governed state. After all, 
the process of protecting people from 
unemployment, poverty, hunger, and 
deteriorating health conditions can only 
succeed within a state that can manage its 
economy, institutions and infrastructure 
in a way that guarantees its citizens suit-
able employment, adequate incomes, and 
appropriate levels of nutrition and health. 
Such ‘good governance’ also ensures that 
relations among the country’s varied eth-
nic and cultural groups will be peaceful 
and tension-free. This kind of state fulfils 
its responsibility to preserve security and 
order and is successful in maintaining its 
political autonomy and territorial integ-
rity. There can be no doubt that a state’s 
success in carrying out all these functions 
accountably is the basis of its ability to 
acquire legitimacy and to win and main-
tain its citizens’ support. In other words, 
such a state will be all the stronger for 
protecting its citizens’ individual security 
and welfare.

Mapping relevant threats

Any identification of threats to Arab 
human security needs to reflect the sta-
tus of the region as a highly diverse area 
which, through most periods of its history, 
has been the object of conflict among the 
world’s superpowers. It is also a region 
that has trailed the world on leading mea-
sures of good governance, democracy and 
social cohesion. Consequently, while this 
report engages with the internationally 
recognized dimensions of human security 

and abroad. The definition also encom-
passes a well defined range of human 
concerns. It includes employment oppor-
tunities, income adequate to meet basic 
needs, nutrition, health care, peaceful 
relations among different identity groups, 
the state’s fulfilment of its basic duty to 
protect its citizens from internal and 
external aggression, and the individual’s 
safety from personal threats. 

The degree of seriousness of these 
threats is determined by four factors: (1) 
intensity, (2) extent, (3) temporal dura-
tion, and (4) comprehensiveness. The 
intensity of a threat is manifested when it 
affects people’s ability to survive and when 
it deprives people of the minimum level 
of liberty consistent with basic human 
freedoms. The extent of a threat varies 
depending on whether it affects a larger 
or smaller number of people. Similarly, 
the seriousness of a threat increases when 
it lasts for a longer period of time. Lastly, 
the more comprehensive the range of areas 
of human activity affected by a given 
threat, the more serious it will be. Hunger 
and poverty, for example, affect an indi-
vidual’s health, the manner in which he 
or she relates to the environment, his or 
her political participation, and individual 
productivity.

In focusing on the security of indi-
vidual Arab citizens, the report does not 
overlook the threats to the Arab world as 
a whole or to the individual states therein. 
The distinction between state security 
and individual human security does not 
mean that one is necessarily at odds with 
the other or that the achievement of one 
rules out the achievement of the other. In 
fact, state security is necessary for indi-
vidual human security. If a state should 
fall under foreign occupation and lose 
its autonomy or territorial integrity, this 
will have a negative impact on individual 
human security. Military occupation does 
not generally take place peacefully, and the 
measures taken by occupation authorities 
to ensure their soldiers’ safety involve, in 
most cases, restricting the freedoms of the 
citizenry of the occupied country. Indeed, 
they may involve wanton disregard for 
recognized standards for fair trials. 

At the same time, state security may 
at times be achieved at the expense of the 
individual security of its citizens and those 
residing in its territories. This occurs when 
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The report focuses 
on proximate areas 
of threat where 
the Arab countries 
can largely take 
the initiative 
themselves

that environmental management has 
become a serious challenge in the region. 
Countries such as Somalia and Sudan have 
suffered in recent years from massive killer 
droughts. Climate change may threaten 
the survival, employment and income 
prospects of millions of Arabs. Population 
growth rates remain among the highest in 
the world. A deteriorating environment has 
eroded the health conditions of millions 
in Egypt, for example, in recent decades. 
Moreover, the question also includes the 
geostrategic importance of the region—and 
of its oil wealth specifically—which have 
long exposed some Arab states to external 
influence and intervention. Another pre-
cious resource—water—is increasingly 
behind intense struggles that may inflict 
a large toll on peoples and communities. 
For all these reasons, the dwindling of the 
region’s natural resource base is becom-
ing a source of human insecurity, a trend 
which warrants renewed policy attention.

Indeed, features of the resource base 
peculiar to the region, and the patterns 
of development to which these have led, 
have cast their shadow over economic con-
ditions. The marked division between rich 
and poor Arab states reflects a lopsided 
endowment in natural wealth. Economic 
conditions, in their turn, impact human 
security with respect to the availability of 
employment opportunities and the ease 
or difficulty of obtaining food and health 
services; similarly, they also influence rela-
tions between various cultural groups such 
as farmers and pastoralists in Darfur. 

Measuring levels  
of human security

Can human security be measured? There 
have been numerous attempts to answer 
this question. Acknowledging the com-
plexity of the issue, those concerned9 have 
concluded that there are two essential 
approaches to dealing with measurement. 
The first is termed the objective approach, 
since it attempts to construct quantitative 
indicators of the various dimensions of 
human security in a number of different 
countries, and, at times, throughout the 
world. The most salient example of this 
approach is found in the metrics produced 
by the Human Security Centre Committee 
in Uppsala, Sweden, which were published 

as identified in the 1994 global Human 
Development Report, it also invokes 
specific threats to human security in the 
Arab countries. These include dimensions 
such as foreign occupation, foreign and 
regional military interventions, violence 
that springs from mobilization along 
primordial identities, and oppressive state 
practices that undermine human security. 

In keeping with its status as a regional 
report, the present study approaches these 
threats to human security in Arab coun-
tries as follows:

Its primary focus is on those proximate 
areas of threat where the Arab countries 
can largely take the initiative themselves. 
These comprise threats to people that 
stem from damage to the natural resource 
base; that originate with, or undermine 
the state, including group conflicts arising 
from competition for power and resources; 
and that disproportionately affect vulner-
able groups. Proximate threats also cover 
dangers posed by economic vulnerability, 
unemployment, lack of social protection 
and other economic conditions; and by 
inadequate levels of nutrition and health. 
Such threats fall chiefly within the scope 
of response of the Arab countries them-
selves, albeit some have important global 
intersections and implications for the 
international community. The focus of 
most chapters lies in these areas. A final 
chapter, however, considers a major source 
of threats to human security—the foreign 
occupation of Arab lands—where, self-
evidently, responsibility for change directly 
involves the powers in question. Any Arab 
discussion of this topic must, in the end, 
be addressed to those parties with whom 
the initiative remains. The report therefore 
ends with this important subject. 

Thus, the sequence of topics the report 
addresses is: 

Pressures on environmental and natu-•	
ral resources
The state and human security: perfor-•	
mance and prospects
The insecurity of vulnerable groups •	
Economic vulnerability, poverty and •	
unemployment
Food security and nutrition•	
Health and human security •	
Occupation and foreign military •	
intervention
In starting its analysis with pressures on 

natural resources, the report acknowledges 

A major source of 
threat to human 
security is the 
foreign occupation 
of Arab lands
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in 2005 under the title, ‘The Human 
Security Audit’. This, in turn, formed part 
of a larger report issued by the Human 
Security Centre at the University of British 
Columbia in Canada under the title, “War 
and Peace in the 21st Century,” the second 
part of which treats the topic of measuring 
human security.10 The objective approach 
is also illustrated by a study that appeared 
in the magazine, Foreign Policy, issued by 
the Carnegie Endowment for International 

Peace, which identifies and ranks what are 
termed ‘failed states’.11 Although this study 
does not concern itself directly with the 
assessment of human security, many of the 
indicators are relevant to the subject.

No single study based on people’s 
perceptions, or what might be termed the 
subjective approach to measuring human 
security, has been made on an international 
scale. However, many of the questions used 
in the most well-known studies of values and 

To explore the various dimensions of the concept of human 
security as understood by Arab citizens, the participants 
were asked to consider up to 21 potential threats to human 
security, and choose whether or not they thought each one 
was indeed a threat in their context. Reponses across the 
four surveys varied extensively. Environmental pollutants 
were considered the most serious threat by Kuwaitis, whereas 
Lebanese participants felt that assaults on persons and private 
property were the leading threats, followed by hunger. By 
contrast the overwhelming majority of Palestinians regarded 
foreign occupation as the greatest threat to their safety, while 

Moroccans thought that poverty and unemployment caused 
the greatest insecurity. 

Where the survey explored in greater depth, Lebanese and 
Palestinians agreed in their assessment of the seriousness of 
specific threats, such as the government’s relative inability to 
protect citizens’ lives, water shortages, slow legal procedures, 
and the difficulty of exercising basic rights. They also focused 
on tense relations among rival groups, corruption, disintegra-
tion of the family, and foreign occupation, though without 
rating these in the same order of importance:

Box 1-3 The human security survey – Overall findings

Principal perceived threats to human security (%)

Threats	 Countries Kuwait Lebanon Morocco OPT

Environmental pollutants 91.2 77.8 74.9  ..

Water shortages 73.5 80.5 76.9 82.3

Deterioration of agricultural land ..  ..   .. 78.4

Occupation and foreign influence ..  85.1  .. 96.2

Governmental failure to protect citizens ..  87  .. 86.9

Arbitrariness of government ..  80.1 ..  .. 

Lack of social protection  .. 73.4 ..  71

Poor health services  .. 80.9 72.3 73.4

Poor educational services  ..  .. ..  .. 

The spread of corruption  .. 86.3  .. 89.4

Slow legal procedures and difficulty in obtaining rights  .. 73.2 ..  73.7

Weak solidarity among members of society  .. 70.2  ..  ..

Tense relations among different groups  .. 80.8  .. 83.7

Religious extremism  .. 79.9 ..   ..

Disintegration of the family  .. 74.7 ..  75.2

Lack of access to basic services  .. 81.1  .. 75.4

Epidemics and communicable diseases ..  86.2 70 75.6

Unemployment ..  86.5 81.2 91

Poverty ..  86.4 86 90.6

Hunger ..  88.7 75.9 85.4

Assaults on persons and private property ..  89.1  .. 80.4

.. = not available

No international 
study based on 

the subjective 
approach to 

measuring 
human security 
has been made
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attitudes throughout the world are closely 
linked with human security. Such studies 
include the Pew Global Attitudes Project12 
and the World Values Survey undertaken 
by the University of Michigan.13

Despite differences of approach, these 
international attempts at measurement 
show that levels of human security in Arab 
countries have deteriorated in recent years, 
albeit in varying degrees. However, most of 
these attempts were either not related to 
human security directly, did not cover all 
Arab states, contained value judgments of 
questionable validity or are now out-of-date 
since they were conducted before recent 
major developments in the Arab countries. 
It may thus be necessary to take a different 
approach to gauging levels of human secu-
rity in the region at the present time. 

Is it possible to arrive at a general 
composite indicator of human security? 
Whereas the Human Development Index 
(HDI), which is built on basic, universal 
and quantifiable variables, constitutes a 
robust and viable composite indicator for 
that concept, a universally satisfactory 
human security index remains out of reach. 
Statistical research on this subject shows 
how complex and difficult it would be to 
arrive at such an index.

Firstly, there is no universally accepted 
definition of human security. Narrow 
approaches centre on thresholds of sur-
vival and major harm (death, extreme 
violence, life-threatening injury, etc). Broad 
approaches include a wide range of devel-
opment and human rights indicators.

Secondly, human security relates to 
material and moral dimensions, and is 
context-specific. It is best illustrated by both 
qualitative indicators that denote percep-
tions of risk as well as quantitative indica-
tors of objective threats. Combining these 
two types in one index is highly problematic 
and open to criticisms of subjectivity.

Thirdly, the value of any indicator lies in 
its ability to direct public policy makers and 
civil society organizations to priority areas. 
The kind of general indicator that assigns 
each country an arithmetical average would 
do nothing to reveal the areas that require 
intervention, since the arithmetical average 
would conceal the very conditions that call 
for such intervention. 

Finally, a composite indicator in this 
field presents real problems of compara-
bility and weighting. It would be difficult, 

Do present conditions give citizens a sense of security? The figure above 
presents responses to this question in the four countries. Survey results 
place Kuwait at one end of the spectrum and Lebanon and the Occupied 
Palestinian Territory (OPT) at the other, with respondents from Morocco 
somewhere in between. More than half those sampled in Kuwait felt very 
safe, while more than one-fourth of them felt moderately safe. In Lebanon 
and OPT, by contrast, nearly half felt unsafe, whereas in Morocco, the 
majority of those sampled felt safe or somewhat safe, while one-fifth of 
those sampled did not feel safe. It may be noted that those who felt very 
safe made up a minority of little more than one-tenth of those in Morocco, 
and barely 5 per cent in OPT and Lebanon. 

Box 1-5 The human security survey – How safe do citizens feel?

Not safe at all

Kuwait Lebanon Morocco OPT

Safe and secure
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Responses from those sampled in the four countries represent three pat-
terns of response which recur throughout. More than half of Kuwaitis were 
completely satisfied with their circumstances in terms of the main threats, 
whereas more than half polled in Morocco were moderately satisfied. In 
Lebanon and OPT, however, about a half of respondents were dissatisfied. 
This picture evidently reflects perceptions of the degree of human security 
in the four countries at the time the questionnaire was administered, that 
is, in the spring and winter of 2008.

Box 1-4 The human security survey – Satisfaction with the 
present situation
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for instance, to combine the threats that 
result from deteriorating environmental 
conditions with those that result from 
civil wars. If it were decided to weight 
various human security threats differ-
ently, it would be virtually impossible to 
reach agreement on the specific values 
to attach to each, and the results would 
remain arbitrary.

It was for reasons such as these that 
the report team discontinued attempts to 
construct a single composite indicator of 
human security in Arab countries. Instead, 
it elected to assess discretely the various 
dimensions of human security as they 
apply to individual Arab countries in order 
to capture important differences among 
the Arab states.

Polling Arab views  
on human security 

In order to supplement its quantitative 
assessments, the team investigated Arab 
citizens’ personal views on human secu-
rity by means of a questionnaire, designed 
and distributed with the help of opinion-
polling organisations in four Arab states 
that represent a range of political and  
cultural contexts for human security. 
These were (1) Morocco, considered to 
have gone farther than any other Arab 
state along the path of political eman-
cipation, (2) Lebanon, which combines 
political emancipation with sharp sectar-
ian divisions that have erupted more than 
once into civil war, (3) Kuwait, which 
reflects a distinctive culture, and whose 
citizens enjoy one of the highest levels of 
affluence in the Arab countries, and (4) 
the Occupied Palestinian Territory, which 
still languishes under Israeli occupation.

In each of the four countries, the ques-
tionnaire was administered to a sample 
of one thousand individuals who had 
been randomly selected in such a way as 
to represent a variety of age groups and 
educational and economic levels while also 
providing a representative cross-section in 
terms of gender, ethnicity, and geographical 
location. The questions revolved around 
the perception of security, the sources of 
threat to such security, the relative seri-
ousness and importance of these threats, 
respondents’ opinions of state efforts to 
confront these threats, and what more they 
believed should be done to confront them. 

The questionnaire addressed eight 
aspects14 of human security: the concept; 
environmental security; security in its 
political and global dimensions; security 
in society (relations among groups); eco-
nomic security; nutritional security; health 
security; and personal safety.

How young Arabs see human 
security—the youth forums

The report team organized three discus-
sion forums15 with young Arabs between 
the ages of eighteen and twenty-five, all 
of whom had track records as civil society 
activists.

These young people made important 
contributions to the discussions, reference 

The Report team 
investigated 

Arab citizens’ 
personal views on 

human security

Box 1-6 The human security survey – What makes citizens feel  
most insecure?

%

Poverty

Deteriorating morals Occupation
Environmental pollution Health
Wars Politics

Road accidents Security
Unemployment Economy/ Inflation

To determine how secure Arab citizens feel, the respondents were asked to 
specify the most important sources of threat, for themselves personally. In 
all four countries, economic conditions were viewed as a threat to security. 
However, in the Occupied Palestinian Territory, foreign occupation ranked 
as the most serious threat, followed by deteriorating economic condi-
tions, deteriorating political conditions, and a lack of personal security. 
In Lebanon, concern over the economy took first place, followed by a lack 
of personal security and deteriorating political conditions. In Morocco, 
by contrast, the sources of threat were less directly linked to political 
conditions. Instead, health conditions came first in importance, followed 
by poverty and unemployment, then traffic accidents. Economic threats 
and war or external threats were given first place by Kuwaiti respondents, 
followed by environmental pollution and deteriorating morals. 

Poor nutrition did not figure directly among the most significant threats 
felt by citizens in the four countries although it may have been implied in 
references to poverty and unemployment, given that these latter phenom-
ena reduce the ability to obtain food.
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The Report team 
organized three 
discussion forums 
with young Arabs

The concept of 
human security 
has particular 
relevance to 
Arab countries 
at this juncture

human freedom within a framework of 
responsibility.

Some believed that the subjective 
aspect of human security is more impor-
tant than its objective dimensions while 
others argued the opposite case. Still 
another group thought that the moral and 
material dimensions of human security are 
inseparable, pointing, for example, to the 
link between human dignity, awareness 
of one’s rights, and a sense of freedom on 
the one hand, and sound legal systems 
and stable economic conditions on the 
other. This group also observed that an 
individual’s psychological security affects 
his or her social, cultural, and intellectual 
security, and is itself affected by whether 
or not basic needs are being met. Similarly, 
security was linked with other values such 
as those of freedom, dignity, and peace, and 
the effect these have on education, health 
and the economy. A consensus emerged 
that human beings should be able to live in 
a threat-free environment which provides 
them with dignity, a suitable standard of 
living, and freedom.

Most participants had difficulty pri-
oritizing threats to human security. In 
all three forums, they took the view that 
all dimensions of life involve potential 
sources of threat to human security in the 
Arab countries, and that all dimensions 
of human security are interlinked and 
interdependent.

Conclusion

As this chapter emphasizes, the concept of 
human security has particular relevance to 
Arab countries at this juncture. Yet valuable 
as the concept is, it is not free from ambi-
guities, notably as it relates to consider-
ations of state security, a fact that can open 
it to appropriation for questionable ends. 
The concept can—and has—been used as 
another means to license foreign interfer-
ence, including military intervention, in the 
affairs of sovereign states, as the cases of 
Iraq and, to some extent, Somalia illustrate. 
The so-called war on terror has at times 
provided spurious justification for such 
interference. In a review of national human 
development reports and the human secu-
rity framework, two international scholars 
have discussed how the principles of human 

to which will be made throughout the 
chapters of the present report. The most 
important included how they concep-
tualized human security and how they 
prioritized threats to human security in 
the region. The majority of the participants 
from both the Arab East and the Arab 
West agreed that the concept of human 
security is a comprehensive one with mul-
tiple dimensions, including the political, 
the economic, the environmental, and the 
physical, and that it differs from one con-
text to another. Contributions reflected a 
high level of awareness of the complexity 
of the concept and the interdependence 
among its various components. As such, 
participants were able to draw connections 
among the various levels and dimensions 
of human security. 

Similarly, the young people dem-
onstrated awareness of the distinctions 
between the concept’s subjective and 
objective dimensions. As they saw it, the 
concept of human security involves a 
dual notion which is related to a balanced 
relationship between moral and material 
dimensions. The points of contrast among 
participants’ perspectives on the concept 
revolved around the question of whether 
it encompasses the individual, the state, 
or the external environment, with some 
holding that the concept of human secu-
rity is a personal concept that relates to the 
individual’s right to exercise civil rights, to 
obtain shelter and food, and to have access 
to such things in a democratic setting.

Expressing the modern outlook of 
many young Arabs, some participants 
believed that human security in the 
Arab countries should mean being able 
to choose between different options and 
having the opportunity to contribute to 
society, without being subjected to social 
or political pressures. Another team 
expressed the view that human security 
has to do with the state, that is, with the 
latter guaranteeing and respecting the 
rights of individuals by providing edu-
cational and employment opportunities 
and by ensuring the security of those who 
take part in political activities. Others 
thought of human security in terms of a 
global model that concerns not just Arab 
countries, but human beings wherever 
they happen to be. The main feature of 
this global model is that it guarantees 
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The attainment of 
security by one 

party cannot come 
at the expense 
of the security 

of another

The Report openly 
addresses both 

governments and 
enlightened Arab 

public opinion 

is to examine the roots of these threats 
and to suggest strategies for coping with 
them. Moreover, there is no predisposition 
in its analysis either against or for Arab 
governments; rather, this Report addresses 
itself openly to both governments and 
enlightened Arab public opinion. Given 
the supreme importance of this subject to 
the well being of the Arab peoples, it hopes 
its analysis and findings will be taken up, 
discussed and applied by policy makers and 
civil society alike.

The chapters that follow set out the 
challenges that confront human security in 
the Arab countries within their historical 
context, recognizing them to be the out-
come of specific conditions that prevail in 
the region at the present time. However, 
there is no reason to believe that such 
conditions are permanent or inevitable. On 
the contrary, they can undoubtedly change 
if the relevant Arab players summon the 
resolve to envision and test their scope of 
influence within their particular circum-
stances and those that prevail regionally 
and internationally. This Report draws 
encouragement from the experiences of 
other peoples of the world, particularly in 
those developing countries that have faced 
situations similar to those that challenge 
the Arab countries in the opening decade 
of the 21st Century.

security can be distorted when the concept 
is hijacked to serve vested interests. They 
conclude:

“In the post-9/11 security environment, 
this concept has effectively been turned on 
its head… Whereas the goal of human secu-
rity has been the empowerment of people 
and communities, the same cannot be said 
for initiatives undertaken in the name of 
human security in the post-9/11 world.”16

A concept should not be judged by its 
abuse but by the positive contribution it 
can make to the public and private good. 
This Report believes that human security 
offers a strong framework for addressing 
threats to human development by promot-
ing freedom from fear and freedom from 
want.17 Thus, this Report agrees with Jolly 
and Ray that when “the human security of 
people in other countries is largely ignored, 
this approach to human security must be 
judged as seriously unbalanced and far 
from the basic concept. Human security 
properly conceived is not a zero-sum 
calculation—the attainment of security by 
one party cannot come at the expense of 
the security of another party.”18

In light of the understanding of the 
concept of human security discussed in this 
chapter, this Report does not aim merely 
to list the various types of threats to which 
Arabs are vulnerable. Rather, the objective 
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A mixed endowment

The natural environment of the Arab 
countries is both a blessing and a curse. It 
is a blessing because the region’s location 
and natural endowments enabled it to play 
a leading role in past civilisations: enabled 
the three religions that arose there to 
spread throughout the world; and enabled 
the Arab peoples to establish contact with, 
learn from, and enrich other civilisations. 
This environment also includes some of 
the world’s largest known oil reserves 
whose exploitation has facilitated an 
extraordinary transfer of wealth to certain 

Arab societies, especially the Gulf States, 
that has affected every aspect of material, 
social and cultural life. However, while 
this environment still offers theoreti-
cally extensive prospects for Arab human 
development, should Arabs interact with it 
more prudently, it is also in some respects 
a curse. This same environment suffers 
critical water deficits and is largely arid. 
It is subject to population pressures, the 
over-exploitation of resources and rapid 
urbanization, which contribute to its 
degradation. 

In this chapter, the authors illustrate that the relationship between resource pressures, 
environmental sustainability and human security in the Arab countries is a matter 
of utmost importance. Oil, the resource most commonly associated with the region, 
has generated untold riches and power for some yet disempowered many more and 
left entire societies vulnerable to geopolitics. Despite this source of wealth, the 
region will increasingly face tremendous challenges to the security of its population, 
in terms of physical survival and access to jobs, income, food and health services. 
Potential conflicts originating in competition for dwindling natural resources may 
heavily strain relations among communities, populations and states, Arab or non-
Arab. These challenges will result from population and demographic pressures, 
the overexploitation of land, water shortages, desertification, pollution and climate 
change. Such threats may appear less formidable than those examined in other 
chapters yet their effects are often irrevocable, more damaging and more extensive. 
Thus, they constitute an appropriate starting point in the report’s analysis.

The environment, 
resource pressures  
and human security  
in the Arab countries

2Chapter

The natural 
environment of the 

Arab countries is 
both a blessing 

and a curse

The relationship 
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Environmental 
threats include 

water shortages, 
desertification, 

pollution and 
climate change

Population pressures  
and demographic trends

For most of the latter half of the 20th cen-
tury, the Arab countries had one of the 
highest population growth rates in the 
world.1 From 1975-1980, the total fertility 
rate (TFR) of the region was 6.5, meaning 
that the average Arab woman living to the 
end of her childbearing years would give 
birth to six or seven children. This rate 
declined to 3.6 in 2000-2005, a rate that 
is still higher than the population replace-
ment rate of 2.1. Such a high TFR has 
contributed to a high population growth 
rate, although declining from 3.2 per cent 
per year for 1970-1975 to 2.1 per cent per 
year for 2000-2005. For the period 2005-

The most significant challenges

The following review treats the most 
important environmental threats in the 
Arab countries. It considers population 
and demographic pressures as a major 
cross-cutting issue present in each area of 
threat. These threats include, water short-
ages, desertification, pollution, and climate 
change. A key aspect to these environ-
mental threats is the dynamic, interactive 
relationship among them. Water shortages, 
for example, contribute to desertification, 
while climate change may lead to floods in 
some areas and to worsened water short-
ages, drought and desertification in others. 
Similarly, air pollution is an underlying 
cause of climate change. 

We have entered the 21st century facing most of the high-
priority environmental challenges that confronted us in the 
latter half of the twentieth century, with only differences of 
intensity and priority. These include: water shortages and 
deteriorating water quality, land constraints, desertification, 
the environmental effect of increasing energy production 
and consumption, the pollution of coastal areas, forest loss, 
unwise consumption of natural resources, deteriorating urban 
environments, and the spread of pollution resulting from 
dangerous solid and liquid wastes. 

A new problem which has emerged is the lack of rigour in 
the use of modern economic tools such as environment-based 
and natural wealth-based economics and accounting. To this 
we must add the acute negative effects of global environ-
mental problems, foremost among them climate change and 
global warming.

Water scarcity, a problem exacerbated by the spread of 
water pollution, remains one of the most significant chal-
lenges to the Arab countries. It calls for concentrated effort in 
the absence of ideal methods for regulating the use of sur-
face, ground and river water, increasing the economic return 
yielded per unit of water used, and overcoming the problem of 
decentralized responsibility for the implementation of water 
and land management policies. Because this responsibility is 
divided among a large number of institutions and ministries, 
it is essential to establish an autonomous institutional entity 
with sole responsibility for water resource management. Only 
such an institution can achieve the ideal balance between sup-
ply and demand on a sound socio-economic basis. In addition, 
serious work needs to be done to localize water desalinisation 
technology in the region, particularly for the local production 
of reverse osmosis membranes, and to develop means of 
using solar energy in the desalinisation process.

Still another challenge for us is a shortage of land 
resources, in that 54.8 per cent of the region’s total area is 
considered ‘empty’. Pastureland makes up 26.8 per cent, 
arable land 14.5 per cent, forests approximately 3.9 per cent, 
and cultivated land approximately 29 per cent of all arable 
land, or approximately 4.2 per cent of the Arab region’s total 
land area. The Arab countries’ forests, more than 80 per cent 
of which are located in Sudan, Algeria, and Morocco, cover 
approximately 3.9 per cent of its total land area. These forests 
are being subjected to increasing pressures, and are being lost 
at an annual rate of 1.59 per cent. At the same time, economic 
activity is increasing in coastal areas in the region, particularly 
urban and industrial expansion. Consequently, seacoast 
areas in Arab states, which are inhabited by 40 to 50 per cent 
of their populations, are being threatened by pollution from 
petroleum and heavy elements.

In terms of climate change, the Arab region’s share of 
greenhouse gas emissions is still negligible, although per 
capita emissions are rising, especially in crowded cities. 
Inevitably, however, Arab states will suffer numerous negative 
consequences resulting from climate change.

These environmental issues can only be confronted 
through scientific research and serious technological devel-
opment. Moreover, no one Arab state alone can undertake 
these tasks single-handedly. A serious beginning thus needs 
to be made on creating networks of specialized research 
centres in these critical areas for the purpose of distribut-
ing roles and sharing expertise in order to develop a menu 
of alternative solutions from which decision makers in the  
various Arab states may choose.

Box 2-1 Mostafa Kamal Tolba* – Core environmental challenges in the region

* Former Executive Director of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP).
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UN estimates 
indicate the 
Arab countries 
will be home to 
some 385 million 
people by 2015

Population growth 
at these rates will 
still put intense 
pressure on the 
carrying capacity 
of Arab lands

2010, the population of the Arab region 
is projected to grow by 2.0 per cent per 
year, and, over 2010-2015, the projection 
is 1.9 per cent per year. This is nearly 
double the world average for these periods, 
1.2 per cent and 1.1 per cent, respectively. 

2 Taking into account existing population 
momentum, the UN estimates that the 
Arab countries will be home to some 385 
million people by 2015 (compared to about 

331 million in 2007, and 172 million in 
1980).3 In a region where water and arable 
land are increasingly very scarce, popula-
tion growth at these rates will still put 
intense pressures on the carrying capacity 
of Arab lands and further threaten envi-
ronmental sustainability.

With more mouths to feed, coun-
tries that have come to depend on food 
imports as a result of water shortages and 

Average annual population growth rates have declined for most Arab 
countries since the 1980s

Figure 2-1a

But the population build-up continuesFigure 2-1b

1980 Population (thousands) 2005 Population (thousands) 

Source: United Nations Population Division 2008. 
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Some 60 per 
cent of the Arab 

population is 
under 25 years

spreading urbanization will find their 
trade balances and economic growth 
options increasingly affected. The growth 
of Arab cities and towns poses particular 
challenges. Accelerating urban drift in the 
region is straining already-overstretched 
infrastructure and creating overcrowded, 
unhealthy and insecure living conditions 
in many cities. In 1970, 38 per cent of the 
Arab population was urban. By 2005 this 
had grown to 55 per cent, and it is likely to 
surpass 60 per cent by 2020.4 

The most evident and challenging 
aspect of the region’s demographic profile 
is its ‘youth bulge’. Young people are the 
fastest growing segment of Arab popula-
tions. Some 60 per cent of the popula-
tion is under 25 years, making this one of 
the most youthful regions in the world, 
with a median age of 22 years compared 
to a global average of 28.5 Young people 
consume resources and require large 
investments before they become eco-
nomically productive. They also represent 

Annual urban population growth rate (%) * UNDP/AHDR calculations for aggregate figure.

Source: United Nations Population Division 2006, 2007.

Average annual urban population growth rates (%)  
by country, 2000-2005*

Figure 2-2
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Projected Arab population aged 15-24 up to 2050*Figure 2-3
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Water scarcity 
is becoming 
more severe

at no more than 42 billion cubic metres 
annually over the various regions; that 
available for use is no more than 35 billion 
cubic metres annually. The greatest and 
most abundant renewable reserve in the 
Arab countries is in North and East Africa 
(Algeria, Egypt, Libya, Morocco, Somalia, 
Sudan, and Tunisia).9 

Aquifers are groundwater systems that 
are often the only source of fresh water, 
particularly in regions with arid and 
semi-arid climatic conditions (as in some 
Arab countries), and represent a vital 
guarantee of both national and regional 
water security. At the regional level, some 
cross-national groundwater aquifers are 
renewable, including the aquifers under-
lying the border areas between Syria and 
Turkey; Israel and Lebanon; Jordan and 
Syria; Iraq and Syria; and Israel and the 
West Bank. Others are non-renewable 
aquifers containing fossil water, including 
the Nubian sandstone aquifer underlying 
Chad, Egypt and Libya; the basalt aquifer 
underlying Jordan and Saudi Arabia; and 
that underlying the Arabian Peninsula 
shared by Iraq, Jordan and Syria. Additional 
deep non-renewable aquifers underlie 
Iraq, Kuwait and Saudi Arabia; Jordan 
and Iraq; and Iraq and Syria. Although the 
water in some of these aquifers is partially 
sufficient to meet freshwater demand, the 
quality varies greatly owing to the level of 
salinity in the shallow renewable aquifers, 
and in the case of deep non-renewable 
aquifers, due to the variation in amounts 
of total dissolved solids (TDS).

coming generations with the right to an 
environmental inheritance that has not 
been overdrawn or mismanaged by their 
predecessors.

Water scarcity

Arab countries suffer from a scarcity of 
water resources because most of them are 
in arid or semi-arid regions. The situation 
is becoming more severe owing to the 
continual increase in withdrawal under 
pressure of demographic and economic 
growth. Permanent rivers are the main 
source of surface water in the Arab coun-
tries, followed by springs, riverbeds, and 
seasonal rivers. 

Total available water in the Arab 
countries is estimated at 300 billion cubic 
meters per year.6 Total available surface 
water resources in the Arab countries are 
estimated at 277 billion cubic meters per 
year,7 only 43 per cent of which originates 
within the Arab countries, the rest else-
where. External surface water resources 
shared with neighbouring countries out-
side the region account for approximately 
57 per cent of the total available surface 
water in the region. 

The major international rivers in the 
region are shared between countries lying 
both within and beyond the region, and 
include the following: the Tigris and the 
Euphrates, both shared by Iraq, Syria and 
Turkey; the Orontes (or Assi), shared by 
Lebanon, Syria and Turkey; the Jordan 
(including the Yarmouk), shared by Jordan, 
OPT, Israel and Syria; and the Nile, with 
nine riparian parties of which only Sudan 
and Egypt are Arab countries. Years of 
effort have yielded the establishment of 
formal agreements (such as the Nile Basin 
Initiative) on the management of shared 
water resources. However, most are par-
tial, ineffective and inequitable in terms 
of the full spectrum of riparian rights. At 
the regional and interregional levels, coop-
eration on water usage and management is 
heavily affected by prevailing political ten-
sions and ongoing conflicts. Tensions have 
emerged on sharing resources as the needs 
of the riparian countries are increasing.8

Underground water reserves in the Arab 
countries are estimated at 7,734 billion 
cubic metres, while the amount of water 
being fed into these reserves is estimated 

Box 2-2 Sharing the source of life

The Middle East and North Africa are regions plagued not only by lack of 
water but also by ancient political tensions. While action and coopera-
tion among the states are necessary in sectors other than water and the 
environment, water stands to become a tool which can enhance peaceful 
relations between the parties. It is essential to reduce the demand for 
water by managing population size, enacting conservation measures, 
promoting awareness and adopting water-saving technologies and pricing 
techniques, especially in agriculture. The private sector, non-governmental 
organizations, international agencies and national agencies can play a 
major part both as investors and as managers. In fact, it is the common 
responsibility of all actors of society: businesses, governments, scholars, 
researchers and individuals, to contribute to the elaboration of numerous 
solutions. 

Source: Karyabwite 2000.

Tensions have 
emerged on 
sharing resources 
as the needs of the 
riparian countries 
are increasing
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On the transboundary level, any 
disruption of the aquifer in any of these 
countries can have a damaging impact on 
the groundwater resources in the adjacent 
countries in terms of quantity and/or qual-
ity of water. These transboundary impli-
cations may not be immediately apparent, 
but may nevertheless be very hard to 
reverse. Over-pumping from groundwater 
reserves is often carried out to meet the 
demands of population growth, agricul-
tural development and industrial needs. 
This harms the future viability and pro-
ductivity of the aquifers and, in coastal 
areas, may result in the intrusion of sea-
water into the aquifer as a consequence of 
the formation of large cones of depression. 
Poor distribution and heavy demand, 
especially of ground resources, character-
ize water use in the Arab countries. This 
leads to a lack of clean water for much of 
the population and the waste of significant 
amounts in the agriculture, industry and 
tourism sectors.10

Many sources refer to the dimensions 
of the water crisis in the region. The Joint 
Arab Economic Report (JAER) 11 of 2001 
confirmed that the region had actually 
entered a stage of water poverty that, at 
the time, was the worst in the world based 
on available per capita renewable water 
resources. The report estimated these 
resources at 265 billion cubic metres, or 
approximately 1,000 cubic metres per 
capita. The worldwide per capita share 
was seven times that. The report stated 
that an increasing population’s demand 
for water would reduce per capita share to 
460 cubic metres by 2025, lower than the 
extreme water poverty level according to 
international classifications. What is even 
more worrying is that these rates would be 
accurate if these amounts of water were 
usable. However, much of the water is 
located far from areas of consumption, 
making container and transportation costs 
economically impractical either for drink-
ing or for agricultural and industrial uses. 

The global HDR 2006 confirms this, 
pointing to the ballooning of the water 
problem in Arab countries with the reduc-
tion of average water availability by more 
than one-fourth.12 That report agrees with 
the JAER that per capita share in the Arab 
countries will drop by almost 500 cubic 
metres, while more than 90 per cent of 

Renewable internal freshwater resources per capita (cubic meters)

Source: World Bank 2008.

Arab internal freshwater resources are often below 
scarcity levels and the world average, 2005 

Figure 2-4
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Box 2-3 The cost of non-cooperation over transboundary water sources 

As water becomes scarce relative to demand, transboundary competition 
for shared rivers and other water resources will grow. Without institutional 
mechanisms to respond to these transboundary problems, competition 
has the potential to lead to disruptive conflicts. The spectre of growing 
competition for water between states has generated a sometimes polar-
ized public debate. Some predict a future of “water wars” as states assert 
rival claims to water. Others point out that there have been no wars over 
water since an event some 4,000 years ago in what is now southern 
Iraq—and that countries have usually responded to transboundary water 
competition through cooperation rather than conflict. From this more 
optimistic perspective, rising competition is seen as a catalyst for deeper 
cooperation in the future… water has the potential to fuel wider conflicts 
but also to act as a bridge for cooperation.

Source: UNDP 2006b.
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the population will be in countries suf-
fering from a water shortage. The same 
report stated that while the water deficit 
lessened relatively quickly from 1990 to 
2004 in other parts of the world, the rate 
of reduction was the slowest in the Arab 
countries. In the foreseeable future, much 
of the population of the region will suf-
fer from water stress, obtaining less than 
1,700 cubic metres of water annually, 
while many others will experience a water 
shortage, receiving less than 1,000 cubic 
metres annually.13 

A report from the UN Economic and 
Social Commission for Western Asia 
(UN-ESCWA)14 applies the question of 
water stress to that national level in the 
Arab states.15 It distinguishes between four 
levels of water stress as gauged by the ratio 
of population to renewable freshwater— 
slight, significant, serious and critical. As 
shown in Table 2.1, the study shows that 
four countries are facing “slight” water 
stress, two are facing “significant” water 
stress, five are facing “serious” water stress, 
and two – Kuwait and the UAE – are fac-
ing “critical” water stress. 

Critical  
water stress
(More than  

10,000 persons  
per million  

cubic metres)

Serious  
water stress

(Between 5,000  
and 10,000 persons 

per million  
cubic metres)

Significant  
water stress

(Between 2,500 
and 5,000 persons 

per million cubic 
metres)

Slight  
water stress

(Less than 2,500 
persons per million 

cubic metres)

Kuwait Bahrain Jordan Egypt

UAE Iraq Saudi Arabia Lebanon

Occupied 
Palestinian Territory

Oman

Qatar Syria

Yemen

Source: UN-ESCWA 2007.

Levels of water stress in thirteen Arab countries, 2006Table 2-1

Use of withdrawn water in Arab 
countries (%) by sector, 1999-2006*

Figure 2-5

Agricultural water withdrawal  
(% of total freshwater withdrawal)

Domestic water withdrawal  
(% of total freshwater withdrawal)

Industrial water withdrawal  
(% of total freshwater withdrawal)

85%

8%

7%

Source: UNDP/AHDR calculations based on FAO, 
AQUASTAT database 2009.

* Latest values available for all 22 Arab countries.

Alleviating water scarcity

Arab governments have certainly exerted 
great efforts to supply drinking water and 
water for economic uses to their citizens. 
As a result of such efforts, coverage of 
water needs of the Arab people increased 
from 83 per cent in 1990 to 85 per cent 
in 2004, bearing in mind that this popu-
lation increased from 180.1 million to 
231.8 million during the same period.16 
Although there is no magical cure for 
the increasingly grave problem of water 
scarcity in the Arab countries, studies give 
some broad outlines of the steps that can 
be taken to minimise the potential threat. 
These include:17

1. 	Optimization of water allocation 
among the three domains (agricultural, 
industrial, domestic).

2.	 Implementation of an optimal water 
productivity strategy that leads to 
the import of water through virtual 
water.18

3.	 Holistic and integrated approaches to 
water resources supply and demand 
planning and management.

4.	 Capacity building and technical 
upgrading of all stakeholders.

5.	 Awareness-raising at all levels, from 
end-users to decision-makers.

6.	 Issuing and implementing sustain-
able water policies based on the above 
points and on current and prospective 
water data and research.

7.	 Development of water resources man-
agement models that can simulate dif-
ferent solution scenarios to select the 
optimal approach.

Much of the 
population of the 
region will suffer 
from water stress, 
and many others 
will experience a 
water shortage

Steps can be taken 
to minimise the 
potential threats
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Desertification  
is a peril  

in the region

The creeping desert

Across the various geological epochs, the 
climate of the Arab countries has fluctu-
ated between dry and humid eras, the 
former leading to the creation of the Great 
Sahara in North Africa and the Empty 
Quarter in the Arabian Peninsula. The 
humid periods having ended some millen-
nia ago, the region has long been prey to 
a dry climate conducive to desertification. 
This climate is characterised by repeated 
protracted or short periods of drought, 
declining precipitation rates, irregular 
rainfall and torrential rains, high tempera-
tures, frequent heat waves and protracted 
daily and annual highs; and harsh winds 
consisting mainly of continental over mar-
itime prevailing winds. Such variations, 
both ancient and modern, contributed to 
fragile ecosystems in arid and semi-arid 
areas which are characterised by sparse 

Country Precipitation 
in cubic meters 

per capita

Mauritania 31,099.60

Sudan 27,678.10

Somalia 21,322.30

Libya 16,311.60

Oman 10,446.40

Algeria 6,341.60

Djibouti 6,230.80

Saudi Arabia 5,355.00

Morocco 4,918.60

Yemen 4,064.40

Tunisia 3,554.50

Comoros 3,259.40

Syria 2,406.30

Jordan 1,793.00

Lebanon 1,701.50

United Arab Emirates 1,536.80

Qatar 987.4

Kuwait 830.9

Egypt 693

Bahrain 79.8

Source: UNDP/AHDR calculations based on UNSD 2007. 

Note: Precipitation refers to the total volume of atmospheric 
wet deposition (rain, snow, hail, dew, etc.) falling on the 
territory of the country over one year, in millions of cubic 
metres.

Precipitation in the Arab countries, long  
term annual average20

Table 2-2

vegetation and a prevalence of shallow, 
undeveloped topsoil structurally vulner-
able to wind and water erosion.19 Table 2.2 
shows the annual precipitation per capita 
across the region. 

Desertification is a peril in the 
region. It is formally defined as “land 
degradation in arid, semi-arid, and dry 
sub-humid areas resulting from various 
factors, including climatic variations and 
human activities.”21 This definition is the 
basis of the United Nations Convention 
to Combat Desertification (UNCCD). 
Environmentalists distinguish between 
two degrees of desertification: land that 
had once been under cultivation or vegeta-
tion but is now completely desertified; and 
land under cultivation or vegetation on 
which soil degradation will result in deser-
tification unless preventive action is taken. 

A joint LAS-UNEP study22 estimates 
that the highest ratio of desert to total 
land area is in the Arabian Peninsula 
(nine-tenths or 89.6 per cent). This is fol-
lowed by North Africa (over three-fourths 
of the land or 77.7 per cent), the Nile 
Valley and the Horn of Africa (less than 
a half or 44.5 per cent) and the Mashreq 
(35.6 per cent). 

Ongoing desertification threatens about 
2.87 million square kilometres or a fifth of 
the total area of the Arab countries. Here 
the ratios proceed in the opposite direc-
tion to the preceding figures, with 48.6 per 
cent of the land area in the Mashreq facing 
the peril, 28.6 per cent in the Nile Valley 
and the Horn of Africa, 16.5 per cent in 
North Africa, and 9 per cent in the Arabian 
Peninsula.23 The amounts of desertified 
land or land threatened by desertification 
vary greatly from one country to another 
within these regions. In North Africa, for 
example, they are the greatest in Libya 
and the least in Tunisia; in the Nile Valley-
Horn of Africa region, they are the great-
est in Egypt and Djibouti and the least in 
Somalia; and in the Mashreq they are the 
greatest in Jordan and the least in Syria. In 
the Arabian Peninsula, Bahrain, Kuwait, 
Qatar, and the U.A.E. are the most 
affected countries and together form the 
most desertified area in the Arab region, 
in contrast with Syria, which is the least 
desertified.

The most apparent impacts of deser-
tification are aridity due to the depletion 
of groundwater or subterranean water 
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Desertification 
results from 
harmful activities 
undertaken 
by humans

resources, shrinking forest areas and their 
further degradation through felling, cat-
tle-raising, burning, and the loss of soil 
fertility and composition in arid lands. 

The Arab countries’ large proportion 
of desert land is due in large part to the 
arid natural endowment of the region, 
but is not solely the product of natural 
causes. It can also result from harmful 
activities undertaken by humans who, 
for the most part, are unaware of the 
detrimental impact of their activities 
on the natural environment. A study by 
the Arab Organization for Agricultural 
Development has attributed the causes of 
desertification in the Arab countries to the 
following developments:24

Demographic explosion: The enor-
mous growth in population, its mount-
ing needs, its increasing use of modern 
technologies and methods in cultivation, 
and the overexploitation of the earth’s 
various resources have greatly weakened 
the rejuvenating capacities of the region’s 
ecosystems, distorted the environmental 
equilibrium, and propelled it towards 
degradation. 

Changing social systems: Large por-
tions of the population of the Arab coun-
tries, particularly in arid and semi-arid 
areas, once engaged in nomadic or semi-
nomadic pastoral or crop-gathering life-
styles. However from the 19th century in 
some countries and the mid-20th century in 
others, these populations gradually became 
sedentary. The transition from one lifestyle 
to the other in many cases brought with it 
overgrazing, tree-felling, and unregulated 
use of the soil in both rain-fed and irri-
gated agriculture, together contributing to 
despoliation of vegetation and soil degrada-
tion and erosion. 

Changes in the mode of agricultural 
production: As traditional modes of pro-
duction failed to meet the needs of the 
growing population, modern agricultural 
tools and technologies were increasingly 
brought into play. Many of these tech-
nologies, particularly in ploughing, are 
inappropriate to arid and semi-arid lands 
as they cause soil to decompose and disin-
tegrate, rendering it vulnerable to erosion. 

Box 2.5 illustrates how some of these 
trends have contributed to desertification 
in Algeria, (Ali Ghazi, in French, back-
ground paper for the report). In addition, 
the UNEP study summarizes the impact 
of human activities on desertification in 
the region as follows: 25

Box 2-4 West of Sudan: economic and social costs of desertification

In the western provinces of Darfur and Kordofan, competition over pas-
tureland erupted into tribal warfare on a scale that led to international 
intervention. Among the foremost factors aggravating the fighting in this 
region were scarcity of rainfall, the population explosion, and changes in 
the prevailing social system from nomadic shepherding or crop gathering 
to sedentary agriculture. These factors augmented rates of soil degradation 
and desertification. In addition, cropland was expanded at the expense 
of natural pasturage while modern tools and equipment were employed 
in ploughing, transportation, and other agricultural processes, resulting 
in the decomposition, disintegration and erosion of the soil structure. To 
this list should be added the destruction of the natural vegetation through 
the felling of trees and uprooting of shrubs for fuel and manufacturing, 
wasteful over-irrigation, and the unsustainable use of land in both rain-
fed and irrigated agriculture. All these factors, individually or combined, 
are conducive to desertifying forces such as water or wind erosion, the 
exposure of the subsoil rock strata and the salinisation or over-saturation 
of the soil.

Source: Dia El-Din El-Quosy, in Arabic, background paper for the report.

Extent of desertification in 9 affected 
Arab countries (%), 1996

Figure 2-6

Source: LAS and UNEP 2004 (in Arabic).
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Degradation and desertification of •	
pastureland.
Deterioration of forests.•	
Degradation of the soil due to land •	
mismanagement.
Attrition of subterranean aquifers.•	
Water shortages and waste of water.•	
Incursion of saline water.•	
Pollution of the soil.•	
Inappropriate irrigation systems.•	

Confronting the deserts

In spite of the challenging natural endow-
ment of the region and the complicat-
ing factors of human impact, continued 
desertification is not inevitable. Equipped 
with information on its specific causes in 
each Arab climatic ecological region, Arab 
governments and societies can adopt the 
appropriate policies to halt it. Based on 
background papers carried out for this 
Report, the following sets of policy objec-
tives can provide orientation to combat 

desertification in the three major zones of 
the region:

In countries that depend on both irri-
gation and rainfall for agriculture, policies 
should aim to:

Strengthen infrastructure through •	
the construction of dams, reservoirs, 
canals, drainage systems, and road and 
electricity networks.
Halt overgrazing in pastoral areas and •	
tree felling in forested areas.
Reduce the use of non-biodegradable •	
pesticides, such as DDT, to the lowest 
possible levels.
Promote the use of conventional and •	
non-conventional means to prevent 
sand dune encroachment.
Install precipitation gauges throughout •	
the country and abroad and import and 
set up early warning systems to enable 
people to prepare for and take the appro-
priate precautions against high floods.
Designate permanent and inviolable •	
boundaries for the waterbeds of the 
major river courses and prohibit the 

About 44 per cent, or more than 9 million hectares, of culti-
vated land in Algeria is now at risk of primary or secondary 
degree desertification. This threat is primarily attributed to 
the transition from traditional modes of animal husbandry 
and agriculture to modern systems. For example, in the past, 
severe drought waves would kill off large numbers of livestock, 
thereby alleviating pressure on available pasturage. While it 
is true that land reclamation operations were introduced to 
offset the effects of the transition, these were restricted to the 
lower altitudes where the soil was deeper and more humid. 

For centuries, land management had been subject to 
long established social regulations that enabled generation 
after generation of rural societies to know the entitlements 
bequeathed to them. However the inherited system of land 
management that had been in harmony with nature quickly 
fell under the pressures of social, political, and economic 
change in Algeria, the roots of which are to be found in:

The rapid growth of the population from around 11 million •	
in the 1960’s (10,800,000 in year 1960) to around 33 mil-
lion in the first years of the third millennium (32,854,000 
in year 2005). This tripling of the population, despite the 
decline in annual growth rate from 3.2 per cent to 2.3 per 
cent, has generated enormous pressures on the environ-
ment. Simultaneously, increased rates of urbanisation 
have increased the demand for meat, which, in turn, 

has driven an expansion in the area of land cultivated to 
meet this demand. 

The use of inappropriate agricultural methods and •	
machinery. In particular, the disk ploughs used in land 
reclamation, while appearing efficient, render vast tracts 
of land easy prey to wind erosion because of the way they 
break up the top soil.

The impossibility of alleviating the pressures on pasture-•	
land. While the increases in flocks owing to advances in 
veterinary medicine may have come to the temporary 
aid of herdsmen, these increases have also come at 
the expense of the regeneration of the pasturage. This 
development also coincides with the emergence of a 
class of large, mainly urban-based livestock farmers 
whose wealth enables them to overcome water short-
ages, and deal with the need to move herds from one 
place to another. The large livestock farmers, who were 
drawn to this activity because it is lucrative, are displac-
ing the poor shepherds and farmers who do not possess 
the wherewithal to care for their flocks or fields.

As a result of such conditions, Algeria is losing some 7,000 
hectares a year to desertification. If urgent remedial action is 
not taken, the rate of loss could double or triple.

Box 2-5 Desertification in Algeria

Source: Ali Ghazi, in French, background paper for the report.

Continued 
desertification is 

not inevitable
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Pollution is 
increasingly 
becoming a 
concern of policy 
makers and 
civil society

Adopt a strict and sustained land man-•	
agement policy that comprises diverse 
plans for soil usage.
Intensify efforts aimed at combat-•	
ing desertification, especially in the 
depressions behind dams and in the 
plains areas. 
Stimulate agricultural extension ser-•	
vices addressing, specifically, such 
concerns as crop rotation and the use 
of appropriate farming technologies. 
Care should be taken to attune these 
services to the social and cultural con-
ditions of the farmers. 
Draw up long-range plans well in •	
advance of the construction of dams 
and reservoirs so as to enable the rel-
evant agencies to take the appropriate 
measures to protect the steep basins 
behind these dams and reservoirs five 
to ten years before their construction. 
Record the types of existing plants with •	
an eye to identifying and protecting 
them, and eventually to diversifying 
them or selecting strains with particu-
lar characteristics for reproduction. 
Identify the areas most vulnerable •	
to desertification so that they can 
be prioritised in anti-desertification 
programmes.
Promote continued forestry research •	
aimed at sustaining existing forests 
and woodlands and using their prod-
ucts rationally.
Intensify reforestation efforts, par-•	
ticularly those taking place within the 
framework of national reforestation 
plans.
Promote all appropriate means to sup-•	
port and protect forests and woodlands. 
(Ali Ghazi, in French, background 

paper for the report.)

Pollution: no grounds  
for complacency

With the Arab region’s quickly increasing 
population and pressured, fragile environ-
ment, pollution is increasingly becoming a 
concern of policy makers and civil society. 
Pollution is not only a nuisance, but is also 
a considerable threat to human security 
when it contributes to the deterioration of 
the air, water and soil upon which people 
depend. While pollution is recognized 
by all to be a threat in the region, to date 

use of the floodplains within these 
boundaries during all flooding seasons, 
low, medium, and high.
Engage civil society organisations in •	
the design and execution of anti-deser-
tification projects and in the recruit-
ment of volunteers to help government 
agencies in emergencies. 
Train and build the capacities of those •	
involved in combating desertification 
and also raise the capacities of the gen-
eral public in this domain, drawing and 
building on indigenous knowledge and 
expertise.
In countries dependent solely on irriga-

tion for agriculture, policies should aim to: 
Curb the effects of sand-carrying winds •	
through windbreaks made of trees or 
solid materials and stabilise sand dunes 
by means of sand fences using plant 
materials, petrochemical sprays, or 
rubber blocks.
Halt urban encroachment onto agricul-•	
tural land by allocating desert land for 
the construction of public and private 
edifices, especially in towns and cities 
that back onto the desert. 
Promote agricultural drainage projects. •	
Attention should extend beyond the 
implementation of such projects to con-
tinual monitoring and maintenance. 
Develop new water resources in order •	
to keep up with the exponential growth 
of the population and its demands 
on clean water for domestic and pub-
lic purposes and to meet the needs of 
industry, domestic navigation, tour-
ism, electricity generation, and envi-
ronmental preservation. In particular, 
attention should be devoted to collec-
tive Nile Valley projects to minimize 
water losses in the Upper Nile and to 
develop subterranean water resources, 
rain harvesting technologies, and water 
desalinisation research and technology. 
Take precautions against the antici-•	
pated effects of the rising sea level on 
the land and subterranean water res-
ervoirs in the Delta. Scenarios should 
be drawn up to anticipate all possibili-
ties so that the country is not forced 
to contend with this phenomenon 
unprepared. 
(Dia El-Din El-Quosy, in Arabic, back-

ground paper for the report.)
Countries dependent on rain-fed agri-

culture should endeavour to: 

Pollution is a 
considerable  
threat to human 
security
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Pollution threatens the water, air, and 
soil of the Arab region. As the report team 
was unable to obtain data on the latter for 
this Report, this section focuses on pollu-
tion of the former two: water and air. 

Water pollution

Water pollution is now a serious chal-
lenge in the region. In the Arab countries, 
water pollution is primarily attributed to 
increased use of chemical fertilisers, pes-
ticides, and horticultural and veterinary 
medical treatments that leave long-lasting 
traces that eventually find their way into 
the water. The influx of domestic and 
industrial wastewater has also consider-
ably raised levels of water pollution. 

In several parts of the Arab region, 
water pollution is manifested in low levels 
of access to clean water, a resource already 
constrained by general water scarcity, as 
analyzed above. The lack of access to suf-
ficient clean water in particular threatens 
human security in many ways. It can lead to 
the spread of disease among children, such 
as dysentery, and affect their regular atten-
dance at school and academic achievement. 
It deprives women, for example, of long 
hours of the day which they could devote to 
personal and income-generating activities 
rather than fetching water for their families. 
In addition, water scarcity and pollution 
threaten agricultural and food produc-
tion and precipitate domestic rivalries over 
scarce water resources, as in the ancestral 
dispute between farmers and herders in 
Darfur. Water shortages can also cause ten-
sions between neighbouring countries.

Access to clean water for domestic or 
economic purposes reflects power relation-
ships. In general, the poor do not get clean 
water and the rich consume enormous 
amounts and have no problem obtaining 
the quantities they want. Unsurprisingly, 
the parts of a country that have the most 
difficult access to water are the rural areas 
and the poorer quarters of the city.26

The World Bank’s World Development 
Indicators provide water pollution data for 
15 Arab Countries, showing, as in Table 
2.3, that Egypt, Algeria, Tunisia, Morocco 
and Iraq are among the largest polluters in 
the Arab region, in terms of daily emis-
sions of organic water pollutants. However 
the data also shows that these rates pale in 

detailed data on its levels and trends are not 
yet available. The statistics that do exist are 
limited to conditions at the national level, 
in spite of the fact that levels of pollution 
vary greatly between urban and rural areas 
and from one city to the next. 

Distressingly, on Target 10, the Arab countries are off track. The proportion 
of the population in the region using improved drinking water sources 
rose slightly between 1990 and 2004 from 83 per cent to 85 per cent. It 
increased from 65 to 68 per cent in Arab LDCs. However, this sub-regional 
average does not include Somalia where only 29 per cent of the popula-
tion had access to safe water in 2004. In the other three sub-regions, it 
reached 86 per cent in the Maghreb, 94 per cent in the GCC countries, and 
86 per cent in the Mashreq.

Source: UN-ESCWA 2007.

Source: UN-ESCWA 2007a. 

Arab countries will miss the 2015 target for access to safe drinking water 
by 27 years

This slight improvement indicates that significant efforts are still required 
to achieve the target, which continues to elude the Arab region as a 
whole.

Proportion of population with access to improved drinking water sources 
in urban and rural areas, 1990 and 2004 (%)

Maghreb 
countries

GCC 
countries

Arab 
countries

Developing 
regions

Arab 
LDCs

Mashreq 
countries

Rural (1990)
Rural (2004)

Urban (1990)
Urban (2004)

Source: UNDP 2006.
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Box 2-6 MDG goal 7, target 10 - halve, by 2015, the proportion of 
people without sustainable access to safe drinking water
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comparison to the daily rates of countries 
such as the United States, which showed 
in 2003 an absolute rate of pollution more 
than 10 times that of the highest Arab pol-
luter, and the Russian Federation, which in 
that same year “out-polluted” the highest 
Arab polluter by a factor of nearly 7.5. 

Nevertheless, these absolute com-
parisons offer no basis for complacency, 
as the per-worker ratio of pollution is 
relatively higher in Arab countries than 
in industrialised ones. Of the Arab coun-
tries, Tunisia succeeded in reducing this 
rate reaching levels comparable with the 
United States of America—from 0.18 kg 
per worker in 1990 to 0.14 kg per worker 
in 2003. Yemen and Syria also succeeded 
in reducing these rates respectively from 
0.27 and 0.22 kg per worker daily in 1990 
to 0.23 and 0.20 kg per worker in 2003.27 
Consequently, while the low rates of water 
pollution in some Arab countries indeed 
reflect efforts made by their governments, 
such countries must remain vigilant lest 
their plans for industrialisation eventually 
drive water pollution rates up to levels 
being experienced by developed countries 
and the newly industrialised countries of 
East and South Asia. In Egypt, for exam-
ple, organic substances dumped in water 
fall into the following categories: food 
and drink (about 50 per cent), textiles 
(17.7 per cent), primary minerals (10.8 
per cent), plus lower ratios of chemicals, 
paper, stones, glass and wood.28

Also connected to water pollution is 
the region’s uneven and cumulatively lag-
ging progress in providing its people with 
access to sanitation services. Based on the 
most recent data, Figure 2.7 shows that in 
some Arab LDCs (Comoros, Mauritania 
and Sudan), over 60 per cent of the popu-
lation has no access to improved sanitation 
services. It also shows that, at the regional 
level, approximately 30 per cent of the 
population goes without such access. Not 
only does poor access to sanitation ser-
vices infringe on the health and dignity of 
human beings, but it is also a factor con-
tributing to water pollution, with wide-
spread consequences for human security. 
According to the Human Development 
Report 2006, in Egypt, to name just one 
example, high levels of pollution from raw 
sewage in the Nile Delta region “under-
mines the potential health benefits of near 
universal access to water.” 

Percentage of population without access to safe water 
and sanitation services, 15 Arab countries, 2007

Figure 2-7
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Source: UNDP 2007.

Country Emissions of 
organic water 

pollutants 
(metric tons 

daily) in 1990

Emissions of 
organic water 

pollutants 
(metric tons 

daily) in 2003

Emissions 
of organic 

water 
pollutants 
(kilograms 
per worker 

daily) in 
1990

Emissions 
of organic 

water 
pollutants 
(kilograms 
per worker 

daily) in 
2003

Egypt 211.5 186 .1 0.2 0.2

Algeria 107 … 0.25 ..

Tunisia 44.6 55.8 0.18 0.14

Morocco 41.7 72.1 0.14 0.16

Iraq 26.7 … 0.19 ..

Syria 21.7 15.1 0.22 0.2

Saudi Arabia 18.5 .. 0.15 ..

Kuwait 9.1 11.9 0.16 0.17

Jordan 8.3 23.5 0.19 0.18

Yemen 6.9 15.4 0.27 0.23

UAE 5.6 .. 0.14 ..

Oman 0.4 5.8 0.11 0.17

Sudan .. 38.6 .. 0.29

Lebanon .. 14.9 .. 0.19

Libya .. .. .. ..

United States 2565.2 1805.2 0.15 0.13

Russian Federation 1991.3 1388.1 0.13 0.18

Source: World Bank 2007.

Water pollution levels from organic pollutants in 15 Arab 
countries and 2 industrialised countries, 1990-2003  
(in descending order based on 1990 pollution levels)

Table 2-3
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Air pollution

Although Arab countries are among the 
world’s largest producers of petroleum-
based energy sources, the levels of air 
pollution in Arab countries, in general, are 
among the lowest in the world. In 2003, 
carbon dioxide emissions did not exceed 
1,012.5 metric tons in the Middle East 
and North Africa region, compared to 
10,753.5 million metric tons in middle-
income countries and 12,738.4 million 
metric tons in high-income nations. The 
only countries with lower carbon dioxide 
emission rates that year were sub-Saharan 
African countries, with an average of 
531.9 million metric tons.29 

Nevertheless, what offsets this seem-
ingly optimistic portrait is that Arab 
countries have such relatively low carbon 
dioxide emission rates mainly because most 
have not progressed very far in industriali-
sation. Even so, carbon dioxide emissions 
in North Africa and the Middle East are 
increasing at one of the fastest rates in the 
world. From 1990 to 2003 this rate was 
4.5 per cent per year, which means that 
carbon dioxide emissions had nearly dou-
bled by the end of that period. The only 
region in the world to surpass the Arab 
countries on that score was South Asia, at 
a rate of 4.9 per cent per year. It should 
also be borne in mind that carbon dioxide 
emissions vary between Arab countries, 
with the highest, in general, found in the 
oil producing and exporting countries, 
particularly those of the Gulf, as well as 
the countries with the largest economies. 
The top three are Saudi Arabia, Algeria 
and Egypt. Furthermore, carbon dioxide 
emissions rates vary considerably within 
Arab countries, the most marked contrast 
being between rural areas and major urban 
centres. The same observations apply to 
methane and nitrogen oxide emissions.30

Efforts at the global level to decrease 
or at least stabilize air pollutant emissions 
have had some success since the introduc-
tion of stricter environmental regulations 
and enforcement policies, beginning in the 
1970s. However, in the Arab region, socio-
economic development, population growth, 
water scarcity and the growth of the oil 
industry have led to increased use of heavy 
fuels to meet development needs including 
power generation, cement production, oil 
refining and desalination of water. 

Air contamination in the Arab countries is attributed among others, to the 
transport sector, with its reliance on vehicles, especially in urban areas 
and during heavy traffic congestion. Road transport in the Arab countries, 
causes a variety of environmental and health impacts. Although the use 
of natural gas in the transport sector has increased, the pollution is aggra-
vated by such regional trends as high rates of private vehicle ownership, 
as in Lebanon, Qatar and Kuwait and the ageing of vehicle fleets (in Egypt, 
for example, 65 per cent of cars are at least 10 years old and 25 per cent 
are more than 20 years old). However, a reduction in emitted pollutants is 
expected as a result of regional efforts to apply traffic strategies and fuel 
regulations in most Arab countries.

Box 2-7 Road transport – emission of air polluants

Number of vehicles per 1,000 inhabitants (2002-2004), 
16 Arab countries

Source: AFED 2008.

Source: UN-ESCWA 2005c.

0 50 100 150 250200 300 350 400 450  500

Lebanon

UAE
Libya

Bahrain
Saudi Arabia

Kuwait
Qatar

Oman
Algeria
Tunisia

Morocco
Iraq

Syria
Jordan
Yemen

Egypt

Rising carbon dioxide emissions in Arab countries, 
1990 and 2003

Figure 2-8

1990 Carbon dioxide emissions (million metric tons)

2003 Carbon dioxide emissions (million metric tons)

Source: World Bank 2008.

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350
A

lg
er

ia

Eg
yp

t

U
A

E

Ku
w

ai
t

Ira
q

Li
by

a

Sy
ri

a

M
or

oc
co

O
m

an

Tu
ni

si
a

Jo
rd

an

Le
ba

no
n

Ye
m

en

Su
da

n

M
au

ri
ta

ni
a

S
au

di
 A

ra
bi

a
Million metric tons



47The environment, resource pressures and human security in the Arab countries

temperature has already risen by about 
0.75 degrees Celsius since before the 
Industrial Revolution. It has estimated 
that by 2050, the Earth’s temperature 
will have increased by two degrees cen-
tigrade, compared with the beginning of 
the Industrial Revolution. As a result of 
the increased temperature, worldwide 
rainfall patterns will be altered causing 
a drop in global food production. From 
another angle, increased temperature will 
increase the rate of snow thaw, raising the 
sea level and submerging entire islands in 
the Pacific and Indian Oceans as well as all 
areas that lie below sea level.

These changes could affect human 
security in general as follows:

Increasing numbers of heat waves and a •	
gradual rise in the Earth’s temperature
Extremes in rainfall trends, with rainy •	
regions experiencing more rain and dry 
and arid areas becoming drier
Increased tropical hurricane activity in •	
the North Atlantic region and increased 
ocean temperature in tropical regions
Higher sea level because of warmer •	
water and thawing of ice and snow 
cover
Higher sea water levels of carbonic •	
acid, endangering many marine organ-
isms because of the harmful effect on 
the calcification necessary for their 
protection
Effects on food production. If the rise •	
in temperature is moderate, there 
could be greater agricultural produc-
tion in some areas; however, if the rise 
in temperature continues, production 
could be threatened in other regions, 
particularly Africa, which will see 
more occurrences of famine
Decreased biodiversity and depletion •	
of forested areas; 20 per cent could dis-
appear according to some reports
Significant health-related effects. •	
The WHO has estimated that cli-
mate change caused 2.4 per cent of 
the world’s cases of diarrhoea and 
6 per cent of malaria in certain mid-
dle-income countries in 2000. Even 
though the rise in temperature might 
have positive effects in cold regions 
by reducing cold-related deaths, the 
overall health-related effect would be 
negative because of food shortages, 
diarrhoea, malaria, and floods.

Apart from meeting development 
needs, transport is another major factor 
in air pollution in the region. Air traffic is 
increasing in the Arab countries, which is 
considered a major air transit route. The 
fleets that operate exclusively within it do 
not all meet mandatory aircraft engine cer-
tification standards, and therefore do not 
all abide by the international environmen-
tal protection standards governing aircraft 
emissions and the improvement of air traf-
fic management systems.31 The growth of 
private vehicles has also made a significant 
impact, as illustrated in Box 2.7. 

Climate change – the global 
threat 

The climate system is an interactive, inter-
woven system composed of the atmosphere 
and the surface of the Earth, of ice and 
snow, of oceans and other water surfaces, 
and of living creatures. Climate change 
is the alteration in the overall climate of 
the Earth or specific regions over time. 
The term is applied to recent man-made 
climate changes. Industrial production, 
especially cement production, burning of 
fuels, air-borne particles, and human use 
of land and animals are the most signifi-
cant man-made causes of climate change.

International concern with the 
problem of climate change became 
widespread when the “ozone hole” first 
attracted attention in 1974. The First 
World Climate Conference was held in 
1979, with the World Meteorological 
Organization (WMO), the United 
Nations Environmental Programme, the 
World Health Organization (WHO), the 
Food and Agriculture Organization, and 
UNESCO participating. These interna-
tional organizations reviewed research 
results that pointed to a clear increase in 
the amount of greenhouse gases.

Focusing on this subject, the WMO 
monitored gas emissions between 1974 and 
1982 and measured their actual effects on 
the ozone layer. This layer, 15 or 20 km 
thick in the upper atmosphere, prevents 
ultraviolet light, considered harmful to 
humans, animals, and plants, from reach-
ing the Earth.

The U.N. Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change has said that the Earth’s 

Industrial 
production and 
human use of 
land and animals 
are the most 
significant man-
made causes of 
climate change
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The region is 
one of those 

least responsible 
for the direct 

creation of the 
greenhouse effect

carbon dioxide emissions, which contrib-
ute to this phenomenon, was no more 
than 4.7 per cent, which is lower than any 
other region except Sub-Saharan Africa. 
Furthermore, its share of methane and 
nitrogen oxide emissions, which also con-
tribute to heat retention, was the lowest of 
any region in the world because of its rela-
tively low level of industrial development.

The region is also the nearest to becom-
ing a direct victim of climate change, 
which affects it in the following ways:

Water shortages•	
Reduced agricultural production•	
Large population transfers to foreign •	
countries (environmental refugees)
Lower levels of economic activities•	
Threats to national security•	
The next section explains the dimen-

sions of climate change in the Arab 
countries.

According to the Stern Report, tem-
perature rises of between two and three 
degrees will have the following conse-
quences affecting the region:

Spreading drought, reduced water levels 
in rivers, stunted agricultural production, 

Climate change – the threats to the 
Arab countries

Along with other regions, the Arab coun-
tries will be greatly affected by climate 
change in the coming decades. Certain 
countries in the region share directly or 
indirectly in the activities that lead to 
climate change. The region is a major pro-
ducer and source of oil, one of the types 
of fuel that raises the temperature of the 
atmosphere. In fact, it is more reliant on 
oil as a fuel source than any other region 
of the world, using oil for 54.2 per cent 
and natural gas for 40.2 per cent of its fuel 
needs. While it is true that reliance on oil 
dropped in most Arab countries in 2005 
compared with 1990 (Kuwait, Libya, 
Qatar, and Sudan being exceptions), reli-
ance on oil is still high in comparison with 
the rest of the world. 

Nonetheless, the region is one of those 
least responsible for the direct creation of 
the greenhouse effect. According to the 
global Human Development Report (HDR) 
2007/2008 and World Development 
Indicators for 2007, the region’s share of 

Scenario Type of change Effects on human security Affected area

WATER 2 °C rise in Earth temperature 1 to 1.6 billion people affected by water  shortages Africa, the Middle East, Southern 
Europe, parts of South and Central 
America

3 °C rise in Earth temperature Increased water stress for additional 155 to 600 
million people

North Africa

Climate change Repeated risk of drought known in recent years, 
with economic and political effects

Mauritania, Sudan and Somalia

Climate change Reduced average rainfall Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, and OPT

Rising sea levels Risk of flooding and threats to coastal cities Gulf coast of Arabian peninsula

Climate change 50% decline in renewable water availability Syria

1.2 °C rise in Earth temperature Decreased water availability by 15% Lebanon

1 °C rise in Earth temperature Reduced water runoff in Ouergha watershed by 10% Morocco

Climate change Greater water shortages Yemen

Climate change Reduced water flow by 40-60% Nile river

3 °C rise in Earth temperature Increased risks of coastal surges and flooding Cairo

AGRICULTURE 2-3 °C temperature rise in 
tropical regions

A drop by 25-35 % in crop production (with weak 
carbon enrichment) and by 20-15% (with strong 
carbon enrichment)

Africa and West Africa  
(Arab countries included)

3 °C rise in Earth temperature Reduced agricultural productivity and 
unsustainable crops

North Africa

1.5 °C rise in Earth temperature 70% drop in yields of Sorghum Sudan (Northern Kordofan)

Climate change Flooding of 4,500 km² of farmland and 
displacement of 6 million people

Lower Egypt

Climate change future scenarios – water and agricultureTable 2-4

Source: UNDP 2006; Stern 2006.
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Yet efforts in the Arab countries to con-
front the effects of these changes do not 
match the gravity of the threat. There is 
no single Arab institution concerned with 
the effect of climate change on the region. 
The only example of a collective effort is 
the earmarking by Kuwait, Qatar, Saudi 
Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates of 
$750 million for a new fund, established at 
the conclusion of the 18 November 2007 
OPEC meeting, to counter the effects of 
climate change on these countries. Saudi 
Arabia contributed $300 million, with the 
other three countries giving $150 million 
each. The fund is intended to increase 
the use of environmentally friendly, more 
efficient technology to protect the local, 
regional, and global environment. It sup-
ports the development of technologies to 
remove and sequester carbon, as well as 
to facilitate the transfer of environmental 
technologies from advanced countries to 
all OPEC and other developing countries.

Such efforts would be a welcome 
change, and would hopefully break new 
paths in this region that has not yet 
accorded sufficient attention to envi-
ronmental concerns. Protection of the 
environment ranks low on the agendas of 
Arab governments. The Environmental 
Sustainability Index, which covers 146 
countries (16 Arab countries), and classi-
fies countries according to their plans for 
natural resources, low population density, 
and successful management of the envi-
ronment and development ranks several 
Arab countries at the bottom. For 2005 
Iraq ranked near the bottom at 143, Sudan 
140, Kuwait 138, Yemen 137, Saudi Arabia 
136, Lebanon 129, Libya 125, Mauritania 
124, Syria 118, Egypt 115 and the U.A.E. 
at 110. The highest-ranking Arab coun-
tries were Tunisia at 55, Oman at 83 and 
Jordan at 84. Finland, Norway, Uruguay, 
Sweden, and Iceland are at the top of the 
Index.33 

Conclusion

This chapter has attempted to clarify the 
implications for human security of the 
region’s particular resource endowments 
and the threats posed by their misman-
agement, over-exploitation, neglect or 
degradation. It has also touched on the 
risks and opportunities associated with 

and incursion by sea water will force large 
numbers of people to emigrate, turning 
millions of people, particularly in the Nile 
River Delta and coastal areas in the Arab 
Gulf, into “environmental refugees.”

These developments could affect not 
only human security among communi-
ties, but national and regional security as 
well. Such severe changes may also affect 
political stability and increase domestic 
tension. Sudan has experienced internal 
conflicts in Darfur, for example, between 
pastoralists and farmers over access to 
water sources. Tension has also increased 
between Mauritania and Senegal with 
the disappearance of the river from flood 
plains, and Palestinian farmers suffer 
because Israeli settlers monopolize most 
ground water sources.

The 2007/2008 Human Development 
Report32 indicates that Egypt, Lebanon, 
Sudan, and the countries of North Africa 
could be the areas in the region most 
affected by climate change. Global warm-
ing caused by an increase in the Earth’s 
temperature by three or four degrees would 
raise sea level by approximately one metre, 
creating 6 million refugees in Egypt, with 
4,500 square kilometres of agricultural 
land in the Delta flooded. Even if sea level 
rises by only one-half metre, it could cre-
ate two million refugees and cause more 
than $35 billion in economic losses. In 
addition, the ability to generate hydroelec-
tric power would be affected, and flood 
precautions would leave millions of people 
unprotected. In the Kordofan region of 
Sudan, an increase in temperature of one 
and one-half degrees between 2030 and 
2060 would reduce average rainfall by 
5 per cent, leading to a general drop in 
agricultural production and a decrease in 
the production of maize by 70 per cent of 
current levels. An increase of 1.2 degrees 
centigrade would reduce available water in 
Lebanon by 15 per cent as a result of the 
change in rainfall patterns and evapora-
tion. If the Earth’s temperature rises by 
one degree centigrade, it would reduce 
available water by 10 per cent in some 
areas of Morocco by 2020.

The international community has 
become more aware of the effects of these 
changes, formed committees, and ratified 
many agreements, like the Kyoto Protocol 
and the Climate Change Agreement, 
to which the Arab countries are bound. 

Protection of 
the environment 
ranks low on the 
agendas of Arab 
governments 
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owing to rivalries over the control of 
water resources.
Rising conflicts between countries 5.	
within a single river basin.
Naturally, it is impossible to confront 

all these challenges at the national and 
regional levels alone. Environmental 
issues are inherently global in nature and 
attempts to address them should thus be 
global as well. The Arab countries have 
kept pace with the global concern for 
environmental affairs and have ratified 
most environment-related conventions. 
Moreover, the brunt of the responsibil-
ity for some of these issues, particularly 
climate change, should be borne by the 
industrialized powers that contribute 
most to them.

At the regional level, it is essential for 
Arab countries to work together to con-
front the challenges posed by environmen-
tal degradation, especially the threats of 
water shortage, desertification, and pollu-
tion. Arab countries should move quickly 
to establish an Arab agency to coordinate 
specialised networks for environmental 
issues, collecting available information 
from Arab regional organisations, harness-
ing expertise and formulating the alterna-
tives needed to tackle these issues.

At the country level, Arab govern-
ments have many means available to them 
to ensure the participation of influential 
social forces and the business community 
above all, in environmental protection 
efforts. Such means include the taxation 
system, incentives to use environmentally 
friendly technology, drives to use non-
polluting renewable energy sources (solar 
power), policies that encourage economic 
uses of energy sources, campaigns for the 
use of mass transport over private auto-
mobiles, and the implementation of tough 
measures to combat desertification and 
deforestation. 

Of course, no measure can successfully 
combat environmental degradation if it is 
not founded upon a thorough and accurate 
base of information and a precise under-
standing of changing environmental con-
ditions. Therefore, the existing agencies 
in charge of protecting the environment 
must be fully supported, equipped and 
empowered to enable them to undertake 
the necessary studies and data collection. 
In countries where such agencies do not 
exist, they should be created.

its population growth patterns and youth-
ful demographic profile. The potential 
dangers of environmental shocks in the 
near future will be far graver in their 
consequences than the toll of armed 
violence in Arab countries, whether the 
source of conflict is foreign occupation or 
internal strife. Victims of the drought that 
struck East Africa several years ago were 
estimated in the hundreds of thousands. 
Similarly, the conflict in Darfur, which 
is connected, in part, to drought and the 
fight over scarce sources of water and pas-
tureland, has affected 4.27 million people 
in need of assistance of which, 2.5 million 
are internally displaced.34

The very controversy over the number 
of victims of disputes whose roots can be 
traced to local environmental properties 
raises a deeper issue, namely the difficulty 
of determining accurately the effects of 
environmental degradation on human secu-
rity conditions. The effect of the environ-
ment on human security is not in most cases 
direct, but mediated by such variables as 
the degree of wisdom brought to bear on 
interactions with the environment or the 
extent to which disputes that have their ori-
gin in environmental conditions are politi-
cally exploited. In addition, environmental 
degradation is a cumulative process in that a 
certain effect triggers others. Consequently, 
the impact of environmental change on 
human security varies from one country to 
another in accordance with these interme-
diate variables and the nature and extent of 
the cumulative chain reaction.

Nevertheless, environmental deteriora-
tion resulting from climate change, water 
scarcity, desertification, losses in biodiver-
sity and deforestation is certain to produce 
a range of effects. These include:

Shrinkage in arable land area and, 1.	
hence, a declining ability to produce 
food and agricultural raw materials.
The spread of unemployment and 2.	
poverty in the countryside as a conse-
quence, in particular, of the shrinkage 
in arable land and the decline in the 
quality of soil caused by drought and 
desertification. 
Decline in the levels of public health 3.	
as a result of the predicted rise in tem-
peratures and failure to curb water, air, 
and soil pollution. 
Rising tensions within agrarian societ-4.	
ies and between farmers and shepherds 

Arab countries 
should move 

quickly to establish 
an Arab agency 

to coordinate 
specialised 

networks for 
environmental 

issues

Environmental 
shocks in the near 

future will be far 
graver in their 
consequences 
than the toll of 

armed violence in 
Arab countries 
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Introduction

This chapter measures the performance of 
Arab states against four criteria: 
1.	 The acceptability of the state to its own 

citizens 
2.	 State compliance with legal charters 

pertaining to human rights 
3.	 How the state manages its monopoly 

over the use of force and coercion 
4.	 Whether institutional checks and bal-

ances prevent abuses of power

Part II of this chapter considers the 
prospects and limitations of Arab political, 
legal and institutional reform in response 
to this performance. It examines how the 
reform process has been generated by the 
triangulation of three poles of initiative: 
governments, societal groups, and external 
powers. 

The Arab State and human 
security—performance  
and prospects

Chapter3

The state, in its normative role, wins the acceptance of its citizens and upholds 
their rights to life and freedom. It protects them from aggression and lays down 
rules that guarantee them the exercise of their essential freedoms. The state that 
fulfils this role is a “legitimate state”. It adheres to the rule of law, which serves 
the public interest, not that of a particular group. The state which departs from 
these rules becomes a source of risk to life and freedom. Instead of guaranteeing 
human security, the state itself turns into a major threat to it.

It is fair to say that, across key dimensions of performance, the record of Arab 
states has been mixed, with negative impacts on human security. While most Arab 
states have embraced international treaties and adorned their constitutions with 
clauses that enjoin respect for life, human rights, justice, equality before the law, 
and the right to a fair trial, their performance shows a wide gap between theory 
and practice. Factors such as weak institutional curbs on state power; a fragile 
and fragmented civil society; dysfunctional elected assemblies, both national and 
local; and disproportionately powerful security apparatuses often combine to turn 
the state into a menace to human security, rather than its chief supporter. 

Across key 
dimensions of 
performance, 
the record of 

Arab states has 
been mixed
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The homogenizing 
project of the 

Arab state has 
never been a 

smooth transition 
towards inclusion

Collective and 
individual 
identities 

are normal 
components 
of social life

of the legitimacy of the kind of state which 
the contemporary Arab countries inherited 
and perpetuated has been accompanied by 
conflicts that threaten human security and 
to which some states have responded by 
imposing authoritarian controls. However, 
the suppression of channels through which 
public grievances can be heard has only 
further reduced the acceptability of these 
states to many groups within their terri-
tory. The resulting political vacuum is being 
filled by militant political and religious 
groups, a number of them with strong 
track records in providing social services as 
well as high levels of credibility with the 
public—sometimes even higher than that 
of the government they oppose. 

Identity and diversity

Collective and individual identities are 
normal components of social life, whether 
they are part of a conflict or not. Indeed, 
any person may have multiple identities. 
A Moroccan may be Arab or Amazight, 
Muslim or Jew, African or Mediterranean, 
and part of the human family all at once. A 
Sudanese may be Arab or African, Muslim 
or Christian, and a member of the human 
family. A Lebanese, while being in all cases 
Arab, may also be Maronite, Shia, Sunni, 
or Druze, and, again, also a member of the 
human family. A person’s perception of 
his or her nested identities is in fact one 
of the factors which strengthens the bonds 
between people, and helps support human 
security. The more identities a person has, 
the greater will be his or her comfort zone 
when moving between the various com-
munities of membership, even though 
one of these will likely form the person’s 
primary identity. 

Some political scientists argue that it 
is not these inherited or ascribed traits that 
count the most in defining a particular 
group but rather its constructed bases, 
such as its ideology, political affiliations or 
intellectual viewpoint, which are achieved 
through interaction among its members 
and between them and their social setting. 

1. �The acceptability of the state 
to its own citizens

States are artificial creations. Their borders 
do not represent naturally ordained living 
spaces for homogenous ethnic, linguistic, 
and religious groups. Britain, France and 
Spain, to mention just three states older 
than the Arab states, all include diverse 
populations. Their rise as states coincided 
with the development of inclusive institu-
tions, democracy, popular participation and 
respect for cultural diversity. Their political 
and institutional development has enabled 
these states to counter-balance separatist 
tendencies, but provides no guarantee that 
such tendencies will remain dormant. At 
different times, most established states 
have faced challenges from groups seeking 
either to maximise their local autonomy or 
to secede from central authority altogether. 
This challenge, with its well-known con-
sequences for stability, peace and security 
within the borders of a state, seems to be 
especially acute in some Arab countries. 

The consolidation of the Arab state did 
not take into consideration the extent of 
kinship and ethnic ties among the human 
groups that formed the administrative 
units of countries which subsequently 
went on to become states.1 Their borders 
often appear contrived, enclosing diverse 
ethnic, religious and linguistic groups that 
were incorporated as minorities in the post-
colonial era. The homogenising project of 
the Arab state has never been a smooth 
transition towards inclusion. Rather, a 
strong nationalistic trend developed with 
the objective of masking the diversity of 
the population and subduing its cultural, 
linguistic and religious heterogeneity under 
command structures. Most Arab states 
failed to introduce democratic governance 
and institutions of representation that 
ensure inclusion, the equal distribution of 
wealth among various groups, or respect 
for cultural diversity. 

Such failures of political and economic 
governance have led identity-based groups 
in some Arab countries to try to free them-
selves from the captivity of the nation-state 
in whose shadow they live. This rejection 

Part I:
State performance in guaranteeing human security
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The point to underline is that identity 
is not a fixed property of the individual 
or group, but rather a fluid choice among 
several options. This choice, which can vary 
depending on circumstances, expresses the 
volition of the individual or the group, and 
not a predetermined disposition. How we 

choose to see ourselves among the several 
“selves” we can be, whether inherited or con-
structed, decides our identity and response 
in a given situation. 

In Western political history, the norma-
tive concept that has contributed most to 
the management of ethnic, cultural and 

Box 3-1 Bahiya al-Hariri* – The powerful and just State: conditions for human security in Lebanon

The Arab Human Development Reports have renewed Arab 
intellectual vitality by casting light on many of the problems 
(differing from one country to another) that we are living 
through in the Arab world and on the issues and subjects 
the Reports have tackled, including freedom, the knowledge 
society, and women.

Each subject addressed has formed an entry point to 
many further or related issues, but the key focus has always 
been the human being in the Arab world. If we were to put 
on record one absolutely characteristic positive feature of 
these reports, it would be the adoption of Arab specificity in 
the development field, where the UN and its publications in 
the field of human rights and its social, economic, health-
related, and environmental corollaries have previously talked 
in comprehensive fashion on the human being in general. We 
have been able, through the means of these Arab reports, to 
lay the foundations for an Arab debate over the challenges 
of an Arab renaissance, and come to realise the importance 
of dealing with Arab specificity. However, we have come to 
find, when we wish to approach these subjects, that there is a 
specificity within each Arab region over and above the general 
Arab specificity.

Taking one’s point of departure for the definition of human 
security from Lebanon—this country whose citizens have for 
more than three decades lived through a range of experiences 
that have had a profound effect on its human infrastructure 
and on the human conscience of both the individual and 
society—compels one to approach the issue of human secu-
rity in a new way.

During the decades when people in Lebanon were exposed 
to all forms of threat, there was a total collapse of security in 
all its traditional and modern senses. These threats ran from 
the right to life and education to the right to a decent life. All 
the basic means of subsistence such as water, electricity, 
freedom of movement, freedom of belief, and freedom of affili-
ation were targeted, and every individual in all his constituent 
parts, needs, and aspirations became a target. As a result, the 
state, the natural guarantor of security in terms of the most 
basic forms of growth and progress, collapsed. Growth and 
progress can only be realised on the foundation of stability, 
which gives rise to security, in all its meanings, and the true 
essence of which is the capable, just, and nurturing state as 
the basic framework for human security in all its dimensions 
and components. Such a state can only exist where individu-
als are free to form a social contract concerning the framework 
that guarantees their freedom and stability, and such a state 

can only guarantee security and stability through an encom-
passing environment of security and stability.

Lebanon, which tried to achieve security for individuals, 
society, and the state, was unable to achieve security and 
stability within its area of operation. Today, this has made the 
Lebanese confront two memories: a distant memory replete 
with recollections of the targeting of their human security, and 
a recent memory filled with recollections of their work and 
effort to restore their security and stability and rebuild their 
state. Present reality brings back to mind the targeting of their 
structure, humanity, freedom, and state.

During the period of renaissance, and since the beginning 
of the 1990s, we have tried to forget the tragedies lived through 
by the Lebanese individually and collectively. We have done 
so by the call to tolerance and reconciliation, by strengthening 
human security for every individual in Lebanon—and I am cer-
tain that every Lebanese man, woman, and child could write 
a thesis about what their security, humanity, conscience, and 
freedom were exposed to. However, these Lebanese hoping 
for rebirth, freedom, stability, and progress have been able to 
transcend these tragedies. This has been made clear through 
their capacity to overcome these trials, restart the course of 
life, and offer a major humanitarian model for restoring life, 
building the state, achieving rebirth, and restarting political, 
economic, and social life. This Lebanese paradigm can be an 
Arab example of the people’s will for rebirth and develop-
ment and for making a major leap over our stumbling reality. 
This requires that we begin from an axiom that forms, in my 
opinion, the first item on the list of those necessary for an 
understanding of human security. This is not less than the 
recognition that Arabs are human beings, with their con-
stituent parts, capacities, and needs, since dealing with our 
humanity on false preconceptions as to what it is, what it has, 
and what it needs is the greatest violation of humanity, while 
the renewal of a preconceived picture of what it must be is to 
condemn this humanity and its capabilities in advance.

This phenomenon may be the prime cause for extremism, 
fanaticism, and rejection of this image. We must learn a les-
son from our experiences of those who claimed to work for 
the progress and development of our societies while in the 
background acting to reaffirm their underdevelopment and 
weakness, such as the mandatory rule and tutelage which 
formed the former colonial understanding and which are cur-
rently emerging in new forms from the same foundations and 
with the same unjust view of our people and societies.

*Minister of Education in the Lebanese government, 2008.

Identity is not a 
fixed property of 
the individual or 
group, but rather 
a fluid choice



56 Arab Human Development Report 2009

The first step to 
managing diversity 

is to adopt and 
apply the concept 

of citizenship 
under the law 

and in practice

Identity, per se, 
is not necessarily 

the cause of a 
conflict or even 

the main source of 
tension between 
different groups

linguistic diversity is that of citizenship. The 
evolution of this concept has been part and 
parcel of the rise of democracy and demo-
cratic governance linked to the emergence 
of the modern European state. A seminal 
discussion of citizenship in the European 
tradition is T.H Marshall´s essay collection, 
“Class, Citizenship and Social Development”, 
which considered the European experience 
as the gradual expansion of citizenship 
rights, from civil, to political, and to social 
rights.2 Citizens are rights-bearing persons 
conceived as equals under the laws of 
the state, to which they have common 
obligations, and citizenship is the active 
or passive participation of individuals in 
the common identity that these universal 
rights and obligations confer. Whatever 
other identities the individual or group 
may possess, that of citizenship provides 
the common denominator shared with all 
other individuals in the society. 

Even in mature democracies, the 
concept of citizenship is still a work-in-
progress, evolving in its most enlightened 
forms to accommodate the complexities of 
minority rights in multi-ethnic and multi-
cultural societies. This evolution represents 
a balance, which is also potentially a ten-
sion, between the rights of the majority 
and those of minorities whose claims on 
the state would otherwise not be treated 
equally. However, the point here is that 
the Arab states have hardly perfected their 
transition to good governance, let alone to 
true democracy, or the further refinement 
of democracy that respect for minority 
rights represents. Thus, the first step to 
managing diversity, which several Arab 
countries have begun to take, is to adopt 
and apply the concept of citizenship under 
the law and in practice.

A key development in the evolution 
of citizenship is the understanding that 
it entails not only a ‘vertical’ relationship 
to the state, but also ‘horizontal’ rela-
tions between citizens. To be a citizen 
is necessarily to be a co-citizen, with the 
responsibilities, interactions and accom-
modations that go with ‘civil behaviour’.3 
Inculcating this advanced view of citizen-
ship is one of the primary functions of 
education; it is not to be confused with 
instilling crude or narrow notions of patrio-
tism, but concerns instead the transmission 
of civic values of cooperation, co-existence 
and good neighbourliness. Where citizens 

share a high level of civic consciousness, 
peaceful conflict resolution is often pos-
sible locally, without state action. 

Contemporary events in Arab countries 
show that the degree to which identity 
issues surface in internal conflicts varies, and 
there is no single pattern to the form these 
issues take. For example, in some cases, the 
crux of the conflict may centre on identity, 
but the disagreement may be over national 
identity (is the nation Arab or Muslim, or 
does another identity take precedence over 
both of these?). Thus, the conflicting par-
ties may not necessarily belong to separate 
racial or cultural loyalty groups, and their 
conflict may not revolve around power 
relations between those groups. Rather, 
the contention is among divergent politi-
cal visions of the political entity to which 
they belong. An example is the debate over 
identity in several Arab countries between 
the State and some Islamic groups. This 
debate is largely about the imposition of 
a specific political identity on these states, 
and not about the inherited identities of 
the adversarial parties, who do not neces-
sarily come from different racial or ethnic 
groups.

On the other hand, empirical observa-
tion confirms that, in the Arab countries, 
ethnic, religious, sectarian, and linguistic 
differences can be associated with persis-
tent group struggles, especially in countries 
where the population is not homogenous. 
In countries such as Iraq, Lebanon, 
Somalia, and Sudan, ethnic, religious and 
tribal loyalties have become the axis along 
which communities have been mobilized 
to press for inclusion or separation. This 
mobilisation has had destructive and 
destabilizing effects that undercut both 
human security and the integrity of states. 
Tragically, these conflicts have engendered 
the largest volume of human casualties in 
the Arab countries, a number exceeding 
those resulting from foreign occupation.

Our report takes the view that identity, 
per se, is not necessarily the cause of a 
conflict or even the main source of tension 
between different groups. Clashes that 
may appear on the surface to stem from 
identity in fact often originate in skewed 
access to political power or wealth, in a 
lack of channels for representative politi-
cal participation, and in the suppression 
of cultural and linguistic diversity. Most 
commonly, such conflicts start with the 
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Identity conflicts 
start with the 
exploitation by 
political leaders 
of primordial ties

provided that such curtailment is in accor-
dance with the law. Specifically, it is unique 
among regional and international treaties 
addressing the death penalty in that its ban 
on the juvenile death penalty is not abso-
lute (Articles 6-7). It may be noted that the 
death penalty, which more than half the 
countries of the world have abolished and 
which the United Nations condemns, is 
applied liberally in several Arab countries, 
which do not limit it to the most serious 
crimes or exclude its imposition in cases of 
political crime.

Arab constitutions  
and legal frameworks

The ratification of international charters 
and conventions does not necessarily mean 
that their provisions will be translated into 
state constitutions and laws. And even 

exploitation by political leaders, for their 
own ideological ends, of primordial ties 
among groups who share feelings of exclu-
sion, deprivation and discrimination. Such 
exploitation, which puts the bonds among 
group members above the interests of the 
society, becomes possible when states fail 
to extend and ensure full rights of citizen-
ship to all. By this standard, the practices of 
many Arab states are wanting.

2. �Compliance with international 
and regional conventions and 
constitutional frameworks

International and regional 
conventions

Most Arab states have acceded to the 
principal international charters pertaining 
to human rights. Accession and ratifica-
tion entail an obligation on the concerned 
Arab states to bring national legislation and 
practices in line with these conventions, 
however, as noted by the Arab Human 
Development Report 2004, Towards Freedom 
in the Arab World, Arab states seem content 
to ratify certain international human rights 
treaties, but do not go so far as to recognize 
the role of international mechanisms in 
making human rights effective. 

As for regional instruments, by mid-May 
2009, ten Arab countries had ratified the 
Arab Charter on Human Rights, which had 
come into effect in 2008 (Algeria, Bahrain, 
Jordan, Libya, Occupied Palestinian 
Territory, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, the 
UAE and Yemen).4 This, again, does not 
mean that the states that have acceded 
necessarily demonstrate greater respect 
for these rights than those that have not. 
However, accession and subsequent 
ratification of these conventions is a formal 
indication of the acceptance of a degree of 
accountability in the eyes of the world.5

Apart from the question of how many 
states have ratified the Arab Charter on 
Human Rights, there is also an issue with 
respect to whether the instrument is con-
sistent with international standards. One of 
its shortcomings is with respect to the death 
penalty. In its revised version, as adopted 
by the League of Arab States in 2004, the 
Charter mentions the right to life (Article 
5) and the right to freedom (Article 14), but 
it nevertheless allows for their curtailment, 

Box 3-2 Arab Satellite Broadcasting Charter

At a time when voices within the Arab world are asking for freedom of 
opinion and expression, as well as freedom of the press and the media, 
and when an open cyberspace—the main recourse of independent and 
private media channels for the free exchange of ideas and information—is 
available, Arab governments agreed in early 2008 to suppress this 
breathing space. Their instrument is called “The Charter of Principles for 
Regulating Radio and Television Satellite Broadcasting and Reception”, 
which in reality aims to muzzle voices and diminish the margin of freedom 
available, despite what might appear to be some positive goals. The 
Charter was issued by subterfuge in the form of a declaration and not 
a treaty, to avoid presenting it to Arab parliaments for discussion and 
approval, and because Qatar and Lebanon had reservations on the text, 
which would not have applied had the document been drafted as an Arab 
treaty that required unanimity.

The Charter was approved by Arab Ministers of Information on 
February 13, 2008, and contains many restrictive provisions covering all 
forms of audio-visual programming on satellite channels in the arts, politics, 
literature and entertainment. Its provisions are stiffened by penalties for 
any infractions. The Charter stipulates that the authorities in every Arab 
country must approve the institution of a satellite broadcasting station 
as well as the re-broadcasting of material produced by other stations. 
However, it does not define clear standards for giving such approval, 
which leaves the granting of licenses to the will and whim of governments. 
In effect, it represents a kind of pre-censorship on the information content 
that needs to be licensed. These provisions directly contradict Article 32 
of the Arab Charter on Human Rights which guarantees the right to 
information and freedom of expression and which was adopted by the 
Council of Ministers of the League of Arab States in 2004. They also violate 
article 19 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights ratified 
by many governments in the region.

Source: AOHR 2008 (in Arabic). 
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All too often,  
what Arab 

constitutions grant, 
Arab laws curtail

Many Arab 
constitutions 
delegate the 

definition of rights 
to state regulation

those developed under Saddam Hussein, 
are considered to continue in effect unless 
specifically annulled or amended (article 
130). As a result, many laws which are 
highly restrictive remain in effect. Under 
article 226, it is a crime to insult any public 
institution or official. It is also a crime, 
under article 227, to publicly insult a 
foreign country or an international organi-
zation with an office in Iraq.6 

Arab constitutions step on fundamental 
rights in other ways as well. The laws and 
constitutions in the Arab states generally 
do not mandate discrimination between 
citizens on the basis of language, religion, 
doctrine, or confession. However, discrimi-
nation against women is quite evident in 
laws of some countries. The laws of most 
of the Arab states contain discrimination 
against women in matters of personal 
status, criminal sanction, employment, 
and the nationality of children born to 
foreign husbands. While in most of the 
Arab countries women have acquired their 
political rights, women in Saudi Arabia do 
not have the right to vote. It should also 
be noted that most of the Arab states have 
often entered reservations against certain 
provisions pertaining to gender equality in 
the International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights; the International Covenant 
on Economic, Social, and Cultural 
Rights; and the 1979 Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women, and basing the reserva-
tion on the avoidance of conflict with 
Islamic law. A welcome development is 
the progressive evolution of laws on per-
sonal rights in the three Maghreb states of 
Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia, which have 
gone a long way towards achieving gender 
equality in family law. 

Varying positions exist within the Arab 
countries concerning the right to form and 
support political parties and the degree 
to which such parties should be allowed 
to operate. Across the Arab region, six 
Arab countries, Kuwait, Libya, Oman, 
Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab 
Emirates, continue to prohibit in principle 
the formation of political parties. Bahrain 
is the only one of the six Gulf states which 
affords the freedom of formation to ‘politi-
cal organizations’. Most of the other Arab 
countries continue to practice considerable 
and varying degrees of restrictions on the 
establishment and functioning of political 

when they are, as the AHDR 2004 pointed 
out, all too often, what Arab constitutions 
grant, Arab laws curtail. And what those 
laws render legal, actual practice often 
contravenes. 

The content of rights, the scope of 
freedoms, and the protection inscribed 
in each Arab constitution vary according 
to the ruling political philosophy of the 
state (Mohamed Nour Farahat, in Arabic, 
background paper for the report). These 
constitutions range in their defence of citi-
zens’ rights from terse summary to detailed 
exposition. While they are unanimous on 
the need to maintain the sanctity of the 
home and freedom of expression in all its 
forms, some fail to defend other rights at 
all, or they deal with them ambiguously. 

Constitutions of Arab countries fre-
quently adopt ideological or doctrinal 
formulas that empty stipulations of general 
rights and freedoms of any meaningful 
content, and that allow individual rights 
to be violated in the name of the official 
ideology or faith. An example is the Syrian 
constitution which in its preamble presents 
socialism and Arab nationalism as the only 
path for national struggle and proclaims the 
pioneering role of the Socialist Arab Baath 
Party. Article 38 of this constitution subordi-
nates freedom of expression to the ideology 
of state and society by making it conditional 
upon “safeguarding the soundness of the 
domestic and nationalist structure and 
strengthening the socialist system.” 

Other Arab constitutions deal ambigu-
ously with freedom of opinion and of 
expression, tending to restrict rather than to 
permit. For example Article 39 of the Saudi 
Basic Law stipulates, “Mass media, publish-
ing facilities, and other means of expression 
. . . shall play their part in educating the 
masses and boosting national unity. All that 
may give rise to mischief and discord, or 
may compromise the security of the State 
and its public image, or may offend against 
man’s dignity and rights, shall be banned. 
Relevant regulations shall explain how this 
is to be done.” 

Many Arab constitutions delegate the 
definition of rights to state regulation. In 
doing so, they open the door to restrain 
freedoms and to encroach, by means of 
legal provisions, on individual rights at the 
point when the latter are translated into 
ordinary law. In Iraq, according to the new 
constitution, all existing laws, including 
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Civil society 
organizations in 
Arab countries 
face a number 
of restrictions

parties, particularly opposition parties, 
whose members may also be subject to 
repressive actions. However, an increasing 
margin of political freedom is currently 
being witnessed in countries such as 
Lebanon and Morocco.

All Arab countries, with the exception 
of Libya, support the right to form civil 
associations. But throughout the region, 
legal systems and regulations governing and 
regulating the civil society sector involve 
a wide and escalating array of restrictive 
measures that hinder the fulfilment of that 
right. Civil society organizations in Arab 

countries face a number of restrictions, hin-
drances and practices that can be grouped 
under three main categories. Firstly, 
restrictions on their formation and ability 
to operate. Secondly, state authoritarian 
power to dissolve, suspend or terminate the 
associations or their boards of directors. And 
thirdly, tight restrictions on their sources of 
funding, particularly from abroad and on 
their affiliations with other international 
federations and networks. These restrictions 
vary widely from one country to another 
and from time to time. But in general, 
excessive state control and infringement of 

Box 3-3 Radwan Ziyadeh* – The State and human rights in the Arab world

The relationship of the Arab state to human rights is inherently 
problematic in that human rights in their legal sense can be 
conceived of only in confrontation with the state. This is what 
makes the issue complex: how can the state, as the totality 
of executive, legislative and judicial institutions accountable 
for human rights violations, at the same time uphold these 
rights? Here we find the most important areas of political dif-
ference over the question of the state and human rights. The 
modern state solidified around the subjection of power to a 
number of legal precepts which serve to defend human rights 
from the state itself. That is, the prime and most important 
guarantees of human rights are that the state itself is subject 
to the law. This is the fundamental condition for talking about 
any right, because if the state is not subject to the law, there is 
no basis for talking about a right, whatever it may be.

Thus, improving conditions for human rights in a country 
is always firmly linked with the development of its legal and 
judicial organisations and the robustness of its political and 
democratic institutions.

It follows, too, that discussion of human rights can take 
place only under a ruling regime that adheres to specific prin-
ciples based on separation of powers, independence of the 
judicial system, and a constitution that guarantees general 
political and constitutional liberties.

The modern Arab state drew its inspiration from the 
model of modern legitimacy, patriotic or national. But in 
reality, the exercise of power has not been based on any 
clear foundation owing to the clash of opposing values and 
inconsistencies between longings and aspirations. Across the 
region, in varying degrees, elements of power, appropriation, 
and upheaval mix with elements derived from Islamic, royal or 
tribal legitimacy.

It was thus natural that the Arab state should move delib-
erately to secure both its legitimacy and its regime at one and 
the same time. It did so by adopting Western patterns of mod-
ernisation focused on the structural form of state institutions, 
rather than on the substance of their role. It was assumed that 
this focus on outer form was more calculated to guarantee it 
international recognition and legitimacy than would attention 

to inner questions of human rights, which grant the state 
genuine internal legitimacy as the true interpreter of society’s 
aspirations and interests.

Concepts of human rights therefore remained secondary 
in the modern Arab state compared to its aspirations for 
progress and growth. While Arab constitutional provisions for 
human rights and basic freedoms exist, they differ in the level 
of guarantees provided for these and in the scope allowed 
for their exercise. In most categories of rights, constitutions 
generally give the state a role and justification. This is true 
of civil and political rights, including the individual rights to 
equality without discrimination, the right to life, liberty and 
security of the person, freedom of residence and movement, 
the right to enjoy a nationality and not be deprived of it, the 
rights to enjoy a private life and private property, equality 
before the law, the right to seek legal redress, freedom of creed 
and practice, and the key freedoms of opinion, association 
and public participation. The state is also present in economic 
and social rights.

Most Arab constitutions have taken as an example the 
political, civil, economic, social, and cultural rights guaran-
teed by the two international covenants proclaimed by the UN 
General Assembly in 1966. However, all these rights, which 
are provided for in varying degrees by the Arab constitutions, 
are abolished by the general states of emergency in force in 
more than one Arab country. They are also negated by the lack 
of any legal convention that guarantees respect for the law 
and its institutions, that is bound together by political and 
social relationships, and that possesses convincing cultural 
and behavioural roots.

What constitutions legally decree is, in practice, lost 
under a mass of legal restrictions and exceptional measures, 
and through a lack of safeguards for these rights. The situ-
ation is the same with respect to international charters and 
conventions. All too often, it appears that Arab states have 
endorsed these conventions with the aim of improving their 
international image but without bringing national laws into 
line and without ratification having any tangible benefit for 
the Arab citizen.

*Syrian Human Rights activist and researcher, founder of the Damascus Centre for Human Rights Studies.
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the state on the functions of civil society 
organizations remain dominant features of 
the relationship between the state and civil 
society in the Arab region.

The most serious threat to the citizen’s 
security in some Arab countries, in the 
context of fighting terrorism, is providing 
the state with pretexts to violate individual 
rights and freedoms without legal recourse. 
Following September 11, 2001, the UN 
Security Council adopted resolution 1373 
which calls on all states to cooperate in pre-
venting and suppressing terrorist acts and 
to ratify and implement the relevant inter-
national conventions related to combating 
terrorism. It requires all States to “ensure 
that terrorist acts are established as serious 
criminal offences in domestic laws and 
regulations and that the seriousness of such 
acts is duly reflected in sentences served”. 
This resolution, which was adopted under 
Chapter VII of the UN Charter, did not 
provide a definition of the term “terrorism”. 
In this context, it is important to note that, 
according to the International Covenant 
on Civil and Political Rights, even in states 
of emergency, no derogation is allowed 
regarding the right to life; the prohibition of 
torture; the prohibition of holding anybody 
guilty on account of any act or omission 
which did not constitute a criminal offence 
at the time when it was committed; the 
right to recognition everywhere as a person 
before the law; and the freedom of thought, 
conscience and religion. 

Nonetheless, most Arab countries have 
passed anti-terror laws which employ a 
broad and unspecific definition of “terror-
ism” and which have given government 
agencies broad authority to tackle terrorist 
crimes. Their imprecision and ambiguity 
form a threat to basic freedoms. Such laws 
allow undefined periods of pre-trial deten-
tion; widen the applicability of the death 
penalty; curtail freedom of expression; and 
increase police powers to search properties, 
tap telephone calls and intercept exchanges 
of other types of communication. In some 
cases, these laws increase the use of military 
courts. In general, counter-terrorism laws 
in most of the Arab countries have failed 
to find the required balance between the 
security of society and the preservation of 
individual rights and freedoms.

A review of reports by international 
and regional human rights organisations 
(the Arab Organisation for Human Rights, 

Box 3-4 The human security survey – How far does the State 
guarantee key rights?

In four Arab states—Kuwait, Lebanon, Morocco and the Occupied 
Palestinian Territory—respondents were asked to characterize their rela-
tionship with their states and state institutions. When asked if they trusted 
various civic organisations, representative assemblies, and local councils, 
there was a clear difference in their responses. Those who expressed a 
strong level of trust in state institutions were in the minority in all four 
countries, the majority having only limited trust in them. The highest level 
of trust in institutions was in Kuwait, followed by the Occupied Palestinian 
Territory; the lowest was found in Morocco, followed by Lebanon. This is an 
arresting finding in that it reflects disappointment with the performance of 
representative institutions in the two Arab states furthest on the path to 
granting political freedoms to citizens. Conversely, with the exception of 
Kuwait, citizens in the other three countries assigned a greater degree of 
trust to charitable associations. Is the reason for this that state institutions 
in these countries do not allow the enjoyment of public freedoms? The 
responses of the four samples to this question are illustrated in the figure 
below:

Responses in the four countries reveal similar variations in how people 
rate the availability of public freedoms in their countries. The percentage of 
those who thought that the freedoms of belief and expression and the right 
to a fair trial were available to a large extent was highest in Kuwait. Kuwaitis 
believed that the right to organise was not prominent in their country, and 
relatively far less available than the other rights. Lebanese respondents 
came next after the Kuwaitis in thinking that these particular rights were 
available to them: a plurality (40 per cent) of them thought that the rights 
of belief, expression, and organisation were well protected in Lebanon, 
more so than their counterparts in Morocco and the Occupied Palestinian 
Territory. With the exception of freedom of belief in the Occupied Palestinian 
Territory—where 40 percent of the sample thought it available to a large 
degree, and a smaller proportion (38 per cent) considered it moderately 
available—few in Morocco and Occupied Palestinian Territory thought that 
the freedoms of expression and organisation were well protected—barely 
a quarter of the samples. A very small minority—less than a fifth of the 
sample in Lebanon and the Occupied Palestinian Territory and hardly a 
tenth of the sample in Morocco—considered a fair trial to be readily avail-
able in their country. The majority thought the opposite was the case. 
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Some Arab 
governments 
have resorted 
to declaring 
long states of 
emergency without 
clear reasons for 
their continuation

State
Year of declared state of 

emergency

OPT 2007

Sudan
2005 (in the Darfur region), 

extended to the whole  
country in May 2008

Iraq 2004

Algeria 1992

Egypt 1981

Syria 1963

Source: AOHR 2008 (in Arabic).

Arab countries under  Table 3-1

a declared state of emergency in 2008

Amnesty International, and Human Rights 
Watch), reveals violations of the obligation 
to defend human rights by states that have 
ratified the international conventions and 
included provisions for the respect of these 
rights in their constitutions, and equally 
by states that have not ratified these 
conventions. 

We consider below some indicators of 
the Arab states’ relevant practices, without 
reproducing, however, the detail in which 
the AHDR 2004 dealt with the issue of 
freedoms in the Arab countries. 

States of emergency  
and human rights

Many Arab states have undergone extraor-
dinarily long periods of martial law or 
emergency rule, transforming interim mea-
sures into a permanent way of conducting 
political life. A state of emergency grants 
the government in question the power to 
suspend the operation of some constitu-
tional and legal provisions pertaining to 
human rights, and this is in conformity 
with the International Covenant on Civil 
and Political Rights. However, a number 
of these rights—such as the freedom of 
belief, the prohibition of torture, and 
non-retrospective application of the law—
must continue to be respected. A state of 
emergency is also assumed to be temporary 
and imposed only in the face of a danger 
that threatens the independence of the 
state, its territorial integrity, or the regular 
functioning of constitutional institutions. 
Nevertheless, a number of Arab govern-
ments have resorted to declaring long 
states of emergency without clear reasons 

for their continuation. These are often 
simply a pretext to suspend basic rights 
and exempt rulers from any constitutional 
limitations, however weak. According to 
the Arab Organisation for Human Rights, 
there were six ongoing states of emergency 
in the region during 2008.

Violation of the right to life  
through torture and mistreatment

This violation implicates the state directly 
insofar as it is generally perpetrated within 
government facilities and by public 
employees. In its report for 2008, the Arab 
Organisation for Human Rights (AOHR) 
cites examples of the violation of the right 
to life in eight Arab states.7 In addition to 
Iraq and the Occupied Palestinian Territory, 
these states were Egypt, Jordan, Kuwait, 
Morocco, Saudi Arabia and Syria. Reports 
of the UN High Commission for Human 
Rights indicated that instances of torture 
took place in Algeria, Bahrain, Morocco 
and Tunisia. The Commission relied in this 
respect on the reports of regional and inter-
national human rights organisations.8

Illegal detention and violations  
of the right to freedom

Violation of the right to freedom is a more 
widespread practice in the Arab countries. 
It takes place in numerous states and the 
number of its victims reaches thousands in 
some cases. The prevalence of this practice 
in some states is connected with the so-
called “war on terror.” However the victims 
of this practice in most other states are 
often members of the political opposition. 
The AOHR report names eleven states that 
have restricted citizens’ freedoms by extra-
judicial detention: Bahrain, Egypt, Jordan, 
Lebanon, Libya, Mauritania, Saudi Arabia, 
Sudan, Syria, Tunisia and Yemen. Although 
no official statistics are available on the 
number of detainees in these countries, the 
numbers given in the organisation’s report 
suggest the magnitude of this violation. 
According to the report, the numbers of 
detainees sometimes exceed ten thousand. 
The organisation’s report for 2008 indicates 
that the relevant authorities in a number 
of Arab states have begun to release some 
detainees.9
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Threats to judicial 
independence in 

the Arab states 
come not from 

constitutions 
but from the 

executive branch

Judicial independence –  
the de facto gap

Threats to judicial independence in the 
Arab states come not from constitutions, 
which generally uphold the principle, but 
from the executive branch. All Arab justice 
systems suffer in one form or another from 
blows to their independence that stem 
from executive domination of both the leg-
islative and judicial branches. The result is 
a considerable gap between constitutional 
texts and actual practice. Not only are rul-
ings made and enforced in the name of the 
heads of state (in all their different designa-
tions and nominations), the latter have also 
been entrusted with the right to preside 
over the organs of judicial oversight. This 
is to say nothing of the executive’s powers 
over judicial appointments and promotions, 
the assignment of judges to extracurricular 
work, and the inspection and disciplining 
of judges.

However, in many Arab countries, the 
most prominent violation of the institu-
tional independence of the judiciary is 
represented by the spread of extraordinary 
forms of justice, along with the infringe-
ments of the legal protection of individuals’ 
rights, particularly in the criminal domain, 
that these non-independent forms of justice 
entail. Forms of extraordinary justice—the 
most prominent of which are military 
courts and state security courts—represent 
a negation of the rule of natural justice and 
detract from guarantees of a fair trial.

Military justice, whose remit in some 
Arab states extends to the trial of civilians, 
particularly for political crimes, is bolstered 
by ordinary law. The most prominent 
example of this is Law no. 25/1966 in Egypt, 
where Article 6 extends the competency of 
military justice, particularly during a state 

of emergency, to enable it to consider any 
offence stipulated in the penal code that 
may be transferred to it by the president 
of the republic. What is significant here is 
that the wide scope of military jurisdiction 
enjoys the endorsement of Arab constitu-
tions, which make explicit provision for it. 

Other forms of extraordinary jurisdic-
tion, such as state security courts, lack 
guarantees of the right to a fair trial. These 
courts are found in a number of Arab 
countries. In Jordan, there are state security 
courts, created by Law no. 17/1959 and its 
amendments, which are competent to con-
sider certain crimes, among them crimes 
against internal and external state security, 
and narcotics offences. In Syria, legal ordi-
nance 47 of 28 March 1968 included the 
creation of the Supreme State Security 
Court. The first article of the ordinance, 
paragraph (a), stipulates that “these courts 
carry out their functions on the order of 
the military governor”, while Art. 7, para-
graph (a) ordains that “state security courts 
are not restricted by the procedural rules 
stipulated in the operative legislations at 
any stage and procedure of the pursuit, 
investigation, and trial”.

Judges in some Arab countries have 
struggled in order to give some substance 
to judicial independence. The Algerian 
reforms deserve to be noted in this respect, 
particularly after the legal reform of 2006, 
which gave elected judges the majority 
on the Supreme Council of the Judiciary. 
(Mohamed Nour Farahat, in Arabic, back-
ground paper for the report).

3. �State monopoly of the use of 
force and coercion 

It is widely accepted that human security 
is reinforced when the state alone wields 
the instruments of coercion and uses them 
to protect and uphold people’s rights, those 
of citizens and non-citizens alike. When 
other groups gain control of instruments of 
force, the outcomes seldom favour security 
for citizens.10 

A number of Arab states have confronted 
this problem over the past two decades. 
In addition to Sudan, Iraq, Lebanon, and 
Somalia, which were plunged into civil 
wars where identity slogans were raised, 
a number of other Arab states have faced 
the challenge of armed rebellion by a part 

Source: AOHR 2008 (in Arabic).

Political prisoners in 5 Arab states, 2005 and 2007Table 3-2

State Number of political  
prisoners, 2005

Number of political 
prisoners, 2007

Iraq 26,000 
(reduced to 14,000)

24,661

Egypt 10,000 --

Lebanon -- 5,870

OPT 9,000 11,000

Yemen 1,000 --
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When non-state 
groups gain control 
of instruments of 
force, the outcomes 
seldom favour 
security for citizens

The state’s capacity 
to achieve security 
on its territory 
does not depend 
solely on the size 
of the police and 
armed forces

training. No state, however large and well 
armed, can guarantee absolute security on 
its soil. A state may impose its will briefly 
through its might; but the state that pro-
tects its citizens’ rights, and which is seen 
as legitimate, worthy of trust and open 
to power-sharing, is much more likely to 
prevail.

While many of its citizens live under 
various ‘un-freedoms’ which effectively 
deny them voice and representation, and 
while the threat of state-initiated violence 
against them is ever-present, the Arab 
countries, in some cases, offer a degree of 
protection from crime higher than other 
developing countries. Barring the cases of 
foreign occupation and civil war, a relatively 
low incidence of conventional violent crime 
remains the norm for Arab countries.

A useful indicator for comparing this 
situation in the Arab countries with that in 
other regions, is homicide rates. The data 
from the United Nations Office on Drugs 
and Crime (UNODC) illustrates how a 
number of world regions compare with 
respect to this indicator.12

Going on this data, the Arab countries 
have the lowest rates of homicide in the 
world. It should be underlined that these 
statistics date from 2002, that is, before 
the invasion of Iraq and the intensifica-
tion of conflicts in Sudan and in Gaza. 

of the citizenry. If, in these latter cases, the 
question of identity arose, it was in relation 
to the government’s political identity more 
than to any demand for recognition of the 
rights of the members of a particular group 
within the nation. The state authorities in 
some Arab countries have proved unable to 
impose security while confronting armed 
groups, particularly during the first half of 
the 1990s. Some Arab governments have 
plunged into minor wars against opposing 
groups in recent years, while other states 
have suffered from the armed violence in 
which some of their citizens, or those of 
other Arab countries, have been caught up. 

One of the major questions about 
human security in the Arab countries is 
how states should address Islamic political 
movements. States frequently cite threats 
from the latter quarter as their justifica-
tion for clamping down on political and 
civil rights. Yet the most hopeful pros-
pect of maintaining stability and citizens’ 
security lies in bringing the non-violent 
groups into the framework of legitimate 
political activity.11 

The state’s capacity to achieve security 
in its territory is clearly the outcome of 
numerous factors that do not depend solely 
on material and organisational capabilities 
such as the size of the police and armed 
forces and the quality of their weapons and 

Homicide rates (per 100,000 of the population), world regions, 2002
Figure 3-1

Source: UNODC 2005.
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Security and 
armed forces that 
are not subject to 

public oversight 
present grave 

potential threats 
to human security

Arab security agencies operate with 
impunity because they are instrumental to 
the head of state and account to him alone. 
Their enormous powers are buttressed by 
executive interference with the indepen-
dence of the judiciary, by the dominance (in 
most states) of an unchanging ruling party 
over the legislature, and by the muzzling of 
the media. In these circumstances, judicial 
or popular oversight of these agencies is a 
forlorn notion. 

True, this lack of oversight varies in 
degree from state to state: Egyptian civil 
judges for example have acquitted many 
of those accused by the security bodies of 
terrorist offences and Egyptian members 
of parliament have requested information 
from the Interior Ministry on the number 
and conditions of those detained. Local and 
regional human rights organisations have 
also criticised the state of freedoms in many 
Arab states. The Moroccan government 
offered an apology to the Moroccan people 
for state-led human rights violations during 
the last three decades of the 20th century, 
and King Mohamed VI dismissed the inte-
rior minister whose name was linked with 
these practices. Human rights education is 
even taught in some police academies in 

Nevertheless, the Arab countries, indicated 
in Figure 3-1 by two sub-regions (North 
Africa and the Near and Middle East/
South-West Asia, which also includes Iran, 
Israel and Turkey), not only has the lowest 
police-recorded homicide rate of all regions 
of the South, but also in both the develop-
ing and developed worlds. 

4. �Institutional checks against 
abuses of power

Security and armed forces that are not 
subject to public oversight present grave 
potential threats to human security, as the 
experience of numerous Arab states attests. 
Most Arab governments wield absolute 
authority and maintain their hold on power 
by leaving the state’s security apparatus an 
extremely wide margin for manoeuvre, at 
the expense of citizens’ freedoms and fun-
damental rights. The resulting violations 
have been recorded by local, regional, and 
international human rights organisations 
and by the UN agencies that monitor such 
questions—that is, when Arab govern-
ments have allowed them to assemble such 
reports.13

Box 3-5 Executive control versus reform in the security sector

As in many genuine democracies, virtually all Arab heads of 
state are constitutionally defined as the supreme commander 
of national armed forces. But the key difference in the Arab 
region is the lack of any parliamentary checks and balances by 
which to hold the executive ultimately accountable. 

Arab parliaments have little or no effective control over the 
security sector. Indeed, far more common in the Arab region is 
for parliaments to treat defence and security matters as taboo. 
The legislature most often lacks the constitutional mandate to 
question the executive over these matters or to require sub-
mission of even the most general defence budgets (let alone 
details of expenditure and procurement). Even those few that 
are constitutionally authorized to oversee budgets—in Egypt, 
Lebanon, Kuwait, Morocco, and Yemen—prefer not to exer-
cise their authority. In Arab countries that lack a legislature 
altogether, there are even fewer public safeguards and the 
executive has absolute leeway in setting policies, operational 
plans, and budgets. 

The executive branch has proven effective in deflecting or 
pre-empting parliamentary scrutiny even where this is nomi-
nally allowed. Kuwait offers an impressive but solitary case of 
parliamentary oversight. The ministers of defence and interior 

answer to the National Assembly, and the Interior and Defence 
Affairs Committee of the Parliament also questions ministers 
and top security officials including heads of intelligence, and, 
since 2002, has published an annual human rights report. 

The exclusive, non-accountable control of executive 
branches over the security sector has had problematic con-
sequences for the latter’s capacity, and led to a lack of proper 
budgeting, fiscal controls and transparency. Furthermore, 
despite the absence of effective parliamentary challenges, 
executive branches in a number of Arab countries have taken 
security matters further out of public debate and scrutiny by 
establishing national security councils that are accountable 
only to heads of state.

The proliferation of security organizations has naturally 
been accompanied by a significant inflation in personnel 
numbers, poor functional differentiation between the various 
services, duplication of roles, structural disinclination to inter-
service coordination, and bloated payrolls. These factors are 
leading to ineffective performance and financial inefficiency, 
which severely debilitate capacity in the security sector across 
the region. 

Source: Sayigh 2007. 
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Arab security 
agencies operate 
with impunity

The situation in 
Darfur continues to 
be characterized by 
systemic violations 
of human rights

the Arab countries, and the authorities in 
some of these countries allow the organisa-
tion of training sessions for police officers 
around these topics.14 However all of this 
amounts to no more than a chink in the 
wall of immunity around the security forces 
of almost all Arab states.

Measuring the performance of the Arab 
states on the preceding scorecard confirms 
that the relationship between the state 
and human security is not straightforward. 
While the state is expected to guarantee 
human security, it has been, in several Arab 
countries, a source of threat undermining 
both international charters and national 
constitutional clauses. Establishing the rule 
of law and good governance in the Arab 
countries remains a precondition for the 
foundation of the legitimate state, which is 
ultimately in charge of protecting human 
life and freedoms and limiting all forms of 
unchecked coercion and discrimination. 
Until that development is completed, 
citizens will continue to suffer from the 
levels of exclusion and political insecurity 
to which Figure 3-2 points:

The crisis in Darfur:  
a tragic lesson in state failure

Without doubt, the ongoing conflict in 
Darfur is among the most serious conflicts 
in the Arab region at the time of writing. The 
magnitude of this humanitarian crisis, to 
which both the past policies of the Sudanese 
government and its present approach to 
handling events have contributed, provides 
an archetypal illustration of the state’s role 
in aggravating human insecurity. Although 
the Sudanese state threatens citizens’ secu-
rity in other regions of the country as well, 
its role in Darfur is an extreme example of 
failure under all the norms of state conduct 
adopted in this chapter.

In its report to the Secretary General 
issued in January 2005, the UN Commission 
of Inquiry on Darfur noted that government 
forces and allied militia had committed 
widespread and consistent war crimes 
and crimes against humanity including 
murder, torture, mass rape, summary 
executions and arbitrary detentions.15 The 
Commission found that, technically, the 
term ‘genocide’ did not apply in the legal 
sense, since genocidal intent appeared 
to be missing. However, it confirmed 

The rule of law – the Arab countries compared to other 
regions, 1998 and 2007

Figure 3-2

Source: UNDP/AHDR calculations based on World Bank 2008.

Note: The rule of law governance indicator has a range of -2.5 to 2.5; higher is better. It is a 
subjective indicator aggregated from a variety of sources and measuring perceptions of the 
following concepts: legal impartiality and popular observance of the law.
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that massive violations of human rights 
and humanitarian law, “which may be no 
less serious or heinous than genocide”,16 

were continuing. The Commission also 
found that the Janjaweed militia operated 
alongside Government armed forces or 
with their ground and air support.

The situation in Darfur continues to be 
characterized by widespread and systemic 
violations of human rights and interna-
tional humanitarian law. Fighting involving 
Government of Sudan forces, signatories 
and non-signatories to the 2006 Darfur 
Peace Agreement (DPA), and other armed 
groups has resulted in civilian casualties; 
widespread destruction of civilian prop-
erty, including homes and markets; loss 
of livelihoods; and mass displacement of 
affected communities. In addition, increas-
ing insecurity negatively impacts on the 
humanitarian space and the security of the 
civilian population. Violence and sexual 
abuse of women and children by state, non-
state, and private actors such as criminal 
groups and bandits also continue almost 
unabated throughout Darfur. A culture 
of impunity is prevalent: the State fails to 
investigate, punish and prosecute perpetra-
tors of human rights violations.17

Despite some action taken by the 
Government to prevent and protect the 
civilian population against attacks, the 
civilian population in Darfur is reported 
to remain exposed to a host of threats. 
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4.27 million people 
were in need  

of assistance in 
Darfur in July 2008

attacks in areas of rebel activity, causing 
numerous civilian deaths and injuries.22 

Lack of civilian protection: UN sources-
indicate that from January to July 2008 
there were indiscriminate Government 
aerial bombardments of civilian towns spe-
cifically in West and North Darfur.23  The 
attacks led to killings; widespread looting 
and destruction of civilian property, includ-
ing hundreds of houses; the theft and killing 
of large numbers of livestock; as well as the 
displacement of thousands of people. In 
the Northern corridor of West Darfur, the 
Government embarked on a major military 
campaign using armed militias and Sudan 
Armed Forces (SAF) ground troops, sup-
ported by SAF air assets, to regain control 
of areas that were seized by the armed 
group, Justice and Equality Movement 
(JEM). In its campaign, the Government 
failed to discriminate between civilians and 
combatants belonging to armed groups. In 
April and May 2008, in North Darfur, ten 
civilian villages including cultivated land 
were subjected to aerial bombardments in 
violation of the principle of distinction. 

Weak police response: 24 The Government 
of Sudan’s systematic failure to address 
these abuses is reflected in its reluctance 
to ensure that Darfur’s regular police have 
even minimal capabilities. The state has 
failed to invest in its own police force, 
which is too weak to disarm the Janjaweed, 
let alone protect people from rape and 
robbery and other crimes. Some police 
officers themselves commit such abuses 
with impunity. Thus, the militia forces that 
subject Darfur to violence remain strong, 
active, and unchallenged. Some former 
militiamen have been incorporated into 
civil defence forces, such as the Central 
Reserve Police, whose duty is to protect 
displaced persons and other civilians.

Failure to comply with international 
charters on human rights

In its resolution 9/17 issued on 
18 September 2008, the UN Human 
Rights Council expressed its “deep concern 
at the serious violations of human rights 
law and international humanitarian law in 
Darfur”.25

According to UN sources,18 as of July 2008, 
there were 4.27 million affected people in 
need of assistance, of which 2.5 million are 
internally displaced. An additional 250,000 
Darfurians have sought refuge in Chad. The 
upheavals affecting thousands continue. 
150,000 people were displaced in the first 
four months of 2008 and 780,000 since the 
signing of the DPA in 2006.19 

Failure to win the acceptance  
of all citizens

While the Darfur conflict is often char-
acterized as a clash between “Arab” and 
“non-Arab” African people, it is rather the 
ways in which both the rebel movements 
and primarily the Sudanese Government 
have manipulated ethnic tensions that 
have served to polarize much of Darfur’s 
population along ethnic lines. These ten-
sions create shifting alliances among the 
government, Arab and non-Arab tribes, and 
rebel groups, as well as internecine conflicts 
among competing Arab groups and among 
rebel factions.

In its report “Darfur 2007: Chaos by 
Design”,Human Rights Watch (HRW) 
referred to the Government’s stoking of 
chaos and, in some areas, its exploitation 
of inter-communal tensions as an effort to 
“divide and rule” and to maintain military 
and political dominance over Darfur.20 HRW 
indicated that state institutions have failed to 
provide protection to Darfur’s beleaguered 
population, serving rather as the agents of 
repressive policies and practices. 

	
Failure to protect the Darfuris’ right 
to life and security 

In its resolution 9/17 issued on 18 Septem
ber 2008, the UN Human Rights Council 
stressed the “primary responsibility of the 
Government of the Sudan to protect all its 
citizens, including all vulnerable groups”.21 
However, despite some action taken by the 
Government, the people of Darfur were 
reported to remain largely unprotected. 
Not only has the state in Sudan failed in 
its primary responsibility for guaranteeing 
the life and safety of its citizens in Darfur, 
but government air and ground forces 
have repeatedly conducted indiscriminate 

Both the rebel 
movements 

and primarily 
the Sudanese 

Government have 
manipulated 

ethnic tensions
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Violations of the 
right to fair trial 
are endemic

Individuals are 
often arrested 
and kept 
incommunicado 
in what are known 
as “ghost houses”

in some cases the accused persons alleged 
that they had been forced to confess under 
torture and other ill-treatment.30

State abuse of its monopoly  
of the use of force and coercion

The continued failure of the Sudanese state 
to protect the civilian population from the 
fighting, distinguish between combatants 
and civilians, and use proportionate force 
during clashes and military operations has 
exacerbated the spread of violence.31

Disproportionate use of force: There are 
several reports of air attacks by Govern
ment forces, leading to extensive civilian 
casualties. These include attacks on civilians 
in Saraf Jidad, Sirba, Silea and Abu Suruj 
in West Darfur in January and February 
2008 and the bombing of a number of 
villages in North Darfur, such as the air 
attacks on Helif village on 29 April or on 
Ein Bissar and Shegeg Karo villages on 
4 May 2008.32 In May alone such air strikes 
reportedly caused the death of 19 civilians 
and injury of another 30, including women 
and young children. Information suggests 
that the bombing of these villages was 
indiscriminate, and the impact on civilian 
communities was disproportionate to any 
military advantage likely to be gained as a 
result of the strikes.33 

State retaliation to 10 May Justice and 
Equality Movement attack on Omdurman: 
On 10 May 2008 armed members of the 
Darfurian Justice and Equality Movement 
(JEM) launched an attack on Khartoum. 
The United Nations Secretary-General 
condemned the attack and expressed con-
cern over its possible effect on civilian lives 
and property.34 The fighting that took place 
in the Omdurman district of Khartoum 
entailed violations of international human 
rights and humanitarian law reportedly 
committed by both sides. 

The Government’s response in the 
weeks after the attack entailed serious vio-
lations of civil and political rights.35 There 
were reports of grave violations by combat-
ants on both sides, including the targeted 
killings of civilians, indiscriminate fire, 
the disproportionate use of force and the 
execution of wounded or captured enemy 
combatants.36 The Government launched 

Summary executions, arbitrary detention, 
disappearances, torture: According to 
UN sources, the Government’s security 
apparatus continued to commit human 
rights violations including arbitrary arrests, 
arbitrary detention, torture and ill-treat-
ment of detainees.26 Individuals targeted 
included community leaders and people 
perceived to have ties with rebel move-
ments. Violations of the right to a fair trial 
are endemic. Individuals are often arrested 
and kept incommunicado for prolonged 
periods of time by the National Intelligence 
and Security Services (NISS), frequently 
in unofficial detention centres known as 
“ghost houses”. Detainees are often held 
without being charged, thus not allowing 
them to legally challenge their detention.27

For example, according to UN sources, 

the attack on 10 May 2008 by the Justice and 
Equality Movement (JEM) on Omdurman, 
Khartoum, was followed by hundreds of 
arrests in Khartoum by the NISS, mainly 
targeting Darfuris.28 The Government 
responded to the events of 10 May by mak-
ing numerous arrests. According to police 
figures, in the Khartoum area 481 people 
were detained and then released again in 
the immediate aftermath of the attack. It 
was also reported that several hundred civil-
ians were arbitrarily arrested and detained 
without charge, in addition to combatants 
and some 90 alleged child combatants. At 
the end of July, two and a half months after 
the attacks, some 500 were feared to still 
be in NISS detention, their whereabouts 
unknown. Other sources report even higher 
figures of detainees remaining in custody 
in connection with the attack. Those held 
reportedly include human rights activists, 
journalists, family members of the accused, 
and women. As the United Nations still 
does not have access to places of deten-
tion in Khartoum, the exact number of 
detainees is impossible to verify. However, 
most appear to be of Darfurian origin and 
there is credible evidence that many were 
arrested on grounds of their ethnicity.29

As of 20 August 2008, 50 alleged 
members of the JEM had been sentenced 
to death by Special Counter-Terrorism 
Courts set up by the Ministry of Justice in 
the aftermath of the 10 May 2008 attack. 
The judicial process in these courts failed 
to satisfy international fair trial standards. 
Most of the accused were allowed access to 
lawyers only after their trials had begun, and 
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One of the major 
obstacles to 

improving the 
human rights 

situation in 
Darfur remains 
the widespread 

absence of justice 
and accountability

Despite some 
Government 

steps to reform 
laws, the human 

rights situation 
on the ground 
remains grim

custody, shall be confined to the police bar-
racks, pending the decision on procedures; 
and the regulations, shall specify the plac-
ing him to confinement.” The Government 
has confirmed that the Act gives police 
personnel procedural immunity which 
shall be lifted automatically at the request 
of the aggrieved persons. It also provides 
for accountability procedures in cases of 
transgressions.40

Insufficiency of state reforms: Despite 
some Government steps to reform laws, 

the human rights situation on the ground 
remains grim, with many interlocutors 
reporting an overall deterioration in the 
country.41 Human rights violations and 
breaches of humanitarian law continue to 
be committed by all parties. It is essential 
that impartial, transparent and compre-
hensive inquiries be held to investigate 
allegations, identify perpetrators and hold 
them accountable. The Special Rapporteur 
on the situation of human rights in the 
Sudan reiterated her request that the 
Government of National Unity make the 
reports of investigative committees public 
in order to combat impunity and promote 
the rule of law.42

Sadly, justice in Darfur is undermined 
by a lack of resources and political will. 
In the first quarter of 2006 there was one 
prosecutor for the whole of West Darfur, 
and for extended periods of time the area 
had no more than two or three prosecutors. 
In July 2007, more prosecutors reportedly 
arrived. However, most of them are based 
in large towns, remote from detainees and 
complainants in distant villages and towns, 
who remain in need of a fair, accessible and 
functional justice system.43

several airstrikes and bombing raids against 
villages suspected of harbouring JEM fight-
ers, which caused heavy civilian casualties. 

Such imprecise bombings of popu-
lated areas violate the prohibition under 
international humanitarian law of attacks 
that do not discriminate between military 
targets and civilians. Persons knowingly 
or recklessly conducting or ordering such 
attacks are considered to have committed 
war crimes.37

Failure to operate within institutional 
checks and balances

Lack of accountability for human rights 
violations: One of the major obstacles to 
improving the human rights situation in 
Darfur remains the widespread absence 
of justice and accountability for violations 
and the impunity this promotes. This is 
manifest in the lack of follow-up to inci-
dents in which no investigations are carried 
out to identify the perpetrators and bring 
them to justice, as was the case with the 
12 May 2008 Central Reserve Police attack 
on Tawilla. According to UN sources, no 
legal action was taken against the perpetra-
tors, including those in command, and no 
compensation provided to the victims.38 
The prevalence and negative effects of 
impunity are only-too-apparent in the 
many incidents of sexual and gender-based 
violence in Darfur and in other grave viola-
tions which are prohibited by international 
law.39 

Enshrining legal immunities for state 
agents in law: Legal immunities for armed 
state agents continued to be enshrined in 
Sudanese law. The new Police Act touches 
on immunity of police personnel in its 
Article 45: “1) No criminal procedures 
shall be taken against any Policeman, who 
committed any act which is deemed to be 
an offence, during or because of execut-
ing his official duties and he may not be 
tried except by a permission issued by the 
Minister of Interior or whoever authorizes. 
2) The State shall bear the payment of 
the compensation or the blood money 
for any police man in case he committed 
an act which is considered a crime dur-
ing or because of his official duty. 3) Any 
Policeman who faces any legal procedures, 
which require placing him under legal 
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Given the limitations discussed in Part I 
which compromise the Arab states’ abil-
ity to underwrite human security, it is 
important to consider the prospects for a 
transformation to the rule of law in these 
countries. Reforming the state’s governing 
apparatus in order to provide guarantees 
against discriminatory practices and human 
security violations is the first step on this 
long road. 

The last decade witnessed several 
attempts by Arab governments to address 
the question of reform. At the same time, 
the role of political movements and civil 
society increased noticeably. And, in the 
aftermath of 9/11, some Arab countries 
came under external pressure from Western 
powers to embark on political reform. All 
three actors have played different roles 
in pursuing reform efforts in the Arab 
countries. 

The Arab Youth Forums held in conjunc-
tion with this Report produced a damaging 
indictment of the region’s political short-
comings, faulting the general environment 
on multiple counts. Analysing the Arab 
countries’ insecurities, participants singled 
out the exclusion of civil society from 
decision making, the absence of political 
freedoms, the politicisation of Islam, the 
absence of good governance, terrorism, 
the lack of peaceful rotation of power, the 
suppression of pluralism, obstacles young 
people face in attaining public office, 
the oppression of minorities, and stifling 
bureaucracy and wide corruption in gov-
ernments. Many remarked that the forms 
of democracy found in the Arab countries 
were little more than make-believe and 
pageantry; however, several observed that 
the region cannot import democracy from 
abroad but has to encourage its evolution 
within Arab culture.

Young people from the Mashreq pointed 
to the weakness of political opposition 
groups, which, they said, simply act out 
an empty role. This criticism was echoed 
by some participants from the Maghreb. 
There was general agreement that some 
of the greatest threats to Arab human 
security come from authoritarian regimes; 
restrictions on core freedoms; and deficits 

Part II:
The path towards reform 

in institutionalisation, transparency and 
accountability. The Lebanese participants 
concurred with their peers in the Maghreb 
states that foreign meddling deepens inter-
nal political differences in the region. The 
Egyptian and Sudanese participants cited 
detention without charge and torture, 
particularly of students and members of 
opposition groups, as growing threats.

1. �The drive for reform from 
governments

A spate of political reforms initiated by lead-
ers has cascaded across the Arab countries 
in recent years. They include for example 
the establishment of representative assem-
blies in United Arab Emirates, Oman, and 
Qatar; the return of an elected parliament 
in Bahrain; the holding of multi-candidate 
presidential elections in Egypt in 2005; and 
the organisation of partial local elections 
in Saudi Arabia in 2006 (limited to men 
only). Reform initiatives also included the 
adoption of a code of personal status law in 
Algeria and Morocco, and the creation of 
the Justice and Reconciliation Commission 
in Morocco.

The motivation for such reforms is 
widely debated. To some, it appears that 
governments are bowing to necessity: 
mounting popular unrest and agitation 
have pressured them to make changes to 
reduce the likelihood of civil disturbance. 
Others believe that “advice” from foreign 
strategic allies to make concessions to 
popular demands, in the wake of the 1991 
Gulf War or the 2003 invasion of Iraq, 
largely account for these developments. 
Whatever their origins, these reforms, 
despite their significance, have not changed 
the structural basis of power in the Arab 
states, where the executive branch still 
dominates, unchecked by any form of 
accountability. Certainly, the value of the 
reforms introduced by the governments 
has been diminished by constitutional or 
legislative amendments that curtail citi-
zens’ rights in other areas, in particular the 
right to organise and to participate in free 
and fair elections.
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citizens chosen by the seven Emirati rulers 
by means of an indirect election.44

Journalists and academics often specu-
late that there are multiple wings within 
the Arab states’ ruling elites. Some go to 
great lengths to describe these wings—the 
one characterized as hard-line, the other 
as reformist—and to link the adoption of 
reforms with what they see as the rising 
influence of the reformist wing. It is true 
that members of ruling elites, and even 
their various institutions, do not always and 
in all circumstances agree on all details of 
general policy. However, it is by no means 
clear that such differences revolve around 
the transition to greater democracy. Rather, 
the most important dividing lines within 
the ruling elites of Arab states—that is, 
those which are visible to people outside 
them—seem to reflect generational dif-
ferences, institutional power-bases, and 
ideological affiliations.

Ideological divisions within the Arab 
countries’ political elite are also a hindrance 
to reform. The most important of these 
separates the Islamic movements, wedded 
to restructuring the political system in their 
respective countries according to their con-
ception of Islamic law, from most members 
of the ruling elite, who may show respect 
for the principles of this law, but who are 
open to other sources of guidance in devel-
oping the political system. This division is 
clear in the states which permit the Islamic 
movements to be politically active, even if 
not necessarily through recognised parties. 
While Islamic movements in the opposi-
tion demand more political freedom, the 
key difference between them and the rul-
ing elites is over how to adopt Islamic laws 
and how each side understands the rulings 
of these laws.

2. �Demands for reform:  
societal groups 

Could transformation come about as a 
result of political mobilisation by societal 
groups that see their interests and those 
of the state converging around the rule 
of law? In the Arab countries there are 
four forces that could have a role in that 
respect—political opposition groups (with 
the Islamic movements to the fore), civil 
society organisations, business people and, 
lastly, citizens, when they are allowed to 

Along with a new constitution in 
Iraq came the extension of the state of 
emergency that permits the suspension of 
constitutional provisions relating to free
doms. In Egypt, amendment of Article 76 
of the constitution on presidential elections 
so as to allow multiple candidates was fol-
lowed by a law that limited the right to 
stand as a candidate to the leaderships of 
parties existing when the law came into 
force. The state of emergency was extended 
for another two years or until the issuance 
of an anti-terror law, when the extension 
came up for review in May 2008. This was 
followed by the agreement to constitu-
tional amendments making it permissible 
to transfer civilians to military courts and 
ban any party formed on a religious or class 
basis, as well as any political activity on a 
religious basis. 

In the same fashion, in Algeria, on 
the heels of agreement on the Charter 
for Peace and National Reconciliation, 
which addressed the effects of the violent 
confrontations of the 1990s, came the 
extension of the period of the presidency 
by two years, the removal of the limit on 
the number of times the president could 
stand for election, and the continuation 
of the ban on the Islamic Salvation Front. 
There was a similar move in Tunisia which 
amended its constitution to increase the 
maximum allowable age of the president, 
and to remove limits on the number of 
presidential terms. The Islamic-oriented 
Renaissance Party remained outside the 
frame of legally recognised parties. 

Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Sudan and the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE) took the same 
pattern: the first proclaimed a constitution 
calling for the election of a State Council 
and then temporarily removed citizenship 
from around six thousand citizens who 
became stateless on the pretext that there 
was no proof they belonged to the nation; 
the Sudanese government proclaimed a 
new constitution after the ratification of 
the Naivasha agreement, and subsequently 
introduced a law that gave it wide power to 
recognise or dissolve political associations; 
Saudi Arabia allowed the formation of a 
human rights organisation, but restricted 
elections to some cities and only to local 
councils; the government of the UAE refor-
mulated the ground rules of the National 
Unity Council, half of whose members 
would be elected from only two thousand 



71The Arab State and human security—performance and prospects

Arab governments 
have followed 
different policies 
to deal with the 
Islamic movements

It is not 
conceivable to 
continue denying 
the avenue of 
legally recognised 
parties to those 
groups that reject 
violent methods

strategic goal of rebuilding Arab societies 
on their vision of Islam. Without comment-
ing on the intentions of their leaderships, 
doubts about them are common among 
some groups in the Arab countries and 
abroad. The chief concern is that these 
movements would rescind the very free-
doms they need in order to come to power 
once they have gained it. Freedom of belief, 
opinion and expression and a range of per-
sonal freedoms have, at different times, been 
singled out by some Islamic opposition lead-
ers as inconsistent with what they conceive 
of as true Islam. The manifestos of some of 
these movements, such as the programme 
of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, have 
not dispelled such doubts.45 On the other 
hand, given the Islamic movements’ popular 
standing, it is not conceivable to continue 
denying the avenue of legally recognised 
parties to those groups that reject violent 
methods. 

Civil society organizations

Civil society movements are active in sev-
eral Arab states where they have developed 
a political identity and have begun to make 
their views felt. While stiff resistance to calls 
from civil society organizations (CSOs) 
for transparency and greater freedom of 
expression in Tunisia and Syria has blocked 
their activities in those countries, move-
ments in Egypt and Lebanon have attained 
more far-reaching influence. In Egypt the 
Kifaya movement’s tactics inspired citizens 
to use mass protest to press their demands 
on the government. This was reflected in 
the unprecedented wave of mass protests 
involving a spectrum of social classes and 
groups which followed, particularly in 
2007 and 2008. 

Arab governments respond differently 
to pressures from rights-based CSOs. Some 
ban their activities altogether; others toler-
ate them while making it as difficult as 
possible for them to operate by tying them 
up in red tape, interposing obstacles to their 
registration and scrutinizing their finances, 
especially from foreign sources.

Most organisations live with these restric-
tions and try to work around them. For 
most, the main avenues open for promoting 
democratic development in the Arab coun-
tries are analysis and advocacy efforts such as 
producing position statements on freedom 

participate through the ballot box. What 
are the prospects for change originating in 
these quarters?

Political opposition forces  
and the Islamic movements

In most Arab states that evince some form of 
multi-party system, such as Algeria, Egypt, 
Jordan, Tunisia, and Yemen, or in those 
where the political system accommodated 
political pluralism since independence, 
such as Lebanon and Morocco, the Islamic 
movement represents one of the main 
strands of political opposition. Moreover, 
the Islamic movements have been part of 
the main governing group in Iraq since the 
fall of Saddam Hussein, in Sudan since the 
coup of August 1989, and in the Occupied 
Palestinian Territory following the election 
of 2006. Some Opposition Islamic move-
ments support demands for the right to 
form political parties and to organise, free-
dom of thought, fair elections, and limits 
on the power of the executive. 

Arab governments have followed dif-
ferent policies to deal with the Islamic 
movements. These include adopting some 
of their demands and allowing them the 
right to organise and participate politically 
alongside other political parties, as is the 
case in Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, the Occupied 
Palestinian Territory, Yemen, and, to a cer-
tain extent, Morocco. Non-party Islamic 
associations are also present in Bahrain 
and Kuwait. However, Egypt and Tunisia 
have banned the Islamic movements out-
right, and the Algerian government has 
banned the main strand of this movement. 
Nevertheless, the Egyptian government 
allows individuals belonging to the Muslim 
Brotherhood to take part in elections as 
independents. In all cases where Arab 
governments make concessions to political 
pluralism, they nonetheless take precau-
tions against a possible victory of Islamic 
movements in parliamentary elections 
and use methods both legal (using their 
majority in representative assemblies), and 
administrative, to prevent them from com-
ing to power. 

Despite the Islamic movements’ posi-
tioning on the political stage, transition to 
democracy is not their strategic demand. 
It is, rather, their path to power, which 
will then enable them to implement their 
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issues, consciousness-raising through reports 
monitoring the state of human rights in their 
countries, and training sessions and confer-
ences on human rights questions. Some 
organizations also make use of the law when 
opportunities materialize to stop violations 
through the courts.

Arab CSOs play a significant role in 
spreading awareness of human rights issues 
by expanding the agenda and by demonstrat-
ing public concern for that agenda through 
their intervention. Their public image is 
however often tarred by Arab governments, 
which characterize them as agents of foreign 
powers dependent on foreign funding. They 
frequently encounter government-imposed 
restrictions, obstacles and harassment, 
and hence have limited membership. The 
general reluctance of political parties to 
work with them considerably hampers their 
efforts to propel Arab societies towards the 
rule of law.

Business people

The private sector does not generally play 
an independent political role in the Arab 
countries, although it has begun to emerge 
in the political life of the region’s growing 
market economies. So far, business people 
have not gone further than becoming 

junior partners to the state bureaucracy. 
The main reason why they are not greater 
driving forces lies in the particular eco-
nomic weight of the Arab states—which 
exceeds that found in other developing 
regions. The ratio of the states’ consump-
tion to GDP and of their revenues to GDP 
is greater than that of counterparts among 
other regions of the South. This gives 
Arab states a control over economic life 
unmatched in most developing countries. 
This control relies for the most part on 
oil, most of whose extraction revenues go 
to the government, and which is the main 
source of direct or indirect income for the 
oil-exporting Arab states. A number of 
other Arab states such as Algeria, Egypt, 
Libya, and Sudan preserve a large public 
sector, whose role is still influential in the 
economy despite their moves to transfer 
state-owned assets to the private sector and 
foreign companies. 

The fact that the ratio of government 
revenues to GDP for the states of the 
Middle East and North Africa (MENA) is 
higher by a significant degree than in other 
countries of the South in general may serve 
to clarify these observations. In 2005 this 
ratio reached 25.6 per cent in the MENA 
states, while in low-income countries it was 
13.0 per cent; ten years previously (1995) 
the average for the former states was 

Box 3-6 The Second Declaration of Independence: towards an initiative for political 
reform in the Arab world

Many Arab Civil Society organizations took the Arab Summit in Tunis in May 2004 as an 
occasion to reinforce their calls “outside the tent” during a conference they convened in 
Beirut in March 2004. Fifty-two organizations from thirteen Arab countries attended the 
conference. The initiative for the meeting came from the Cairo Institute for Human Rights 
Studies, Human Rights Watch, and the Palestinian Human Rights Organization. The 
conference issued a document called the Second Declaration of Independence, which 
summarized civil society demands for political change, while rejecting suggestions for reform 
from abroad, underlining that these reflected foreign, not Arab interests. The Declaration set 
out principles of political reform in the Arab region. It called for:

•	 Respecting the right to self-determination of all people. 
•	 Adhering to the principles of human rights, and rejecting all interpretations based on 

cultural particularism and the manipulation of nationalism. 
•	 Rejecting the fragmentation of human rights and the prioritization of certain categories 

of rights over others. 
•	 The tolerance of different religions and schools of thought.
•	 Establishing sound parliamentary systems.
•	 Incorporating guarantees in Arab constitutions for political and intellectual pluralism.
•	 Rejecting violence in political life.
•	 Opposing the state of emergency other than in the event of war or natural disaster. 

Source: Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies 2004.
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26.1 per cent, it stood at 13.3 per cent for 
low-income developing countries, and for 
the middle-income developing nations it 
was 17.2 per cent.46 According to the Joint 
Arab Economic Report (2006), this ratio in 
2005 reached its peak in the OPEC-member 
Arab states, at 68.04 per cent in Libya; 
48.62 per cent in Saudi Arabia; around 40 
per cent or slightly less in Algeria, Oman, 
Qatar, and Kuwait; and between one-third 
and less than one-fifth in the other Arab 
states. The lowest rate was in Sudan where 
it reached 17.84 per cent. The explanation 
for the rise in this ratio is that oil, most of 
the revenues from which go to the state, 
represents 71 per cent of total government 
income in the Arab states.47

This political economy translates into 
government domination of the private 
sector in most Arab states. The government 
remains the major partner, either because 
it has its own roots in the private sector, 
as is the case in the Gulf states, or because 
banks owned by the state are the source 
for capital accumulation in large private-
sector companies, or because government 
contracts are the source of profits for 
companies which carry out the projects.48 
In contrast with the private sector’s role in 
supporting democratic transition in some 
Latin American and South Asian states, 
notably South Korea, the upper echelons of 
the private sector in the Arab states, with 
limited exceptions, are partners of growing 
influence in government. Even where the 
Arab governments are in transition to a 
degree of political plurality, business people 
tend to support the ruling party or family. 
Thus the kind of liberal political parties 
known in the West which enjoy an influ-
ential social base among business people, 
or within a progressive middle class, are 
missing from the political opposition. As 
a result, Arab entrepreneurs have not been 
prominent in the political reform process. 
Perhaps they have been content with the 
political influence and economic space they 
have obtained through the move to market 
policies in the Arab states.

The role of Arab citizens

As individual citizens, few Arabs feel they 
have any power to change current condi-
tions in their country through political 
participation. This seems clear from the 

decline in levels of political participation 
in some of the most stable Arab states. The 
rise in levels of participation in other states 
is linked to the successful mobilisation of 
voters along sectarian or tribal lines which 
have no relation to general political issues, 
as in Kuwait and Yemen, or because of the 
novelty of contested elections as in Iraq, 
and in Mauritania after the temporary 
abandonment of military rule in May 2007. 
Lastly, the rise in levels of participation in 
states such as Tunisia or Yemen has not 
necessarily led to advances in the political 
reform process in those cases.

Popular demand for democratic trans-
formation and citizens’ participation is a 
nascent and fragile development in the 
Arab countries. These goals have not been 
high on the list of demands by the major-
ity of protest movements over the last 
three decades. Historically, among the 
most important waves of public demon-
strations in Arab cities were those against 
the economic measures of some Arab 

Box 3-7 The private sector in the Arab world – road map  
towards reform

In the Middle East, the private and public sector do not have distinctive 
and independent roles to play; rather, the dividing line between what is 
public and what is private is not clearly defined. One needs to get away 
from the notion of the private sector in the context of western societies. 
In the West, the system of law is much more developed, and emphasis 
on transparency and accountability of government and corporations alike 
provides a clearer sense of division. This is not true of the Middle East/
Gulf. The 10 largest listed companies in the GCC remain state-owned (e.g. 
SABIC, Emirates Bank Group, Qatar Telecom).

The private sector is also dominated by family businesses that have a 
close relationship to the state, and it is this relationship which prescribes 
their attitude toward political reform. This is, in fact, neither unusual nor 
surprising: in all industrial countries, major business families have found 
it convenient to nurture close ties with holders of political power, and 
sometimes, directly run for office. The demand for greater accountability 
and political reform is born out of the progressive widening of the ranks 
of business entrepreneurs, and the increasing competition between busi-
ness groups. In some instances, this has led to clear demands for greater 
transparency and accountability in government decision making, primarily 
with respect to business interests.

The above having been said, the private sector does have a reformist 
role as governments fail in most cases to establish and execute reforms by 
themselves. The private sector has to reach beyond its natural boundaries 
and support governments to encourage reform measures in areas that 
directly reflect on their interests such as judicial reforms. The private 
sector could start by establishing non-political associations or task forces 
to represent civil society. It could issue initiatives whereby it acts as a 
partner with government to establish effective reform measures. 

Source: Sager 2007. 
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governments in response to International 
Monetary Fund prescriptions, as in Egypt 
during January 1977, Morocco in 1981 
and 1984, Tunisia in 1985, Algeria in 1988, 
and Jordan in 1989. In some cases, such 
as Algeria and Jordan, these protests led 
to the introduction of significant political 
reforms that were not sustained in some 
cases. These reforms, however, were equiv-
alent to compensation given to citizens for 
allowing the same economic policies subse
quently, albeit more gradually, to proceed. 
The absence of democracy as the core 
and chief demand of organised opposition 
movements, of mass demonstrations and of 
voters in general, has long lulled Arab gov-
ernments into believing that no significant 
internal pressure for democratic evolution 
exists and that it therefore requires no seri-
ous attention.49

3. External pressures 

With limited, and sometimes faltering, 
prospects for a transition to the rule of law 
through its internal dynamics, the region 
remains vulnerable to external pressures 
for political transformation. Repeated 
calls have been made by Western powers 
with strategic interests in the Middle East 
to respect human rights, mobilize civil 
society and accelerate political reform. 

State Parliamentary Presidential Local

Algeria 35.5% (2007) 59.3% (2004) -- 

Bahrain
72% and 73.6%  

(two rounds in 2006)
 -- 61% (2006)

Djibouti 72.6% (2008) 78.9% (2005) -- 

Egypt
31.2% (2007) 

23% (2005) -- 
28.1% (2005)

Iraq 79.6% (2005)  -- -- 

Jordan 54% (2007)  -- 56% (2007)

Kuwait 59.4% (2008) --  Less than 50% (2005)

Lebanon 46.4% (2005)  --  --

Mauritania

73.4% and 69.4%  
(two rounds in 2006)

70.1% and 
67.5% (two 
rounds in 

2007)

73.4 and 69.4%  
(two rounds in 2006)98.2% and 97.9%  

(two rounds in 2007)

Morocco 37% (2007)  -- 54% (2003)

Oman 62.7% (2007)  -- -- 

OPT 77.6% (2006) 66.5% (2005) -- 

Qatar --   -- 30% (2007)

Saudi Arabia --   -- 70% (2005)

Sudan --  86% (2000)  --

Syria 56% (2007) 95.8% (2007)
49.5% and 37.8% 

(2007)

Tunisia 91.4% (2004) 91.5% (2004) 82.7% (2005)

Yemen 75.9% (2003) 65.1% (2006) 65% (2006)

Electoral turnout in eighteen Arab states between 
2003 and 2008

Table 3-3

Source: UNDP/RBAS 2008; IPU 2008; Egypt SIS 2008 et al. (See Statistical references).

Box 3-8 The human security survey – Political participation versus voter apathy

Among the four countries sampled, the survey 
revealed comparatively low interest in elec-
tions among citizens in Morocco, one of those 
Arab states that have made most progress 
towards political liberalisation. Evidently, 
for this group of citizens, participating in 
elections was no longer considered a novel 
or decisive way to influence the course of the 
state. Interest, as indicated by turnout, was 
higher in two countries where popular politi-
cal participation has recently consolidated 
the rise of sectarian forces (Lebanon), or the 
deepening of political schism (Palestine). In 
Kuwait, the small proportion of the sample 
interested in voluntary activities and politi-
cal participation suggests quite a degree of 
public apathy. Take part in voluntary activities

Always turn out for elections

Sometimes turn out for elections

Kuwait Lebanon Morocco OPT
0
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The most significant initiatives of this kind 
have occurred in the context of the 1995 
Barcelona Process and the G8’s Broader 
Middle East and North Africa initiative of 
July 2004. To these may be added moves 
by the former US administration, such as 
the Middle East Partnership Initiative, as 
well as policy statements by the former 
American president calling for democratic 
transformation in the Arab states.

US policy discourse on reform in the 
Arab countries in the last few years has not 
been consistent. In 2004 it strongly advo-
cated for specific democratic changes in 
“the Greater Middle East”. Subsequently, 
US policy favoured more guarded policy 
statements as it found it necessary to 
strengthen alliances with undemocratic 

but cooperative Arab governments in the 
so-called “war on terror”. After 2006, US 
diplomatic efforts focused on other pri-
orities. The target of such diplomacy was 
not mainly political reform in the Middle 
East, as had predominantly been the case 
in 2004 and 2005. Rather, the goals were 
to overcome Arab reservations about a pro-
posed conference on peace in the Middle 
East that would bring Arab, Israeli and 
Palestinian leaders together in the United 
States; to secure Arab help in stabilizing the 
Iraqi government; and to gain Arab support 
for international efforts to make the Iranian 
government abandon its uranium enrich-
ment programme. 

The electoral victories for some Islamic 
movements in elections in recent years 

Box 3-9 Azmi Bishara* – Human rights and citizenship: the first building block of a nation

Citizenship is the flip-side of sovereignty. There is no complete 
sovereignty, in the modern meaning of the term, without an 
equivalent and meaningful citizenship. A secure society guar-
antees its people stable citizenship, does not treat the latter 
as a gift to be given and taken away, protects its people from 
arbitrary and tyrannical authority, provides for their health 
and education and protects them in old age. Creating such a 
society forms one of the most important elements of nation-
building.

This is particularly true in the case of developing countries, 
with their weak institutions and emaciated public spheres, 
which are still deeply caught up in the process of self-real-
ization. Many of these states have succumbed to the belief 
that creating an army in uniform, a centralised government, 
a nationalized education system, a “unified” official history, 
and a national airline is what it takes to build a nation.

The challenge of forming a secure society become more 
acute under conditions of sectarian and ethnic pluralism 
which can turn all politics into identity politics and a horizon-
tal conflict among religious, cultural, or “ethnic” groups. It is 
not only meaningful citizenship, i.e., that which goes beyond 
the formalistic, that prevents national unity from collapsing. 
The more components are added to citizenship rights, the 
larger the meaning of citizenship becomes. Its diversity can 
be a society’s strength. 

The best that may be asserted at the Arab level is that the 
political and civil rights of citizenship are incomplete. This 
empties citizenship of its content. Indeed, in a number of Arab 
cases, citizenship means very little.

Indeed, in states lacking a broad middle class, where 
growth and privatisation in some cases and corruption in 
others, are accompanied by widespread impoverishment, a 
human rights discourse on civil and political rights without a 
corresponding debate over social rights is meaningless.

The right to work, the right to medical treatment, the right to 
education, and the right to appropriate housing are examples 
of social rights. They can only be guaranteed by institutions 
maintained by the state and financed by a national economy 
from a tax base. The exception, of course, is the rentier state 
which uses handouts to buy public acceptance with minimal 
representation. These issues are linked and mutually inter-
related components. 

Where a broad middle class is either non-existent, erod-
ing or in atrophy, as is the case in most Arab states, and thus 
cannot claim its social rights, the latter’s absence can polarize 
the nation.

Members of the privileged class receive medical care 
in the best hospitals at home or abroad and are educated 
in private schools. The poor are unable to visit a doctor or 
obtain treatment or ensure a decent life for their children or 
themselves in old age. They depend on mass public educa-
tion the quality of which has dropped through neglect and 
under-investment. These stark and ever-expanding divisions 
in meeting needs and providing the basics and fundamentals 
of a decent life find expression in cultural and religious and 
even linguistic divides: for example, the orientation of private 
education for the privileged towards the English language 
versus the domination of conservative religion over the 
official education system in Arabic. In both cases, over time, 
common citizenship loses its meaning; the ruling power stays 
afloat by extolling national unity against parties and pluralism 
or against other states or external and internal enemies, or 
against various conspiracies. 

Shared social guarantees and the institutions that back 
them up, financed by public revenue in the public interest, 
not only make the difference between misery and a decent 
life; they are also among the most important components of 
nation-building in our times.

*Former National Democratic Party member of the Israeli Knesset, and Palestinian political writer.
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Reform from within 
remains the first 

and best hope for 
meaningful security 

in Arab countries

A wide gap exists 
between the 

expectations of 
Arab citizens and 

what they are given 
on the ground

reduced, unsurprisingly, the enthusiasm 
of external parties for reforms that bring 
to power groups considered unfriendly 
to their interests. In 2007, President Bush 
acknowledged the difficulty of a shift to 
democracy that, in his words, allowed 
the enemies of democracy the chance to 
regroup and wage a campaign against the 
recently created democracies in the region, 
especially in Iraq and Lebanon. 

But whatever motives drove the adop-
tion of democratic reform as the first 
article of new policies towards the “Greater 
Middle East”, its relegation has confirmed 
the worst fears of Arab reformers. Their 
conclusion is that, from the perspective of 
outside powers, democracy in the region 
only matters to the extent that it achieves 
their own security and other goals. Where 
it does not, security and those other goals 
take precedence, and reform may find itself 
friend-less.

Mirroring this trend, on the regional 
level, talk of reform no longer dominates 
the communiqués of the Arab summits. 
Here, one might compare the resolu-
tions of the 2004 Tunis Meeting titled 
the “Development and Modernization 
Summit”, with those issued later in other 
Arab summits. The former discussed civil 
society, women’s rights, and human rights 
as major issues, in addition to ratifying the 
Arab Charter on Human Rights. The other 
summits, however, adopted an apologetic 
and defensive stance, stressing the impor-
tance of Arab security, the dangers threat-
ening that security, and the importance of 
maintaining the Arab identity.

Conclusion

This chapter examined the role of the 
Arab states in guaranteeing human security 
as defined in this report. It assessed the 
performance of Arab states against four cri-
teria and concluded that there is a human 
security deficit in state provisions despite 
the constitutional commitments of Arab 
states and the international charters signed 
by most of them. 

The civil state—that is, one which is 
ruled by laws that respect civil and politi-
cal rights—is the best safeguard of human 
security. This chapter underlines that a 
wide gap exists between the expectations 
of Arab citizens for the protection of their 

rights and freedoms, and what they are 
given on the ground, even if the distance 
between hopes and reality is not the same 
in all Arab states. 

The chapter suggested that ethnic, 
sectarian, tribal and religious diversity does 
not in itself constitute a threat to human 
security. However, it is evident that, in 
the Arab countries, the politicization of 
identities leads to polarization, violence 
and armed conflict. Active tolerance of 
diversity is the only certain means of alle-
viating the potential eruption of conflicts 
along communal lines. The responsibility 
for containing volatile situations lies within 
the Arab states, which need to manage their 
own diversity through policies of inclusion 
and social equity. Peaceful co-existence in 
multi-ethnic and multi-sectarian societ-
ies rests on evolved forms of citizenship. 
The catastrophic consequences of failing 
to pursue this path have become only too 
apparent in the collapse of entire states.

The chapter, furthermore, discussed 
the limitations of factors contributing to 
the reform process. Reforms introduced 
by Arab governments are mostly driven by 
the concern to maintain control over the 
population rather than to enhance human 
security. The state still privileges its own 
security at the expense of that of society. 
Society itself, especially its economic elites, 
civil society and opposition groups, is weak 
and lacks a clear reform agenda. For its part, 
the international community has adopted 
damagingly intrusive policies and initiatives 
that have set back Arab reform, first through 
aggression and then through equivocation. 
The overall result is that the Arab states 
still lag behind other developing countries 
in adopting serious measures for enhancing 
the human security of their citizens. 

Reform from within remains its first 
and best hope for meaningful security in 
Arab countries, starting with the essential 
rights of the people. This reform cannot be 
imposed from outside; neither can demo-
cratic models be imported wholesale. Arab 
countries need to adapt different institu-
tional forms suited to the context of each 
of them—as long as these forms respect 
human rights in full, protect freedoms, 
guarantee popular participation and ensure 
both majority rule and minority rights. All 
social groups should be allowed to organize 
and compete in the public space as long as 
they respect the right to differ, and neither 
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resort to violence nor abort the democratic 
process.

In all this, the relationship between 
Arab reformers and their international 
supporters has to be conducted in a spirit 
of partnership, not one of spineless depen-
dence or crude interference. In the Arab 
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countries and abroad, it has to be recog-
nized that, on both sides, regressive public 
forces, vested interests, and misperceptions 
fed by prejudice could put sizable obstacles 
in the way of building the 21st century Arab 
civil state on foundations of tolerance, 
peace and security.
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Violence against women: 
impunity and insecurity

It has been estimated that, around the 
world, one in three women, will be raped, 
beaten, forced into sex or otherwise 
assaulted in her lifetime.1 Indeed, violence 
against women is a worldwide phenom-
enon, and not one limited to the Arab 
countries. However, as the Arab Human 
Development Report 2005, Towards the Rise 
of Woman in the Arab World (AHDR 2005) 
illustrated, in societies where women 
are still bound by patriarchal patterns of 
kinship, legalised discrimination, social 

subordination and ingrained male domi-
nance, women are continuously exposed 
to forms of family and institutionalised 
violence. Indeed, in some Arab countries 
the penalties for assaults against women, 
even lethal assaults, are reduced if it can 
be established that the perpetrator com-
mitted a so-called “crime of honour.” 

In the Arab countries, women find 
themselves in a subservient position within 
the family and receive little protection 
from the legal system against violations 

The previous chapter assessed the performance of the Arab state in providing 
human security to citizens. That performance was found, on the whole, to 
be unsatisfactory. In many countries, the framework of state-provided security 
is compromised by legal loopholes, overseen and regulated by coercive 
institutions, and based on the citizen’s forfeiture of personal freedoms in exchange 
for a limited form of personal and social security. In most cases, the citizen’s 
personal safety is bounded by strict rules of a game that exclude him or her from 
effective voice and participation.

This chapter considers the situation of people from or in the Arab countries 
who have no personal security at all. These groups—abused and coerced women, 
victims of human trafficking, child soldiers, internally displaced persons and 
refugees—are acutely vulnerable to threats arising from discrimination, exploitation 
or displacement. Such groups merit a particular focus because their situations 
lie beyond society’s field of vision. Often hidden from the public eye, they are 
victimized in their own families and societies or abused as little more than slaves 
or left uprooted in places where their lives have taken them. They have little 
power to defend their own rights and few champions to defend those rights for 
them. Their insecurity lies beyond the pale of mainstream society, which offers 
them virtually no personal protection.

Chapter 4
The personal 
insecurity of 
vulnerable groups

Violence against 
women is a 
worldwide 

phenomenon, and 
not one limited to 

the Arab countries
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inflicted by male family members. Arab 
women encounter violence throughout 
the different phases of their lives: in girl-
hood, violence can come in the form of 
physical, sexual and psychological abuse; 
female genital mutilation; child marriage; 
and child prostitution and pornography; in 
adolescence and adulthood, such violations 
can expand to include sexual abuse and 
rape, forced prostitution and pornography, 
trafficking in women, marital rape, and 
partner violence and homicide.2 

Violence directed against women takes 
many forms. The UN General Assembly’s 
“Declaration on the Elimination of Violence 
against Women”,3 defined its focus as “any 

act of gender-based violence that results in, 
or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or 
psychological harm or suffering to women, 
including threats of such acts, coercion or 
arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether 
occurring in public or in private life.”

Female genital mutilation

Some have distinguished between what 
they term direct and indirect violence 
against women. They list in the first 
category all forms of physical assault, 
from beating to rape and murder. This 
category also includes other practices that 

Box 4-1 Extent and forms of violence against women in the Arab countries

Recorded cases of violence against women, although grave 
and widespread, do not reflect the real situation in the Arab 
region but, rather, reveal only the noticed and reported cases. 
There are many cases that go undetected by studies on the 
subject. In addition, some forms of violence pass unnoticed 
and cannot be reported. Examples of these are insults, verbal 
violence, and cases of violence which women are very often 
embarrassed to report.

Some analysts classify violence against women into direct 
and indirect violence. Direct violence includes all forms of 
physical abuse. Examples of these are battering, rape, kill-
ing, and other practices that cause physical harm to women. 
Sexual abuse, which ranges from sexual harassment to rape 
and desertion, falls under this category. Although cases 
of sexual violence against women in the Arab region have 
increased, they are shrouded in secrecy because casting light 
on them will tarnish the image of the female victim and her 
family.

Indirect violence refers to how prevailing social and 
cultural institutions—including values, customs, and laws—
actively discriminate against women. Verbal violence can be 
included among forms of indirect violence as it results from 
such discrimination, which permits men to exercise violence 
against women. 

Verbal violence is often directed against young girls who, 
by custom and tradition, are punished and cautioned against 
behaviour that puts their chastity at risk. Divorced women 
are even more exposed to this kind of violence, as families 
find their liberty potentially threatening and seek to curb it. 
Married women sometimes suffer verbal violence in cases 
where the marital relationship is unbalanced, or where the 
husband takes out his frustrations and problems on those 
weaker than him (his wife, daughter, sister). 

Other analysts expand the scope of violence to encom-
pass social violence. Examples of social violence include 

restraining women’s integration into the community and 
preventing them from exercising their social role or denying 
a wife her social and personal rights in order to indulge her 
husband’s intellectual and emotional propensities. This, of 
course, adversely affects the woman’s self-esteem, emotional 
growth, psychological health, liberty and social integration.

A female faces this kind of social violence when the family 
seeks to curb, coerce or subdue her by preventing her from 
leaving the house without permission, compelling her to 
marry against her wishes, and rejecting her opinion in matters 
affecting her own life and fate.

Arbitrary divorce is another form of social violence against 
women. For example, a husband may divorce his wife without 
her knowing of that divorce, or for reasons not permitted 
under Islamic Shari’a.

Health violence is yet another form of violence suffered 
by many women. Forcing a woman to live in unsuitable con-
ditions, denying her adequate health care and ignoring her 
reproductive health needs by failing to regulate pregnancy 
periods and limit the number of births can destroy her health 
and shorten her life. In the Arab and Islamic culture, people 
tend to have many children. The consequences of this for 
women may not constitute intentional violence but rather 
illustrate how cultural and social heritage can be harmful to 
them. What counts here is whether the desire to have many 
children is shared by a husband and his wife and whether a 
woman’s physical health is not impaired.

Finally, economic violence is another form of violence 
commonly practiced against Arab women. Examples range 
from depriving a woman of an inheritance to taking control 
of her economic resources. Husbands sometimes force their 
working wives to forfeit their incomes under the pretext of 
making ends meet and supporting the family. In this guise, 
a woman’s assets and income are sometimes appropriated 
unjustifiably.

Source: Maryam Sultan Lootah, in Arabic, background paper for the report.
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Country Year Estimated prevalence of FGM in girls 
and women 15-49 years (%)

Somalia 2005 97.9

Egypt 2005 95.8

Djibouti 2006 93.1

Sudan (northern) 2000 90

Mauritania 2001 71.3

Yemen 1997 22.6

Source: WHO 2008.

Estimated prevalence of female genital mutilation (FGM), 
6 Arab countries

Table 4-1cause material harm to women, such as 
female genital mutilation (FGM), which 
inflicts excruciating pain, gives rise to 
lasting physical and psychological damage, 
and can cause premature death through 
bleeding, infection and neural shock.

FGM is an illegitimate operation which 
seldom receives mention in medical text-
books. Moreover, it is classified as a crime 
under international law.4 Specifically, the 
performance of this operation entails at 
least three types of crime: (1) causing 
physical harm; (2) violation of a woman’s 
honour; and (3) the unauthorized practice 
of medicine. However, legal systems’ 
stances on this practice have ranged from 
that of permission to that of prohibition, 
and in fact, some states continue to allow 
it. Moreover, the legal prohibition of this 
practice may have no real impact on life 
on the ground because traditional beliefs 
favour it. Influential figures aligned with 
conservative political or social forces also 
speak out in its defence.

It may be noted that, in the mid-2008, 
Egypt issued amendments to the Law on 
the Child,5 banning and penalizing FGM, 
hence closing a previous legal loophole, 
which permitted health professionals and 
others to undertake the practice. However, 
while most Arab countries where FGM is 
practiced profess to be keen to adopt laws 
banning it, their slow progress means that 
the harmful practice continues, abetted by 
poverty, low levels of health awareness and 
sex education, pervasive legal discrimina-
tion against women and a lack of persuasive 
enlightened religious discourse.

Indirect violence covers a whole 
gamut of social and cultural practices, 
conventions, and laws that discriminate 
on the basis of gender. Some women’s 
advocates extend the concept to include 
what they term social violence, one aspect 
of which restricts women’s involvement 
in society and public life, while a second 
aspect deprives married women of the 
right to exercise their social and personal 
rights and to compel them to cater to 
their husbands’ emotional demands. Such 
violence is detrimental to the status of 
women. It impairs their emotional growth 
and their psychological well-being by 
depriving them of their freedom to live 
a normal life and interact with society. 
A woman may encounter such social 
violence when her family or a family 

member prohibits her from leaving the 
house, or forbids her an opinion on matters 
crucial to her well-being and future. Some 
include under social violence arbitrary 
divorce—where a husband divorces her 
wife without her knowledge or for reasons 
not justified under law (Maryam Sultan 
Lootah, in Arabic, background paper for 
the report). 

Child marriage

In many parts of the Arab world, girls are 
married off at a young age, often to men 
who are much older. Early marriage and 
teenage pregnancies threaten the health of 
mothers and children, and increase female 
vulnerability to violence. Moreover, early 
marriages often lead to divorce, family 

Source: UNICEF 2007.
*Data refer to the most recent year available during the period specified in the title.

Proportion of women aged 20-24 married by 18 years, 
15 Arab countries, 1987-2006*

Figure 4-1
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the proportions of women aged 20-24 that 
were married by the age of 18 at 45 per 
cent in Somalia, 37 per cent in Yemen and 
Mauritania, 30 per cent in Comoros, and 
27 per cent in Sudan.

Physical violence

It is difficult to gauge the prevalence of 
physical violence against women in Arab 
societies. The subject is taboo in a male-
oriented culture of denial. Much of this 
violence is inflicted unseen in the home, 
on wives, sisters and mothers. Victims are 
unlikely to report abuse by family mem-
bers. Authorities, the police and the public 
are disinclined to look into domestic mat-
ters, especially those concerning women. 
This applies especially in poorer commu-
nities where such treatment is considered 
the natural fate of women. Hence the 
under-reporting of offences is widespread 
since women know that complaints lead 
nowhere, or that complaining itself brings 
shame. A disturbing finding from a survey 
of women conducted for the 2008 Iraq 
National Human Development Report is 
that many married women accept their 
partners’ violence against them as justified, 
having internalised centuries-old traditions 
about the superior rights of men.

Marriage laws

Laws in several Arab countries provide 
numerous articles and provisions under 
family law that effectively confirm men’s 
custodial rights over women in marriage. 
The standpoint implicit in such provisions 
is that the personal safety and welfare of a 
woman, as an inferior being, can only be 
assured by a man. Thus laws ostensibly 
intended to secure women’s safety in mar-
riage in fact discriminate against them and 
tie them to their husbands’ whims.

Women are subjugated as the result 
of the consecration of male supremacy 
within the family as enshrined in Personal 
Status Laws. In most Arab countries, 
under prevailing Personal Status Laws, 
women do not have the right to ask for 
divorce or to oppose polygamy. Divorce is 
normally considered a male right and not a 
solution to specific marital problems, even 

breakdown and poor child-rearing and 
commonly encourage early childbearing 
and high fertility, which carry marked 
health risks for very young mothers and 
their infants. Adolescent brides are less 
likely to know about contraception and 
sexually transmitted diseases, and are more 
prone to being bullied by abusive partners. 
For these reasons, more often than not, 
child and teenage brides embark on mar-
riages fraught with personal insecurity.

Although early marriage is on the 
decline in the Arab countries, the num-
bers of teenage girls who are married 
remains significant in some countries. As 
shown in figure 4-1, UNICEF estimates 

Country Percentage of women assaulted Source Year of study

Algeria 31.4% UNHRC 2008

Egypt 35% (of married women) UN-ESCWA 2007

Iraq
22.7% (South/Center)

WHO 2006/7
10.9% (Kurdistan)

Lebanon 35% UNFPA 2002

OPT 32% UNICEF 2000

Syria 21.8% UNIFEM 2005

Yemen 50% (of married women) UNFPA 2003

Source: UN-ESCWA 2007; UNFPA and Yemeni High Council for Women 2007; UN 2008; UNIFEM 2005; 
UNFPA 2005; WHO 2007; UNICEF 2000. (See statistical references).

Estimated prevalence of assaults on women  
(physical violence), 7 Arab countries

Table 4-2

Box 4-2 In Yemen, a child bride sues for justice

Early in 2008, a newly-wed bride, Nojood Ali, took a taxi to the West Court 
of Sana’a, Yemen and requested a divorce from the husband she was 
forced into marrying. Her husband, who was about three times her age, 
used to rape and beat her almost every day and the bride decided that she 
had had enough.

While tragic, the bride’s story would have gone unnoticed had it not 
been for her age; Nojood Ali was only nine years old.

After hearing about Nojood’s case by chance, Shaza Nasser—one of 
Yemen’s foremost lawyers and human rights advocates—decided to repre-
sent her free of charge. A week later, and in a historic ruling, the ‘marriage’ 
was annulled.

Nojood’s tale of suffering and rebellion caused a public stir. Many saw 
her as a victim of patriarchy in all its oppressiveness and brutality, but for 
others, she was a source of inspiration. Following in her footsteps, victims 
of child marriage have begun speaking out and demanding justice, while 
activists and government officials in Yemen have called for measures to end 
the practice. In the wake of Nojood’s case, a group of Yemeni lawmakers 
has lobbied to increase the legal age of marriage from 15 to 18.

Source: Verna 2008; Kawthar 2008.
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Box 4-3 Arab women’s legal rights under Personal Status Laws

If we look at how different rules of law are applied to equal 
legal positions, the Arab personal status laws that cover both 
Muslims and non-Muslims appear as an example of legalized 
gender discrimination. This is mostly because the personal 
status rules are basically derived from religious interpretations 
and individual opinions that go back deep into remote history. 
At that time, the culture of discrimination was entrenched and 
these interpretations and opinions were surrounded with an 
aura of sacredness and absoluteness while well-established 
and absolute religious beliefs were largely mixed with the 
relative historical realities of the communities.

The personal status rules for Muslims, derived totally 
from Islamic jurisprudence, reserve the right of divorce to man 
alone upon his sole will. A husband may, also upon his sole 
will, revoke divorce in certain cases. In contrast, a wife may 
divorce her husband only by court judgment and for specific 
reasons. Examples of these reasons are damage caused to 
wife; a husband’s absence, desertion, or failure to support 
his wife; and the husband’s imprisonment. According to 
these rules, only a husband is under a duty to maintain the 
family regardless of his wife’s wealth. In return, a wife has to 
obey her husband. Thus, a husband provides maintenance in 
exchange for constraints on his wife. Further, a husband has a 
well-established right to exercise polygamy.

It is only within the framework of preserving these abso-
lute fundamentals that attempts are made to introduce reform 
and eliminate some of the manifestations of discrimination in 
a number of Arab family laws. These reforms merely attempt 
to soften certain discriminatory practices. Examples of these 
attempts are prohibiting enforcement of ta’a court judgments 
(binding a wife to obey her husband by force); requiring a 
husband and the marriage registrar to notify the husband’s 
first wife when the husband intends to marry another woman; 
restricting the right of a husband to marry more than one 
wife only to cases where there is an acceptable excuse and 
on condition that a husband will be fair among his wives; 
and giving a wife the right to divorce if her husband marries 
another woman. Another example is the case of khol’ (giving 
a wife the right to divorce herself without suffering damage if 
she renounces her financial rights). Thus, both spouses are 
given the right to terminate the marriage contract. Further, 

a husband incurs an obligation to consult his divorcee, in 
case he decides to return to her, and to register this return. 
In addition, a wife is given the right to introduce conditions 
in the marriage contract insofar as these conditions are not 
inconsistent with any of the well-established principles of the 
Shari’a law. A wife is also given the right to keep custody of 
her children until the end of their custody period if this is in 
their interest. Further, a wife is given the right to continue to 
stay in the marriage house insofar as she has child custody.

The personal status rules for non-Muslims are derived 
from their doctrinal and denominational laws. In general, 
these rules narrow, if not prohibit, the right of a wife to divorce 
herself. For example, an Orthodox wife may divorce herself 
only for limited reasons and by a court judgment. In contrast, 
a Catholic wife may not under any circumstances divorce 
herself. Only separation between a husband and a wife is 
permitted. With regard to the rights of the husband and the 
wife during marriage, the husband invariably has the upper 
hand over the wife.

In terms of legal regulation, while most Arab states have 
uniform personal status laws for Muslims, some states do 
not. Examples of these states are Egypt, Lebanon, Qatar and 
Bahrain. Hence, it is very important to develop a clear and dis-
ciplined code of personal status rules, whose aim should be 
to achieve legal clarity. It is only when this code is developed 
that the attempts to eliminate discrimination against woman 
will succeed.

In short, discrimination against women is evident in the 
Arab states’ personal status laws. However, in a number 
of states such as Egypt, legislative amendments have 
been introduced to ease the impact of that discrimination. 
But these attempts have not risen up to the level of the 
progressive amendments that have been introduced into the 
Arab Maghreb’s legislation, such as the Tunisian laws, the 
Moroccan code and, to a lesser degree, the Algerian laws. 
The lesson derived from the Arab Maghreb’s legislation is 
that it is possible to develop Arab laws that would preserve 
the religious fundamentals while adopting interpretations 
that achieve greater equality between men and women and 
thus eliminate the historical injustice against women in family 
relations.

Source: Mohamed Nour Farahat, in Arabic, Background paper for AHDR 2005.

when women are officially given that right. 
Nonetheless, recent years have seen some 
advances, reflected in progressive laws or 
amendments in certain Arab countries. 
Such developments include the adoption 
of the Khul’ (divorce initiated by the wife) 
Law in Egypt (2000), as well as amend-
ments to the Family Law in Morocco 
(2002) and Algeria (2005), which have 
adopted certain laws similar to some of 
the Family Laws applied in Tunisia, and 

which uphold the woman’s right to give 
herself in marriage, and dispense with 
the requirement of a guardian’s consent. 
Other progressive legal steps in these two 
countries restrict polygamy more tightly, 
grant women the right to register their 
objection to polygamy in their prenup-
tial agreements; and provide for divorce 
through the courts, or by mutual consent 
between spouses, and recognize that a 
woman at 21 becomes her own guardian.

Discrimination 
against women is 
evident in personal 
status laws 
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Convention on the Elimination  
of All Forms of Discrimination  
against Women

Increasing Arab women’s personal secu-
rity will require substantial changes to 
laws governing marriage, divorce, violence 
against women and women’s personal sta-
tus. Although countries such as Morocco, 
Tunisia and Algeria have demonstrated 
real progress in amending personal status 
laws, many others lag far behind. 

Most Arab states have signed and 
ratified the Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW) and are thus obligated 

Box 4-4 Morocco withdraws its 
reservations on CEDAW

On December 11, 2008, Morocco 
nullified its reservations to the 
Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women (CEDAW). The country had 
acceded to the Convention on 21 June 
1993, but with reservations on three 
sections that were incompatible with 
Islamic Shari’a law. One of Morocco’s 
reservations concerned Article 16 
regarding spousal equality on entry 
into, and dissolution of marriage, 
because Islamic Shari’a “confers the 
right of divorce on a woman only by 
decision of a Shari’a judge.” These 
reservations were considered to be 
no longer necessary after Parliament 
passed the reformed Family Code 
(the Moudawana) in 2004, which 
increased women’s rights overall. In 
particular, Book Two, Title Four of the 
Code is about rights and responsibili-
ties in divorce. 

by its provisions, reservations excepted. 
Yet the devil hides in the details. The 
reservations entered by many Arab states, 
which often cite clashes with shari’a, 
are numerous, significant and often 
demur over Article 2, which enshrines 
the principle of equality between men 
and women. As the AHDR 2005 noted, 
objections to that principle effectively 
cancel out the ratifications of states and 
“put in doubt the will to abide by the 
provisions of CEDAW”. The credibility of 
Arab states, and any real progress towards 
implementing its provisions, thus begins 
with the reconsideration and removal of 
these reservations.

Source: UN Division for the Advancement of Women 2009.

Note: a/ Ratification includes ratification, accession or succession.
b/ Reservations of Arab countries are mainly related to the conflict between 
national legislation and shari’a on articles 2, 9, 15, 16 and 29, which respectively 
stipulate the following:
Article 2 stipulates equality before the law and prohibits discrimination against 
women in national constitutions and legislation.
Article 9 pertains to nationality rights.
Article 15 regards women’s equality with men in their legal capacity in civil 
matters.
Article 16 relates to marriage and family relations.
Article 29 pertains to arbitration between States Parties and the referral 

of disputes over the interpretation or application of the Convention to the 
International Court of Justice.
c/ Declaration denotes that the State is not committed to the implementation 
of any articles of CEDAW whose provisions do not comply with the provisions of 
Islamic shari’a.
d/ On 22 May 1990 the Yemen Arab Republic and the People’s Democratic 
Republic of Yemen merged into the Republic of Yemen. In respect of treaties 
concluded prior to their union, Yemen is considered a party as from the date 
when one of the former States first became a party to those treaties. In terms of 
CEDAW, the People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen ratified the Convention on 
30 May 1984.

Countries Date of 
ratificationa

Reservations  
on articlesb

Ratification of 
Optional Protocol

Algeria 22-May-96 2, 9, 15, 16, 29

Bahrain 18-Jun-02 2, 9, 15, 16, 29

Comoros 31-Oct-94 No reservations

Djibouti 2-Dec-98 No reservations

Egypt 18-Sep-81 2, 9, 16, 29

Iraq 13-Aug-86 2, 9, 16, 29

Jordan 1-Jul-92 9, 15, 16

Kuwait 2-Sep-94 9, 16, 29

Lebanon 21-Apr-97 9, 16, 29

Libyac 16-May-89 2, 16 18-Jun-04

Mauritaniac 10-May-01 General reservation

Morocco 21-Jun-93 No reservations

Omanc 7-Feb-06 9, 15, 16, 29

OPT

Qatar

Saudi Arabiac 7-Sep-00 9, 29

Somalia

Sudan

Syria 28-Mar-03 2, 9, 15, 16, 29

Tunisiac 20-Sep-85 9, 15, 16, 29

UAE 6-Oct-04 2, 9, 15, 16, 29

Yemend 30-May-84 29

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) – overview  
of Arab countries’ ratifications, 2009

Table 4-3

Source: International Knowledge Network of 
Women in Politics 2008; Stop Violence against 
Women 2008.

Some countries 
have demonstrated 

real progress in 
amending personal 

status laws



85The personal insecurity of vulnerable groups

Honour crimes

‘Honour crimes’ are the most notorious 
form of violence against women in several 
Arab societies. Such crimes single out 
women for engaging in what their families 
regard as immoral behaviour, which could 
entail anything from extra-marital sex to 
merely mixing with men from outside the 
family circle. The punishment for women 
can be as severe as death, especially if the 
prohibited act results in pregnancy. And 
in some countries, the law stands on the 
side of those who perpetrate such crimes 
by providing for reduced penalties in cases 
where “honour” is a motive.

The battles over Articles 98 and 340 
of the Jordanian penal code are a case in 
point. Article 98 mandates the reduction 
of the penalty against a person who com-
mits a crime when in a state of extreme 
fury over an unlawful or dangerous act 
committed by the victim. Article 340, in 

paragraph 1, used to exempt a man from 
all punishment for killing, wounding, 
or maiming his wife or a female relative 
or the partner in the act of adultery. In 
2001, after a long legislative battle, Article 
340 was amended. The continuance of 
Article 98, which judges still resort to, 
effectively invalidates the amendment to 
Article 340. 

In Lebanon, two studies on murders of 
women in the country issued in 20076 and 
20087 on behalf of the Council on Violence 
against Women and the NGO, Kafa, show 
that article 562 of the Lebanese Penal 
Code allows for the application of reduced 
penalties for crimes intended to “preserve 
honour”. This provision has softened 
penalties for different forms of homicide 
targeting women, and has made commit-
ting crimes against them easier. One study 
shows that out of 66 deliberate murders 
of women, 26 per cent were motivated by 
honour, yet 55 per cent of the sentences 

Box 4-5 The human security survey – How would you deal with a  
“wayward” female?

The report’s Human Security Survey asked respondents in Lebanon, Occupied Palestine and 
Morocco how a male family member would react if a female member committed an act he 
regarded as a violation of custom or tradition. Respondents in Kuwait were not asked the 
question. In the Occupied Palestinian Territory, the majority were inclined to investigate the 
matter and to offer advice. The same applied, to a lesser extent, in Lebanon. In Morocco, 
opinion was spread more evenly over the three categories of response (advice, financial 
penalty, physical violence). The Palestinian respondents were given the opportunity to 
choose multiple answers. Over 60 per cent approved of stopping the woman’s financial 
allowance or confining her to the house, and 40 per cent favoured beating her. More than 40 
per cent of the Moroccan respondents approved of physical beating. On the other hand, the 
numbers of those willing to let the matter drop, at one end of the scale, or to kill the woman, 
at the other, were low.

Lebanon OPT Morocco
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showed the perpetrators leniency, ranging 
from finding them innocent to imposing 
prison sentences of just 14-15 years. By 
contrast, the usual penalty for first-degree 
homicide in Lebanon is either life in prison 
or death. A previous study in 1999, based 
on records of the Lebanese authorities 
between 1995 and 1998, has shown that 
the number of honour killings in Lebanon 
was around 12 crimes a year.8

There are no reliable figures on the 
prevalence of honour crimes in the Arab 

countries from sources in the region. 
However, it is possible to form some 
impression from the limited estimates 
available from international sources 
which, however, are based on reported 
cases only. 

Rape and society

Rapes are seldom reported to the police 
in Arab countries, or covered by the 
press. The general perception is that 
sexual assaults on women are few and 
far between. In countries the world over, 
rape victims who let their cases go to trial 
face painful questioning, public exposure 
and the risk of being stigmatized. In Arab 
countries, where laws on rape are either 
equivocal or actively biased against women, 
and where family and society join to deny 
occurrences, preserve female virginity and 
downplay the crime in order to safeguard 
honour and reputation, few cases come 
before the courts. Thus, one of the most 
violent, intrusive and traumatic threats to 
women’s personal safety continues while 
society averts its eyes. Where cases do 
surface, it is a courageous Arab woman 

Country Reported 
honour killings

Source Period  
studied

Egypt 52 UN Division for the Advancement 
of Women/UNODC

Year 1995

Iraq (Erbil and 
Sulaimaniya)

34 UNAMI Apr-June 
2007

Jordan 25-30 UN-ESCWA Year 2007

OPT 12 Save the Children Year 2005

Lebanon 12 Save the Children Year 1998

Sources: UN-ESCWA 2007; Save the Children 2007; UNAMI 2007; UN Division for the Advancement  
of Women and UNODC 2005. (See Statistical references).

Reported honour killings, 5 Arab countriesTable 4-4

Box 4-6 Gang rape

In recent years, there has been an increased and explicit 
recognition of some forms of violence against women as 
gang rape. Below are a selection of reported cases of gang 
rape in two Arab countries, (Algeria and Saudi Arabia) which 
were communicated to the UN Special Rapporteur on violence 
against women.

Algeria: The incident took place in Hassi Messouad (Southern 
Algeria) on the night of 13 to 14 July 2001. Several hundred 
men violently attacked a group of 39 women living on their 
own. The men physically and sexually abused almost all the 
women and ransacked their rooms. Several women were raped 
or gang raped. Subsequently 30 suspected perpetrators were 
prosecuted in the tribunal of Ouargla, which eventually sen-
tenced 20 men to prison terms of six months to three years. 
Not a single perpetrator was convicted of rape. The Supreme 
Court quashed the judgement and ordered a retrial. In 2005, 
the tribunal of Biskra condemned the majority of indicted 
perpetrators to long prison sentences and ordered them to 
pay compensation to the victims.

Saudi Arabia: On 22 March 2007, a 19-year-old woman from 
al-Qatif met with a male companion. Shortly after, the two 
were kidnapped at knifepoint by a gang of seven men. The 
companion was attacked by the gang, but was then released. 
The woman was then raped by the gang. Four members of 
the gang were at the time sentenced by the Qatif General 
Court to prison terms ranging from one to five years, with 
floggings of up to 1000 lashes. The sentences were increased 
on 15 November 2007. Three other gang members reportedly 
turned themselves in before the conclusion of the trial. In an 
extraordinary inversion of justice, the victim of the gang rape 
and her male companion were convicted in 2006 of being 
alone in private with a member of the opposite sex who was 
not an immediate family member. The Special Rapporteur 
acknowledges that the victim was subsequently pardoned by 
the King in December 2007.

Source: UN Special Rapporteur on violence against women 2008n. 
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indeed who sues for her rights in the face 
of entrenched prejudice.

The UN Special Rapporteur on vio-
lence against women noted that, although 
Governments are asked to promote 
research, collect data and compile statistics 
concerning violence against women and 
encourage studies of its causes and conse-
quences, there is still an alarming lack of 
such data in relation to women and girls.9 

In the 2006, 2007 and 2008 reports, the 
UN Special Rapporteur has documented 
several cases of rape in different Arab coun-
tries namely in Bahrain, Iraq, Libya, Saudi 
Arabia, and Sudan. The Special Rapporteur 
also emphasized that the omission of a 
particular country or territory should not 
be interpreted as indicating that there is no 

problem of violence against women in that 
country or territory.10

Human trafficking

Human trafficking is a multi-billion dol-
lar transnational industry that operates 
almost entirely underground. Its victims 
are the men, women and children who 
are abducted, coerced or enticed into 
various degrading forms of servitude for 
the gain of traffickers. For men, the trade 
entails forced labour under dehumanis-
ing conditions and without respect for 
labour rights. For women, it usually means 
domestic service often indistinguishable 
from slavery, sexual exploitation and work 

Countries Country  
of origin

Country  
of transit

Country of 
destination

Profile of victims Purpose of trade

Algeria Medium Low Very low Women and children Sexual exploitation

Bahrain NR Very low Medium Women and children  
(girls and boys)

Forced labour  
and sexual exploitation

Egypt Very low Medium Low Women Sexual exploitation

Djibouti Low NR Very low Women and girls Sexual exploitation

Iraq Low NR Low Women and children  
(girls and boys)

Forced labour  
and sexual exploitation

Jordan Low Very low NR Women Sexual exploitation

Kuwait NR NR Medium Women and children  
(girls and boys)

Forced labour  
and sexual exploitation

Lebanon Low Very low Medium Women and children  
(girls and boys)

Forced labour  
and sexual exploitation

Libya NR NR Low Women NR

Morocco High Low Very low Women and girls Sexual exploitation  
and forced labour

Oman NR NR Low Children  
(girls and boys)

Forced labour  
and sexual exploitation

Qatar NR NR Medium Women and children (girls and boys) Forced labor and sexual exploitation

Saudi Arabia NR Very low High Women and children (girls and boys) Forced labor and sexual exploitation

Somalia Low NR NR Women, children  
(boys and girls), men

Forced labor  
and sexual exploitation

Sudan Low NR Very low Women, men and children 
 (mainly boys)

Sexual exploitation  
and forced labour

Syria Very low NR Medium Women Sexual exploitation

Tunisia Low NR NR Women and children Sexual exploitation

UAE NR NR High Women, children  
(girls and boys), men

Sexual exploitation  
and forced labour

Yemen Very low NR Low Women and children Forced labour  
and sexual exploitation

Source: UNODC 2006.

*NR: Not reported.

Incidence of reporting trafficking in persons according to the UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) 
citation index  (alphabetical order)11

Table 4-5
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in nightclubs; and, for children, it leads 
to forced employment as, for example, 
beggars, itinerant vendors, or camel jock-
eys, or to sexual exploitation, including 
child pornography. For some children, 
tragically, it begins with their conscription 
into armed combat, sometimes in official 
armies and at other times in the militias 
which fight them.

Little accurate information is available 
on human trafficking. Most of this crimi-
nal enterprise is hidden behind legitimate 
activities, with cross-border trails that are 
hard to track. In countries where the cen-
tral authorities have collapsed, smuggling 
is carried out in the open. In most other 
countries, human trafficking rings fre-
quently conceal themselves as employment 
agencies. Behind this front they practice 
the most atrocious forms of exploitation, 
deceiving people into believing that they 
are mere middlemen working to connect 
their “clients” to a labour market or pro-
spective employer. In fact, these agencies 
keep their victims dangling with false 
promises the fraudulence of which is only 
discovered when the vision of paradise in 
destinations such as Europe or the Gulf is 
punctured in the face of the dubious and 
often dangerous channels for the journey 
to their destination, or when the victims 
discover that the jobs marked for them 
bear no relationship to the type, legality 
or terms of service of the employment 
originally promised.12

Trafficking in persons in the Arab coun-
tries has certain clear traits. One is that 
countries play various roles and sometimes 
multiple roles. They can be destinations 
for the trade, as is the case with all the 
Gulf countries and, to a certain degree, 
Jordan and Lebanon. They may act as a 
transit point for such commerce, as in the 
cases of Algeria, Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon 
and Morocco. Or they may be a source of 
persons being trafficked, as from Algeria, 
Jordan, Morocco, Somalia, Sudan and 
Tunisia.

However, Arab countries are not the 
only sources of victims of human traffick-
ing in the region. The Arab countries have 
become a major destination for trade in 
persons coming from many regions around 
the world: Southeast Asia, Eastern Europe 
and Asia Minor and Central Asia. The 
end-points of this traffic are, primarily, 
the Gulf countries and countries, such as 

Egypt, Jordan, and Lebanon. Sub-Saharan 
countries are another point of origin of 
such traffic. Countless numbers of persons 
from that region make their way to North 
African countries, notably Libya, Morocco, 
and Tunisia, with the aim of crossing into 
Europe. Many fail in their attempts to do 
so, and are left stranded until their hoped-
for opportunity arrives. Meanwhile, they 
eke out a living in menial jobs, if they are 
lucky, or turn to begging, itinerate vend-
ing or prostitution. In addition to these 
trans-border dynamics, the source-to-
destination cycle of human trafficking may 
sometimes be confined to one country, as 
occurs in Djibouti, Mauritania, Somalia, 
and Sudan, and, to a lesser extent, Egypt 
and Tunisia.

 The minimum harm that can come 
to the victims of such commerce is that 
they end up as domestic servants. Many 
who have fallen into the clutches of this 
trade, however, have met far worse fates, 
having been driven into conditions akin 
to slavery and forced to work as servants 
or as a source of pleasure for the warring 
militias in Somalia and Sudan. In other 
cases, if they do not end up as household 
slaves in the Gulf or Mali or Mauritania, 
for example, they might be exported to 
militias in neighbouring countries, such 
as the Lord’s Resistance Army in Uganda, 
which has recruited children and captive 
women from southern Sudan.

Traffickers use different techniques 
to intimidate and enslave victims. Some 
simply lock their charges up. Other less 
obvious techniques include: 

Debt bondage and other financial •	
strings to keep victims in a state of 
dependence, including holding back 
wages “for safekeeping”
Quarantine from the public: limiting •	
and monitoring victims’ contact with 
outsiders
Isolation from their families, kinsfolk •	
and religious communities
Confiscation of passports, visas and/or •	
identification documents
The use or threat of violence toward •	
victims and/or their families
The threat of humiliation by expos-•	
ing victims’ circumstances to their 
families
Telling victims they will be imprisoned •	
or deported for immigration violations 
if they contact authorities

The Arab countries 
have become a 
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Traffickers 
use different 
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intimidate and 

enslave victims
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Women and children  
in theatres of conflict

Rape as a weapon of war

Arenas of war and conflict extend the con-
tinuum of violence to which women are 
exposed in peacetime, but with height-
ened and distinct forms of vulnerability. 
The World Health Organization classifies 
these vulnerabilities as including random 
acts of sexual assault by both enemy 
and “friendly” forces and mass rape as a 
deliberate strategy of ethnic cleansing and 
domination.13 Around the world, armed 
conflicts have compelled women into mili-
tary sexual slavery, forced prostitution, 
forced “marriages” and forced pregnancies. 
These conflicts are scenes of multiple rapes 
and gang rape. During wars, women are 
sometimes forced to offer sex for survival, 
or in exchange for food, shelter, or “protec-
tion”. Young unaccompanied girls, elderly 

women, single female heads of household 
and women in search of fuel wood and 
water are especially exposed to such 
attacks. Rape victims suffer profound and 
lasting physical and psychological trauma. 
For many, the transmission of HIV-AIDS 
from their violators is effectively a death 
sentence. Ethnic conflicts are notorious 
scenes of such mass violations, among the 
most abominated examples of which in 
recent times have been the Democratic 
Republic of Congo, Rwanda, Uganda, and 
Yugoslavia, and, in the Arab countries, 
Darfur.

War-time assaults on women take place 
in a context of lawlessness, displacement 
and armed clashes in which gender roles 
are polarized. In these theatres, men often 
compensate for their own insecurities and 
loss of dominance through intensified 
aggression against women. Encouraged by 
their military commanders, in a climate of 
“guts and glory”, invading troops may use 

Box 4-7 Screams in the desert – the women of Darfur

Five years into the armed conflict in Sudan’s Darfur region, 
women and girls living in displaced persons camps, towns, 
and rural areas remain extremely vulnerable to sexual violence. 
Assaults on women continue to occur throughout the region, 
both in the context of attacks on civilians, and during periods 
of relative calm. Those responsible are usually men from the 
government security forces, militias, rebel groups, and former 
rebel groups, who target women and girls predominantly (but 
not exclusively) from Fur, Zaghawa, Masalit, Berti, Tunjur, and 
other non-Arab ethnicities.

Survivors of sexual violence in Darfur have no meaningful 
access to redress. They fear the consequences of reporting 
their cases to the authorities and lack the resources needed 
to prosecute their attackers. Police are physically present only 
in principal towns and government outposts, and they lack the 
basic tools and political will for responding to sexual violence 
crimes and conducting investigations. Police frequently fail to 
register complaints or conduct proper investigations. While 
some police seem genuinely committed to service, many 
exhibit an antagonistic and dismissive attitude toward women 
and girls. These difficulties are exacerbated by the reluctance 
to investigate crimes committed by soldiers or militia, who 
often gain effective immunity under laws that protect them 
from civilian prosecution. 

The Sudanese government has said it is committed to 
combating sexual violence in Darfur. In November 2005 it 
launched a National Action Plan on Combating Violence 
against Women and in December 2005 the Ministry of Justice 

created a special Unit to Combat Violence against Women and 
Children to oversee the National Action Plan and coordinate 
activities. The governors of the three Darfur states have each 
established state-level committees—composed of a cross-
section of local authorities—to address violence against 
women. 

But these measures have so far failed to address root 
causes of sexual violence, prevent pervasive and persistent 
incidents of sexual violence throughout Darfur, or reverse 
the climate of impunity that perpetuates it. The government 
has not yet made serious efforts to deter or stop soldiers or 
militia forces from committing sexual violence. Neither has it 
held those who do accountable. Finally, it has done too little 
to address debilitating weaknesses in the police and justice 
sectors. Women and girls continue to be brutally beaten and 
raped. Social stigma and obstacles to justice continue to 
discourage women and girls from seeking redress, while mem-
bers of the armed forces remain shielded from prosecution.

From 2004 on, the African Union peacekeeping mission, 
known as AMIS, made efforts to protect women and girls 
victimized by sexual violence. But a lack of resources and 
various logistical and security challenges undermined these 
efforts. On January 1, 2008, an expanded United Nations-
African Union mission (UNAMID) took over the mandate of the 
African Union mission and has been tasked to ensure security 
for humanitarian agencies, protect civilian populations and 
monitor peace agreements.

Source: HRW 2008c.
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rape as a weapon of war to subjugate and 
humiliate their targets. 

In June 2008, the UN Security Council 
unanimously adopted Resolution 182014 
in which it demanded the “immediate 
and complete cessation by all parties to 
armed conflict of all acts of sexual violence 
against civilians”. The resolution noted that 
women and girls are particularly targeted 
by the use of sexual violence, in some cases 
as “a tactic of war to humiliate, dominate, 
instill fear in, disperse and/or forcibly relo-
cate civilian members of a community or 
ethnic group”. 

Child rape during armed conflict

In conflict situations, rape and sexual 
violence against children continue to be 
systematic and widespread. Children in 
and around refugee camps and internally 
displaced persons’ settlements are espe-
cially vulnerable.

In Somalia, according to the 2008 
report of the Secretary-General on chil-
dren and armed conflict,15 reported cases 
of rape and other sexual assaults carried 
out against children increased from 115 
in 2006 to 128 during the period from 
16 March 2007 to 15 March 2008. Of 
the rape cases of children reported by 
child protection monitors, only a minor-
ity are alleged to have been carried out by 
parties to the conflict. Nonetheless, the 
continued fighting has rendered women 

and children more vulnerable to sexual 
violence because of displacement, desti-
tution, the breakdown of the rule of law 
and the re-emergence of armed groups 
and freelance militias—all a result of the 
ongoing conflict. There are reports of 
victims as young as 3 months old. Most 
at risk are women and girls living in open 
and unprotected settlements for internally 
displaced persons, particularly those who 
belong to a minority clan in the area where 
they are living.

In the Raf and Raho and Tuur Jalle 
settlements for internally displaced per-
sons (IDPs) in Bosaso there were 31 cases 
of rape against children reported in one 
month alone. In the Bulo Mingis settle-
ment in Bosaso 25 rapes of children were 
reported in October 2007. In the first week 
of November 2007, three girls, aged 7, 12 
and 18 years, were raped in the settlement. 
During 2007, forty children were raped and 
12 children experienced attempted rape 
in five settlements for internally displaced 
persons in Somaliland, including Hargeisa 
and Sheikh-Nur. Internally displaced 
persons in most settlements reported that 
the perpetrators were fellow IDPs, people 
from the host community and the police. 
Though most of the reported rapes were 
carried out by civilians, there are several 
reports of sexual assaults by parties to 
the conflict, including militia members 
and Transitional Federal Government and 
Ethiopian troops. In particular, roadblocks 
set up and controlled by militias or gangs 
are locations where many incidents of 
sexual violence have reportedly occurred. 
In May 2007, militia members stopped a 
minibus at a checkpoint and raped eight 
women and five girls. There have also 
been several cases of girls raped while flee-
ing Mogadishu. In the first half of 2007, 
there were four such verified cases of girls 
attacked by men dressed in Transitional 
Federal Government uniforms. 

These rapes and other sexual assaults 
are often carried out with impunity. 
Traditional and community justice mech-
anisms frequently ignore the victim and 
negotiate with members of the perpetra-
tor’s clan, proposing a financial settlement 
(ranging from camels to such sums as 
$800) with the family of the victim by the 
perpetrator or his clan, or marriage of the 
victim to the perpetrator. Meanwhile, the 
victim is considered dishonoured.

Box 4-8 The case of Abeer

The Al-Mahmudiyah killings took place on March 12, 2006 in a family 
house in a small village, south of Baghdad, Iraq.

Five United States soldiers with the 502nd Infantry Regiment, gang-
raped and murdered a 14-year old Iraqi girl named Abeer, after shooting 
dead her mother, Fakhriyah, 34; her father, Qasim, 45; and her sister, 
Hadeel, aged 5.

In sworn testimony given under plea bargain, one of the soldiers stated 
that the soldiers noticed Abeer, at a checkpoint. They stalked her after one 
or more of them expressed his intention to rape her. On March 12, 2006, 
they burst into Abeer’s home, locked her mother, father, and five-year-old 
sister in another room and then killed them. The soldiers then took turns 
raping Abeer. Finally, they murdered her.

Between November 2006 and August 2007, martial courts gave sen-
tences ranging between 90-110 years in prison to the perpetrators.

Source: BBC News 2007a, 2007b, 2008.
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In Darfur, investigation and prosecu-
tion of the crime of rape is very rare and 
the justice system is very weak. Many 
cases go unreported owing to the stigma 
attached to the survivor. During the 
reporting period, there were three cases 
recorded that involved two central reserve 
police officers and one Sudan Alliance 
Forces soldier who were prosecuted for 
the alleged rape of children as young as 
13 years of age.

Marching children to war

Children are easy prey to practices ruin-
ous to their security. Not only do such 
practices impair their liberty, but they also 
expose them to extreme harm, ranging 
from psychological stunting and physical 
injury to death. The cruellest of such prac-
tices is the recruitment of children for war, 
which generally takes three forms: firstly, 
their recruitment into active combat, a 
phenomenon known as child soldiering; 
secondly, their use in ‘support’ activities 
such as carrying equipment, spying and 
surveillance, transmitting messages, and 
the performance of sexual services; and, 
thirdly, their use as human shields or to 
disseminate propaganda.

Internal strife or foreign occupation 
in developing countries furnishes the 
conditions that facilitate the exploitation 
of children in these ways. Such conditions 
include the breakdown of public security, 
political instability, disruption in the work 
of educational institutions, the break-up of 
families, poverty, rampant unemployment, 
and the displacement of populations and 
their flight abroad. Such circumstances 
render it difficult to distinguish between 
children who “volunteer” to serve in battle 
as a source of income and those who are 
pressed into this service which is so detri-
mental to their intellectual, psychological, 
and physical growth.

Nevertheless, it is possible to distin-
guish between two different types of 
cases of children’s involvement in military 
activities in the Arab countries. The first 
is that of Sudan and Somalia, where the 
recruitment of child soldiers is widely 
reported. The second is that of the other 
conflict zones, in Iraq, Lebanon, and the 
Occupied Palestinian Territory, in which 

According to the 2007 report of the 
Secretary-General on children and armed 
conflict in Sudan,16 rape is widespread in 
Darfur, and used as a weapon of war. It is 
clear that the problem extends far beyond 
the 62 cases that have been confirmed. 
Generally, perpetrators are armed men, 
often in uniform, targeting internally dis-
placed persons or village women and girls 
on their way to and from livelihood activi-
ties. In many incidents, victims identified 
perpetrators as elements of Sudanese 
Armed Forces, the central reserve police 
and the Janjaweed. Unidentified armed 
men have allegedly committed rape in a 
number of other incidents. Increasingly, 
the trend in Darfur seems to indicate that 
younger girls are being specifically tar-
geted for rape. There were also five boys 
among 62 confirmed reports of rape dur-
ing the year. Also, in Southern Sudan and 
the three areas, there were six confirmed 
cases of rape reported during the period 
from 16 July 2006 to 30 June 2007, with 
responsibility attributed to members of 
armed forces or groups. 

On 15 April 2007, two girls, ages 10 
and 12, from Northern Darfur, return-
ing home from working on a farm, were 
approached by two armed soldiers dressed 
in green khaki uniforms. One soldier 
pushed the 12-year-old girl to the ground 
and raped her while the other continued 
beating the 10-year-old. Upon seeing 
a group of internally displaced persons 
approaching, the soldiers reportedly 
quickly escaped southward in the direc-
tion of the Sudan Alliance Forces military 
camp in nearby Umm Dereisa. Two Sudan 
Liberation Army (Minawi) soldiers raped 
a 12-year-old girl at Taradona in Northern 
Darfur on 15 October 2006. She was bru-
tally attacked and beaten. The allegation 
was confirmed and attributed to Sudan 
Liberation Army (Minawi). In September 
2006, it was confirmed that four Sudan 
Alliance Forces soldiers raped a girl 
16 years of age in Eastern Jebel Marra. 
The attack was carried out in the presence 
of the girl’s six-month-old son, who was 
born as a result of an earlier rape. These 
rape cases reflect the daily atrocities to 
which girls are subjected, many of which 
occur when girls are fetching water, col-
lecting firewood or performing other such 
domestic chores.
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children, voluntarily or under coercion, 
play support roles, while suffering under 
the armed conflicts in these areas.17

Only a small number of Arab countries 
have committed themselves before the 
international community to prohibit the 
recruitment of children into military activi-
ties. Thirteen Arab countries have ratified 
the Optional Protocol to the Convention 
on the Rights of the Child pertaining to the 
participation of children in armed conflict. 
These are Bahrain, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, 
Kuwait, Libya, Morocco, Oman, Qatar, 
Sudan, Syria, Tunisia and Yemen. Three 
other countries (Djibouti, Lebanon, and 
Somalia) have signed the protocol but have 
not ratified it. The protocol reaffirms the 
states’ commitment to protecting children 
from involvement in armed conflict and 
calls for the demobilization of all children 
under the age of 18.18 Even if the recruit-
ment of child combatants is restricted to 
conflict zones in the Arab countries, all 
Arab governments must clearly commit 
themselves to fighting the phenomenon. 
This applies all the more to those govern-
ments that ratified the protocol, which 
need to take all measures necessary to put 
their obligations into effect.

According to the Global Report on 
Child Soldiers produced by the ‘Coalition 
to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers’, there 
were an estimated 17,000 children in 
government forces, allied militias and 
opposition armed groups in the north, 
east, and south of Sudan in March 2004. 
Between 2,500 and 5,000 children 
served in the armed opposition group, 
the Sudan’s People’s Liberation Army 
(SPLA), in the south. Although the SPLA 
claimed to have demobilised over 16,000 
children between 2001 and 2004, the 
report maintains that the army continues 
to recruit child soldiers. In addition, the 
Ugandan rebel Lord’s Resistance Army 
has held some 6,000 children as hostages 
in southern Sudan. The humanitarian 
crisis in Darfur has also had alarming 
consequences for children. As this crisis 
unfolded, there were increasing reports of 
children being abducted and pressed into 
service with the armed forces and warring 
militias. Children below the age of 14 were 
reported to have been seen serving in the 
government forces and police in Darfur, as 
well as in the ranks of the pro-government 
militias known as the Janjaweed. There is 

corroborated evidence that the Sudanese 
armed forces, the Justice and Equality 
Movement (al-Salam Faction), the four 
factions of the Sudan Liberation Army, 
the Popular Defence Forces, the Janjaweed 
and the central police reserves all recruit 
child soldiers.

While the use of children in military 
activities in Sudan has not ceased, there 
have been signs of some improvement in 
the south and east and in Darfur. Firstly, 
some warring parties in these areas 
have undertaken pledges to UNICEF to 
demobilise child soldiers and to permit 
international organisations to inspect their 
camps in order to ensure that these parties 
are fulfilling their commitments. Secondly, 
governing authorities have agreed to crimi-
nalise these activities and to allocate funds 
to the re-assimilation of children into nor-
mal life. The National Unity Government 
in Khartoum and the government of South 
Sudan pledged themselves to these obliga-
tions following the visit of the UN Special 
Envoy on Sudan to the country in January 
2007. In Darfur, in June 2007, the Minni 
Minnawi faction of the Sudan Liberation 
Army signed an action plan with UNICEF 
to end the recruitment and the use of chil-
dren in combat, in accordance with which 
SLA/Minnawi pledged to demobilise the 
children serving its ranks. Nevertheless 
the Global Report notes that, as of June 
2007, this faction had so far undertaken 
no concrete action to meet its obligations. 
It further concludes that all parties to the 
conflicts in Sudan were guilty of killing, 
maiming, and abducting children and 
committing rape and other sexual violence 
against them during the period covered 
by the report, which went up to August 
2007.19 

In Somalia, all warring factions includ-
ing the interim government engage in the 
recruitment of child soldiers. The practice 
has become extremely widespread since 
the collapse of the central government and 
under conditions of the proliferation of 
militias and the massive flight and internal 
displacement of persons. The UN Special 
Representative for Somalia estimated that 
about 200,000 Somali children, or about 
5 per cent of all children in the country, 
have carried arms or otherwise taken part 
in militia activities at one point in their 
lives.20 There have been numerous reports 
of boys aged 14 or 15 participating in militia 
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attacks, and many youths have joined the 
criminal gangs known as the moryaan 
(parasites).21 Among the many groups 
that recruit children into combat are the 
Transitional Federal Government, the Juba 
Valley Alliance, the Somali Reconciliation 
and Reconstruction Council, and the 
Somali Reconciliation and Reconstruction-
Mogadishu, and the Rahanwein Resistance 
Army. 

According to the 2007 Report of the 
Secretary-General on children and armed 
conflict in Somalia,22 one of the chal-
lenges in addressing the recruitment and 
use of children in fighting forces is the 
fact that this is a long-standing practice 
in Somali culture. Boys over the age of 
15 are considered adults and as such it is 
considered acceptable for them to carry 
arms. Moreover, given the nomadic and 
clan-based structure of traditional Somali 
life, boys have historically been expected 
to defend family or clan property from a 
young age. The use of children in conflict 
is thus particularly pervasive and difficult 
to challenge. 

Furthermore, displacement, aban-
donment and neglect, orphanhood and 
destitution have made many children, 
especially those living and working on 
the streets, particularly vulnerable to 
recruitment. Reports indicate that the 
recruitment of children significantly 
increased in 2006 owing to the conflict 
in Mogadishu between the Islamic Courts 
Union (ICU) and the warlord groups of the 
Alliance for the Restoration of Peace and 
Counter-Terrorism, as well as the conflict 
throughout central and southern Somalia 
between the ICU and the Transitional 
Federal Government (TFG). However, the 
number of children recruited or involved in 
the hostilities cannot easily be verified as 
there is no birth registry in Somalia, mak-
ing it difficult to determine the age of an 
adolescent or young person involved with 
an armed group. Beyond the widespread 
eyewitness reporting of children as young 
as 11 years of age at checkpoints and in the 
military vehicles of various parties to the 
conflict in Mogadishu in 2006, interviews 
were conducted by UN child protection 
monitors with 14 boys actively serving in 
the Union of Islamic Courts and armed 
groups.

The obvious physical and psychological 
damage inflicted upon children through 

their participation in armed conflict leaves 
its mark on them throughout their lives, if 
they are fortunate to survive the experi-
ence. Deprived of a stable family life, they 
lose the opportunity for a regular education 
and the chance to acquire life-sustaining 
skills. Instead, they become accustomed 
to using force to resolve disputes or to gain 
a living. Guns, not books, become their 
way of life. It is not surprising that many 
youths have enlisted with organised crime 
rings or engaged in piracy along the Somali 
coast. Somali piracy and banditry extend 
anarchy to the high seas; with rampant 
unemployment and poverty closing off the 
avenues to a legitimate livelihood, they 
have become a high-risk, high-reward 
source of income for some.

The situation of refugees and 
internally displaced persons 

Among regions, the Arab region may 
be unique in the nature of its refugee 
situations. It is the site of the world’s 
longest-standing refugee question, that of 
the Palestinians, as well as its latest such 
problem, in Darfur. Two types of refugee 
must be distinguished: those forced to 
leave their original home but remaining 
within their own country—these are 
internally displaced persons (IDPs)—and 
those forced to leave their country. 
However, the legal status of refugee, as 
defined in the 1951 Convention relating 
to the Status of Refugees, is only accorded 
to those who, owing to well-founded fears 
of being persecuted for reasons of race, 
religion, nationality, membership of a par-
ticular social group or political opinion, 
are outside the country of their nationality 
and who are unable or unwilling, for fear 
of persecution, to seek the protection of 
that country; or those who, not having a 
nationality and being outside the country 
of their former habitual residence, are 
unable or, owing to such fear, are unwill-
ing to return to it.

Refugees

The issue of refugees is connected to 
human security in three respects—the 
place of origin, the progress of the experi-
ence, and its conclusion. The reasons for 
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estimated at around 300,000, and Somalis 
at more than 200,000.

Approximately 4.6 million Palestinian 
refugees, live in camps divided between 
three Arab states in addition to the West 
Bank and Gaza. The largest concentration 
of them is in Jordan, the next is inside the 
Palestinian territories, followed by Syria 
and Lebanon.

Conditions for refugees vary consid-
erably according to how long they have 
been refugees, the country of asylum, and 
the assets they possessed or were able to 
access when they left their original places 
of domicile. These include educational 
and skill levels, savings, and friends and 
acquaintances able to provide assistance. 
Those living the first stage of being a refu-
gee and who do not possess assets of value 
encounter common economic threats 
through the loss of employment, adequate 
income, housing, and appropriate nutri-
tional and health conditions.

The longer one remains a refugee, 
the more one adjusts to difficult circum-
stances. This is particularly the case for the 
Palestinians inside and outside the Occupied 
Palestinian Territory. Nevertheless, receiv-
ing aid and becoming inured to harsh 
conditions do not mean an end to suffering. 
(Sari Hanafi, background paper for the 
report). Most refugees remain permanently 
scarred by humiliation and persecution, and 
continue to feel the loss of their homeland.24 
In some host countries, Palestinian refugee 
camps have become developed neighbour-
hoods. In some countries, the Palestinian 
refugees are eligible to work and receive 
social services, such as in Syria and Jordan.25 

In contrast, Palestinian refugees in Lebanon 
face severe difficulties in obtaining work 
and are denied ownership rights. As a result 
they live in very straitened circumstances 
and in poor and overcrowded camps. 

Some data is available on the condi-
tions of Iraqi refugees in Jordan. They 
migrated largely as families and consist of 
a higher proportion of females than males. 
The educated represent a high proportion, 
and 70 per cent are of working age (over 
fifteen years old). Yet less than 30 per 
cent actually work, so most live off their 
savings or remittances from Iraq. Thus 
the return to Iraq of small numbers in the 
latter part of 2007 at times reflected more 
the exhaustion of savings than it showed 

becoming a refugee are themselves grave 
threats to human security—at a minimum, 
loss of work and source of income, and at 
the worst threats to life coming from occu-
pying armies or rival militias. The entire 
refugee experience is fraught with risks—
inability to obtain work or income to meet 
basic needs, exposure to discrimination 
and oppression, and social exclusion. And 
the refugee experience may never end, for 
a person may die a refugee and pass this 
status on to a second generation.

There are real difficulties in calcu-
lating the number of refugees in the 
world. However, it is estimated that the 
Arab countries contain approximately 
7.5 million refugees, in the form of those 
registered by the UN High Commission 
for Refugees (UNHCR) and the UN 
Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA), for 
the year 2008. This share represents 46.8 
per cent of the 16 million global refugees 
registered under UNHCR and UNRWA 
for the year 2008.23

The largest number of refugees, mostly 
Palestinians and Iraqis, is found in Jordan, 
Syria, and OPT. Jordan and Syria each 
hosts more than 2 million refugees, and 
approximately 1.8 million are in the OPT. 
In terms of their countries of origin, more 
than half are Palestinians, who in 2007 
exceeded 4 million. They are followed by 
Iraqis at more than 2 millions, Sudanese, 

Refugees  
originating from

Residing in**

Iraq
Syria Jordan Iran Lebanon

1,500,000 500,000 57,414 50,000

Somalia
Kenya Ethiopia Djibouti Yemen

192,420 25,843 5,980 110,616

Sudan
Chad Ethiopia Egypt Eritrea

242,555 35,493 10,499 729

OPT *
(UNRWA refugees)

Jordan OPT Syria Lebanon

1,930,703 1,813,847 456,983 416,608

Source: UNHCR 2008; UNRWA 2008.

Notes: UNHCR refugees include UNHCR-assisted refugees and people in refugee-like situations. 
UNRWA refugees include registered refugees in official camps. 

* Data as of June, 2008. Under a UNRWA operational definition, Palestine refugees are persons whose 
normal place of residence was Palestine between June 1946 and May 1948, who lost both their homes 
and means of livelihood as a result of the 1948 Arab-Israeli conflict.

** The number residing in countries that are the main destination countries of the refugees.

Total UNHCR and UNRWA refugees, by country of origin 
and residence, 2007

Table 4-6
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relative improvements in the security 
situation. Refugee agencies indicate that 
increasing numbers are seeking asylum in 
advanced industrial nations. (Sari Hanafi, 
background paper for the report).

A recent survey indicates that a signifi-
cant number of Iraqis lack the residence 
permit that Jordan requires for all foreign-
ers. The survey showed as well that there 
was an important income dimension to 
possession of permits; while some 80 per 
cent of the wealthy held these permits, 
only 22 per cent of poor refugees pos-
sessed them. Over one-third (35 per cent) 
of Iraqis asked said they would like to 
register with the UNHCR, but the pro-
portions of those actually registered were 
higher among Christians and the poor 
—only 15 per cent of wealthier refugees 
had registered, compared with 50 per cent 
of poorer ones (Sari Hanafi, background 
paper for the report).

Another study of Iraqis, in Syria, indi-
cates that they are not living in refugee 
camps but residing in residential apart-
ments. Some came to Syria on their own 
under the threat of death or abduction 
and are waiting for their families, who 
may or may not join them. Health care 
depends on income: those who can afford 
it are able to see a doctor, while the poor 
depend entirely on primary health centres 
in cases of emergency and for their health 
needs. They can also attend Palestinian 
Red Crescent clinics which are not usually 
frequented by Syrians. While these clinics 
may be crowded, they are well run. 

Although Syrian educational institu-
tions have opened their doors to Iraqis, 
one study noted that the number of Iraqi 
children enrolled in Syrian schools was 
about 30,000. The study attributed this 
to children having to work to support 
their families, neglecting their education. 
The study indicates that Iraqis who arrive 
in Syria bring little money with them for 
fear of being robbed on the way; if they 
stay in Syria, they depend on remittances 
from relatives, if these are able to send 
anything. Otherwise, they are forced to 
look for work in Syria, which is finding it 
hard enough to provide full employment 
to its citizens.26

The situation for Sudanese and Somali 
refugees is undoubtedly much worse. The 
two countries are poorer and refugees flee 

to equally poor countries, such as Chad 
and Yemen. Moreover, their predicament 
is more recent, particularly for those from 
Darfur and for the victims of the armed 
conflict between the Islamic Courts Union 
and their opponents among the Somali 
warlords and Ethiopian forces. According 
to the World Food Programme (WFP) 
670,000 people fled fighting in Mogadishu 
in 2007.27 Conditions in Somalia have dete-
riorated to the extent of making people 
take the risk of crossing the sea. Indeed, 
of these refugees, 30,000 reached Yemen 
during 2007 by crossing the Gulf of Aden, 
a voyage which another 1,400 attempted 
only to die or disappear along the way.28 

For those that find refuge, whether 
in Chad, Jordan, Syria, Yemen, survival 
does not lessen the sense of omnipresent 
danger. Propelled to flee by conditions of 
grave insecurity, refugees continue to live 
with the insecurities associated with their 
status. They are at the mercy of political 
and economic events in the host country, 
which could suddenly turn against them at 
any time, especially if public opinion links 
their presence to increases in the cost of 
living or to competition for jobs and pub-
lic services. If states like Jordan and Syria 
treat Iraqi and Palestinian Arab refugees 
decently, this is not the case regarding the 
Sudanese and Somalis in their countries of 
asylum. The reason why people become 
refugees is that their human security is 
threatened; the extension of their plight is 
also such a threat.

Source: UNRWA 2008.

Location of UNRWA-registered Palestinian refugees  
in thousands, 2008

Figure 4-2
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The total number 
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Internally displaced persons

Alongside the refugees are the Internally 
Displaced Persons (IDPs). Reasons for 
becoming a refugee or IDP are many, but 
there are some common factors: both are 
victims of international and local conflicts; 
both are victims of occupation and attacks 
from warring militias. 

The  total number of internally dis-
placed persons is not less than 9.86 mil-
lion.29 A large proportion is found in 
six Arab states—Sudan, Iraq, Somalia, 
Lebanon, Syria and Yemen. The great-
est number is found in Sudan which 
the Internal Displacement Monitoring 
Center30 has estimated to be between 
4.5 million and 5.8 million. Iraq comes 
second, with around 2.4 million, then 
Somalia with approximately 1 million.

In Somalia, two years of unconstrained 
warfare and violent rights abuses have 
generated an ever-worsening humanitar-
ian crisis. According to the report of the 
Secretary-General on the situation in 
Somalia,31 almost 750,000 people or about 
two-thirds of the population of Mogadishu 
are reported to have fled that city between 
15 March 2008 and 15 July 2008. This 
brings the estimated number of people 
who have streamed out of Mogadishu since 
the current conflict started to well over 
1 million. Some 300,000 of them are liv-
ing in tents on the outskirts of the capital. 
Urban dwellers are being forced to make 
stark choices—pulling their children out of 
school, forgoing medicines and having only 
one meal a day—to cope with the lack of 

food. If the humanitarian situation contin-
ues to deteriorate, 3.5 million people could 
be in need of assistance by the end of 2008. 
According to a 2008 Human Rights Watch 
report,32 across south-central Somalia, 
1.1 million Somalis are displaced from their 
homes. Hundreds of thousands of displaced 
people are living in squalid camps along the 
Mogadishu-Afgooye road that have them-
selves become theaters of brutal fighting. 
Freelance militias have robbed, murdered, 
and raped displaced persons on the roads 
south towards Kenya. 

In Sudan, recent clashes in Abyei   
resulted in approximately 30,000 people 
being displaced from Abyei town.33 
According to UNHCR,34 protection 
remains the most fundamental need of 
IDPs in Sudan. IDPs settlements lack secu-
rity, basic services and livelihood opportu-
nities. In Darfur, insecurity remains the 
major constraint for IDPs, returning refu-
gees and humanitarian workers. Attacks 
and tribal clashes continue in the vil-
lages, causing more displacement. Access 
to persons of concern is a challenge for 
humanitarian workers. Furthermore, road 
attacks targeting NGOs and international 
organizations are frequent. Helicopters 
are the only reliable means of transpor-
tation, increasing operational costs. In 
Khartoum, the displaced population has 
specific needs related to their situation 
such as documentation, access to land 
and physical safety. Access to adequate 
information on areas of origin must also 
be addressed. The absence of livelihoods 
and jobs increases the risk of women and 
children being exploited. UNHCR reports 
that, with so many humanitarian chal-
lenges in the Sudan, addressing IDP needs 
has not been given priority. The agency 
further notes that particular attention 
should be paid to preventing sexual and 
gender-based violence, of which there are 
many cases among displaced persons.

Conclusion

Societies can be measured by how they 
treat the vulnerable in their midst. On 
that measure, this chapter has tried to 
illustrate how far Arab countries have to 
go to understand and address the human 
predicaments of those who fall below their 
radar: the women routinely abused and 

Country Number of IDPs

 Total (rounded figures,  
high estimates)

IDPs protected/ 
assisted by UNHCR

Sudan 5,800,000 1,250,000

Iraq 2,480,000 2,385,865

Somalia 1,000,000 1,000,000

Syria 430,000 -

Lebanon* 390,000 200,000

OPT 115,000 -

Yemen 35,000 -

Source: UNHCR 2008; IDMC 2008.

* UNHCR data for Lebanon refers to 2006.

Estimated numbers of internally displaced persons  
in Arab countries, 2007

Table 4-7
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violated while the public looks the other 
way; the slaves trafficked underground to 
service the mills, households and sex spots 
of the wealthy; the children conscripted to 
the profession of death; and the displaced 
who take risk-fraught flight from the 
region’s wars, lack of freedoms and dimin-
ished livelihoods.

What the state and society do not see, 
they cannot protect. It is necessary to 
begin the search for answers to human 
insecurity on this scale by acknowledging 
the existence, extent and sources of such 
vulnerabilities.

Box 4-9 Breaking the silence surrounding violence against women

The silence surrounding acts of violence against women is one of the 
most significant obstacles to ending such violations as it makes it dif-
ficult to determine facts and consequences. The long-term nature and 
cost of cultural development programmes, which could help address 
the problem, are other obstacles. But this phenomenon is starting to 
be exposed through the reports of national and international human 
and women’s rights organizations and through studies conducted by 
research centres and women’s shelters. Furthermore, the media have 
lately started to break through the taboos surrounding this subject.

All Arab countries need laws that unequivocally criminalize acts of 
violence against women. However, changing laws alone will not suf-
fice to change the culture of impunity that perpetuates threats to Arab 
women’s personal security. A profound shift in attitudes is required to 
combat deep-seated discrimination against women. Beyond the neces-
sary reform of how laws are written, applied and interpreted lie complex 
questions about culture, tradition and society. In a 21st century environ-
ment, Arab states have a profound responsibility to help bring about 
overdue social and cultural changes to increase women’s personal 
security. A firm stand must be taken against gender biases in all areas of 
life, beginning with values implanted through the education system and 
continuing through to discriminatory practices and stereotyping in the 
workplace, the media and society at large.

Source: The Report team
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Introduction

This chapter examines economic security 
in terms of the most important dimensions 
originally identified by the UNDP Human 
Development Report 1994 on Human 
Security: real per capita income levels 
and their growth patterns; employment 
options; poverty; and social protection. In 
doing so, the chapter considers the erratic 
course of oil-led growth in the Arab coun-
tries, the fragility of the economic model 
associated with it and changing trends in 
intraregional spillovers from oil producing 
countries. It also identifies policy gaps that 
have consequences for economic security 
in terms of acute unemployment and 
persisting income poverty. It suggests that 
comprehensive solutions begin with the 
adoption and coordinated implementation 

of sensible long-term integrated social and 
economic policies, including a revival of 
industrial policies, and the provision of 
better functioning social safety nets.

Regional economic vulnerability

The story of Arab economies since the 
1970s is largely the story of oil. Producer 
countries gained most in that narrative, 
amassing untold wealth, but non-oil Arab 
countries also benefitted substantially 
from oil-related services, worker remit-
tances, intraregional investment flows, 
regional tourism receipts, and aid. While 
the going was good, oil was good to the 
region. Yet tied to capricious oil markets, 

The first Arab Human Development Report (AHDR 2002) characterized the Arab 
world as “richer than it is developed”. That description highlighted the disjunction 
between the region’s material wealth and its real levels of human development, 
which pointed to a backlog of policy failures often overlooked by conventional 
economic analyses at the time. Yet the fabled oil wealth of the Arab countries 
is itself misleading in that it masks the structural weaknesses of many Arab 
economies, and the resulting economic insecurity of states and citizens alike.

This chapter considers patterns of economic vulnerability in the Arab countries. 
Its point of departure is that “human security means that people can exercise 
choices safely and freely and that they can be relatively confident that the  
opportunities they have today are not totally lost tomorrow”.2 As noted in Chapter 1, 
central to this concept of human security are its two major components: freedom 
from fear and freedom from want. A major constituent of freedom from want is 
economic security.

Chapter5
Challenges to  
economic security1

A major constituent 
of freedom from 

want is economic 
security

Policy gaps have 
consequences for 
economic security
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The fitful ups-and-
downs in the Arab 
countries’ growth 
directly reflect the 

turbulent cycles 
of the oil market

The region’s 
economic security 

remains hostage to 
exogenous trends

Figure 5-1 Riding a rollercoaster: regional GDP growth based on 
constant 1990 prices, and growth in nominal oil prices, 
1976-2007

Source: UNDP/AHDR calculations based on UNSD 2008.

Notes: Data for 1979 and 1986 were removed from the graph as they were significant outliers.
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Distribution of regional GDP:  
by country group, 2007
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Source: UNDP/AHDR calculations based on IMF 
2007; World Bank 2008. 
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the region’s economic security has been—
and remains—hostage to exogenous 
trends. The first oil boom, which lifted 
the Arab countries in the late-1970s, also 
brought them low during the busts of the 
1980s and early 1990s, as world oil prices 
fluctuated sharply.

The analysis that follows adopts the 
World Bank’s classification of Arab coun-
tries into income brackets: low, lower 
middle, upper middle and high income 
countries.3 In this classification, the high 
income Arab countries are Bahrain, 
Kuwait, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the 
United Arab Emirates; while low income 
countries include Comoros, Mauritania, 
Sudan, and Yemen. The rest of the Arab 
countries belong to the middle income 
group. The upper middle income group 
includes Lebanon, Libya, and Oman; the 
remaining states are low-middle income 
countries namely, Algeria, Djibouti, Egypt, 
Jordan, Morocco, Syria, Tunisia.4

Oil exports, growth and volatility

Arab GDP growth since the 1970s has 
been closely tied to the rise in export 
revenues, dominated by fuel exports. The 
latter constituted 75, 72.6 and 81.4 per 
cent of merchandise exports of the high 
income (HIC), middle income (MIC) and 
low income (LIC) groups respectively in 
2006.5 The fitful ups-and-downs in the 
Arab countries, from high growth in the 
1970s to economic stagnation through the 

1980s and back to extraordinary growth 
in the early 2000s directly reflects the 
turbulent cycles of the oil market. This 
is illustrated both by Figure 5-1, which 
shows the strong link between movements 
of the global oil price and the region’s GDP 
growth, and Figure 5.3, which shows the 
average rate of growth of exports as com-
pared to the average rate of GDP growth 
for different boom and bust periods. 

The steep drops in oil income dur-
ing the 1980s had major impacts on oil 
producing countries (Saudi Arabia, for 
example, saw its GDP at current prices 
halved between 1981 and 1987). A number 
of other countries experienced negative 
economic growth, of which the hardest hit 
was Kuwait, where GDP at current prices 

Figure 5-2 b

Distribution of regional population:  
by country group, 2007
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Source: UNDP/AHDR calculations based on IMF 
2007; World Bank 2008. 
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The region’s per 
capita economic 
growth hardly 
increased at all

declined by around 18 per cent in 1981 and 
1982. The shocks were transmitted to non-
oil Arab economies whose receipts from 
remittances fell away. Jordan and Yemen 
both had negative growth in some years. 

Through all the ups and downs during 
nearly two and half decades after 1980, the 
region’s per capita economic growth hardly 

increased at all. Based on World Bank data, 
real GDP per capita in the Arab countries 
rose by a mere 6.4 per cent over the entire 
24 year period from 1980 to 2004 (i.e. by 
less than 0.5 per cent annually). Since the 
1990s, real per capita growth rates in non-
oil as well as oil countries have fluctuated 
erratically, often turning negative.

Arab oil revenues fuel extraordinary wealth and rapid 
infrastructural and other areas of development in the 12 oil-
producing states of the region, accounting for almost 90 per 
cent of their annual public budgets. These revenues also 
power associated industries, jobs, income and remittances 
for the citizens of other Arab states. Oil income is thus a major 
driver in the economic security of the region, and it is essential 
to understand the fundamentals of the policy that governs this 
strategic resource.

Arab oil policy is based on the recognition that oil is a 
vital and strategic commodity for the world economy, and that 
producer countries have a responsibility to provide it reliably, 
without interruptions, and at reasonable prices. These stra-
tegic premises underwrite the thinking and decision-making 
process behind the policy. This responsibility requires the 
investment of tens of billions of dollars annually to expand 
capacity in order to meet incremental demand. It also extends 
to substituting for any major shortage in global markets, 
whether caused by industrial or political developments or nat-
ural disasters. The maintenance of spare production capacity 
for emergencies costs billions because such capacity remains 
idle most of the time, representing lost income.

Arabs shouldered this responsibility during at least three 
crises in the last 5 years: when the late 2002-early 2003 oil 
workers’ strike in Venezuela almost halted that country’s oil 
exports; during the 2003 invasion of Iraq, when oil exports 
ceased for several months; and in the aftermath of the dam-
age wrought by Hurricane Katrina on offshore production 
platforms in the Gulf of Mexico and on refineries in Texas and 
Louisiana. Major Arab oil producers all chipped in to help 
make up for supply shortfalls at these times, preempting 
major disruptions in the world economy.

The speed and flexibility of producers on these occasions 
is due to their policy of retaining spare production capacity for 
emergency use. It is highly costly because it entails leaving 
readily available oil in the ground, to be used only in emergen-
cies, instead of for financing social projects. 

Oil being a global commodity, Arab oil policy requires 
close cooperation and monitoring with the consuming 
countries to retain equilibrium in supply and demand. It also 
entails cooperation with International oil Companies (IOCs), 
to benefit from their experience and technology. By ensuring 
global markets sustained supplies under all conditions and 
by steadily ‘greening’ the technologies of production, Arab oil 
policy meets two core objectives : international interest, and 

the self-interest of the producing countries themselves, par-
ticularly of states that have vast reserves and seek to prolong 
the oil age as long as possible. 

Arab oil policy is often obscured by myths and false 
assumptions. One of these is that the Arab states are behind 
high oil prices. Yet the price of oil is principally determined 
by free markets, especially in New York and London, with 
frequent speculation accounting for the constant rise and fall 
of prices. 

Increasingly, there is also talk about “oil security” amid 
fears that Arabs will cut oil supplies as a political weapon. This 
kind of talk is heard globally, but particularly during political 
campaigns in leading industrial countries. It is used to build the 
case for sustainable sources of energy, instead of “Arab oil”. 
While there is every reason to mobilize long-term energy alter-
natives, the “Arab oil insecurity problem” is probably the least 
rational among them. To place these fears in perspective, recall 
that the US, for example, consumes around 21 million barrels of 
oil a day and imports 9-10 million barrels a day, of which only 
2.5 million barrels a day are imported from Arab states.

Recently, “peak oil” theorists have argued that current 
proven oil reserves in the Arab world cannot meet rising global 
demand, and that prospects of discovering more oil fields in 
the region are slight. In fact, Arab oil producing countries have 
allotted more than $100b billion annually to raise capacity and 
scores of projects are under way to replace what is produced 
and to bring on new supplies. However, this policy requires 
coordination with consumer countries that need to be more 
transparent and forthcoming with their projected demand.

While Arab oil fuels the world economy, it is also the 
region’s most important local industry and the largest contrib-
utor to national wealth. The use and distribution of this wealth 
have been controversial, and it is sometimes considered a 
mixed blessing. Such reservations have been accentuated by 
the fact that, in oil producing countries, public budgets lack 
transparency and the state falls short on good governance. 
Oil has also led to wars and armed conflicts. Yet in the past 
half-century (since the region’s oil exports began to flow in ear-
nest) oil revenues have lifted social, educational, health and 
general living standards. Non-oil states of the region continue 
to benefit through employment opportunities, remittances, 
investments in infrastructure and economic assistance. Much 
more could be done to ensure that oil becomes a force for 
human development in the Arab world, but there is little doubt 
that it has a major role to play in that respect.

Box 5-1 Walid Khadduri*: Arab oil policy – the fundamentals

*Former Editor-in-Chief and Executive Editor of the Middle East Economic 
Survey (MEES).
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Table6 5-1 illustrates this character-
istic of the Arab countries by compiling 
evidence of the volatility of real GDP per 
capita growth. It reports the coefficient of 
variation for the Arab income groups based 
on the World Development Indicators of 
the World Bank.

Over the long run (1961-2000), real 
per capita GDP growth was extremely 
volatile, reflected in the fact that the coef-
ficient of variation for each country group 
exceeds one. The highest variability is in 
the high income group, followed by the 
upper middle income group. The lowest 
volatility is that recorded for the lower 
middle income group, followed by the low 
income group. At the country level, the 
highest volatility is calculated for Bahrain 
(with a coefficient of variation of 11.3) 
while the lowest volatility is calculated for 
Djibouti (with a coefficient of variation of 
0.57). 

As Table 5-1 suggests, in the most 
recent episode of prosperity, this fluctua-
tion in growth rates has abated somewhat 
across all country groups. While this 
development is comforting, it offers no 
grounds for complacency since the cur-
rent plunge in oil prices is bound to undo 
growth prospects and once again cause 
volatility. The general historical pattern 
is not encouraging. Combining the two 
interval periods in table 5-1 by using the 
time periods as weights, it is evident, for 
instance, that the overall weighted aver-
age coefficient of variation for the period 
1962-2006 remains very high at 4.05. 

Indeed, the data seem to show that 
Arab countries most recent growth burst 
may belong to this pattern of high-volatil-
ity. In the early 2000s, oil prices reached 
new highs, putting some Arab economies 
on the crest of a revenue surge not expe-
rienced since the 1970s. According to the 
World Bank,7 in 2003–2006, the Middle 
East and North Africa region averaged 
economic growth at 6.2 per cent a year, 
its strongest growth in thirty years. This 
striking average rate very largely reflects 
an extraordinary jump in oil revenues. The 
OPEC basket price of oil averaged between 
US$24 and US$29 in 2003. Prices climbed 
to between US$51 and US$66 in 2006. 
They continued to rise until they peaked 
at a record high of US$147.2 per barrel 
in July 2008. Between 2003 and 2006, 

Source: UNDP/AHDR calculations based on World Bank 2008.

Note: It is a normalized measure of dispersion of a probability distribution. Technically, the coefficient of 
variation is the ratio of the standard deviation divided by the mean. The coefficient of variation is useful 
for comparing the degree of variation from one data series to another, even if the means are drastically 
different from each other.

Income group 
(number of 
countries)

Share 
in total GDP (%)

Coefficient of 
variation of GDP 

per capita growth 
(1961-2000) 

Coefficient of 
variation of GDP 

per capita growth 
(2000-2006) 

Low income (4) 6.3 4.05 1.25

Lower middle 
income (6)

42.5 3.12 0.61

Upper middle 
income (3)

8.4 4.74 1.45

High income (5) 42.8 5.9 1.36

Total (18) 100 4.51 1.04

Volatile real GDP growth per capita in the Arab countries, 
1961-2006 (coefficient of variation)

Table 5-1

Country 2003 2006 Percentage increase 
between 2003 and 2006

Algeria 16,476 38,342 132.7

Iraq 7,519 27,500 265.7

Kuwait 19,005 53,178 179.8

Libya 13,567 36,950 172.3

Qatar 8,814 24,290 175.5

Saudi Arabia 82,271 188,468 129

UAE 25,153 69,810 177.5

Value of petroleum exports of oil-producing countries, 
2003 and 2006 (US$ million in current prices)

Table 5-2

Source: OPEC 2007.

Arab countries’ exports and GDP growth  
(average annual change (%) in constant 1990 US$)

Figure 5-3
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The global 
downturn will 
impact all Arab 
countries

Oil-led growth 
has created 
weak structural 
foundations in 
Arab economies

export revenues in Arab oil-producing 
countries more than doubled.

But new external shocks for the Arab 
countries are associated with the current 
global recession, which began with the 
2007 US subprime crisis. The global down-
turn will impact all Arab countries and 
could severely disrupt the growth models 
of the major Arab oil producers. All of 
the latter have substantial investments in 
the US, and are not able to decouple their 
economies from the spreading interna-
tional crisis. The knock-on effects on the 
rest of the Arab countries of a protracted 
slow-down in investment financing and 
remittances from GCC countries would 
be considerable. Some analysts forecast 
that the GCC countries, supported by 
their general liquidity and the strength 
of their Sovereign Wealth Funds, may be 
able to weather the storm by reducing oil 
production to keep prices from dropping 
further. But at the time of writing, despite 
the steep production cut of 2.2 million 
barrels a day announced by OPEC on 
December 17, 2008, prices continued to 
fall. This effectively means that, in the last 
five months of 2008, crude oil gave up all 
the gains of the preceding four years.

The structural fragility  
of Arab economies

Oil-led growth has created weak struc-
tural foundations in Arab economies. 
Many Arab countries are turning into 
increasingly import oriented and service-
based economies. The types of services 
found in Arab countries fall at the low end 
of the value adding chain, contribute little 
to local knowledge development, and lock 
countries into inferior positions in global 
markets. This trend, which has been at the 
expense of Arab agriculture, manufactur-
ing and industrial production, is therefore 
of concern. 

Although the share of services in 
regional GDP declined quite significantly 
from over 60 per cent in 1986 to 45 per 
cent in 2007, this was largely due to the 
rise in share of the oil sector. By the 
year 2007, the share of services in GDP 
still exceeded 50 per cent in all non-oil 
producing Arab countries and was above 
65 per cent in Bahrain, Djibouti, Jordan, 
Lebanon and Morocco. Furthermore, the 

sector accounted for over 50 per cent of 
total employment in most Arab countries. 
The increasing dominance of the min-
ing (mainly oil) and service sectors at 
the regional and country group levels is 
shown in figure 5-4 (A). The figure also 
shows the trend of a declining share of the 
agricultural sector. Figure 5-4 (B) depicts 
a general trend of expanding imports and 
consumption fueled by the rise in exports 
(though the share of consumption has 
declined since the mid 1980s, along with 
rising exports). Meanwhile the share of 
investment has been relatively stable since 
the mid 1970s. 

Not surprisingly, most Arab countries 
have experienced significant deindus-
trialization over the last four decades 
(Figure 5-5 A). In fact, the Arab countries 
were less industrialized in 2007 than 
in 1970, almost four decades ago. This 
includes MICs with a relatively diversi-
fied economic base in the 1960s, such 
as Algeria, Egypt, Iraq and Syria. True, 
Jordan, Oman, Tunisia, and UAE have 
made noticeable progress in industrial 
development. Nonetheless, in general, the 
contribution of manufacturing to GDP is 
anemic, even in Arab countries that have 
witnessed rapid industrial growth (Figure 
5-5 B) and especially when compared to 
the shares of other developing countries 
such as the East Asian economies. For the 
majority of Arab countries, manufactured 
goods made up less than 11 per cent of 
total commodity exports in for the year 
2006/2007.8 Moreover, all country groups 
appear to be converging on the modest 
regional average, which was below 10 per 
cent in 2007, from an initially diverse sub-
regional industrial base in 1970 (Figure 5-5 
C). Finally, the structural fragility of Arab 
economies as a result of oil-led growth is 
highlighted by the conspicuous decline 
in the share of non-oil productive sectors 
(agriculture and manufacturing) to GDP 
in all Arab countries except the HICs. It 
should be noted that the rapid increase in 
manufacturing shares in the latter is due, 
in part, to the very low initial base in the 
1970s and the rapid growth in value added 
by petrochemical industries.
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Figure 5-4 Structure of GDP, by economic sector (A) and type of expenditure (B), 1970-2007 for the region,  
HICs, MICs, and LICs, respectively

Source: UNDP/AHDR calculations based on UNSD 2008.
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Figure 5-5 (A) Change in the share of manufacturing to GDP (%), 1970 to 2007, by country; (B) Share of manufacturing in 
GDP (%), 2007, by country; (C) Share of manufacturing in GDP (%), 1970-2007, by country group; and (D) Share 
of non-oil productive sectors in GDP (%), 1970, 1990 and 2007, by country group

Source: UNDP/AHDR calculations based on UNSD 2008.
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New and old policy questions

With turbulence once again buffeting the 
region, two pressing questions that emerge 
are: will Arab countries slip into a boom-
and-bust cycle, as in the 1970s and 1980s? 
Will both oil and non-oil Arab countries 
share the benefits of the recent surge in 
oil revenues, as in the previous episode? 
A third question relates to an older 
challenge: the Arab countries legacy of 
unemployment and poverty, and whether 
efforts to overcome a backlog of deficits in 
these areas will be weakened. 

The answers bear directly on the 
sustainability of the economy of the Arab 
countries and whether they can contribute 
to human security in terms of jobs, income 
and social equity.

From the short-lived third boom  
to the financial crisis

On the first question, it may be observed 
that, adopting a common strategy of pru-
dence, Arab oil producing countries have 
opted to put much of their latest windfall 
into foreign investments, external reserves 
and oil stabilization funds, and to pay 
down debts. They have also embarked on 
major domestic investments in real estate, 
construction, oil refining, transport and 
communication and social services.9 This 
approach clearly differs from patterns of 
the past, which emphasized imports and 
consumption. International financial insti-
tutions have been quick to commend the 
emerging improvements in the oil produc-
ing countries’ macroeconomic indicators 
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The largest 
portion of this 

enormous increase 
in reserves 

undoubtedly 
belongs to the 

Gulf States

Renewed 
prosperity has 

propelled some 
governments to 

play an active role 
in seeking peace  

for GDP, trade and foreign direct invest-
ment. However, the new pattern also 
exposes GCC countries more openly than 
in the past to global economic downturns, 
the latest of which poses severe challenges 
to their capital-intensive growth model.

The huge revenues recently earned by 
these countries have allowed some, such as 
Algeria and Saudi Arabia, to repay all their 
foreign debts while simultaneously holding 
onto substantial foreign currency reserves. 
According to the IMF’s Regional Economic 
Outlook: Middle East and Central Asia, 
the boom led to an increase in reserves for 
Middle Eastern countries from 163.9 bil-
lion dollars in 2002 to 198.3 billion the 
following year, and which then reached 
476 billion in 2006 and 591.1 billion in 
2007. This data includes Iran and some 
Arab countries that are not among the 
large oil exporting states or which depend 
on oil imports, such as Egypt and Jordan. It 
also excludes Arab oil exporting countries 
in Africa. However, the largest portion 
of this enormous increase in reserves 
undoubtedly belongs to the Gulf States.

In addition to investing in development 
and settling their foreign debts, Arab oil 
exporting countries have been in a position 
to direct large streams of revenue towards 
their military and security forces. The 
Arab country with the highest expenditure 
on defence and security, according to the 
Stockholm International Peace Research 
Institute (SIPRI), is Saudi Arabia, which 
occupies ninth position internationally in 
respect of military expenditure, ahead of 
Australia, Brazil, Canada, India, South 
Korea, and Spain. Algeria and the UAE 
follow at a large distance, with the UAE 
actually decreasing its outlays on arms. 
The Iraqi government holds fourth posi-
tion, followed by Libya, whose defence 
expenditure is half that of Iraq.

With the exception of Saudi Arabia, 
military expenditure does not represent a 

high percentage of GDP in these countries. 
It is true that Saudi Arabia’s percentages 
have decreased during this period com-
pared to high levels in the late eighties, 
(15.2 per cent in 1988 and 13.4 per cent 
in 1989) and again in the late nineties 
(14.3 per cent in 1998 and 11.4 per cent 
in 1999). But despite the downward trend 
in the new millennium, in 2005 Saudi 
Arabia’s military spending remained at 
8.2 per cent, much higher than in Algeria, 
Libya and the UAE. In 2005, defense 
spending ranged between 2.9 per cent in 
Algeria and 2 per cent in each of the other 
two countries. Some observers note that, 
so long as the Arab countries are subject 
to armed strikes and military interven-
tions by powers in the region and abroad, 
Arab governments will continue to justify 
such expenditures in the name of regional 
security. 

On the other hand, renewed prosperity 
has also propelled some governments to 
play an active role in seeking peace in the 
Arab countries. Saudi Arabia has led the 
Arab states in suggesting the Arab Peace 
Initiative, a proposed settlement with 
Israel based on land for peace. It has also 
intervened to seek reconciliation between 
the two factions of the Palestinian resis-
tance and have made active efforts on the 
Lebanese front. Libya also played a lead-
ing part in an attempt to reach a peaceful 
settlement in the Darfur crisis. Qatar has 
been active in various initiatives concerning 
the Lebanese 2008 crisis, the Palestinian 
situation, and the Darfur crisis. 

If none of these diplomatic efforts was 
particularly effective, the signs of a new 
regional responsibility in matters of peace 
and stability are nonetheless encourag-
ing; which leads to the second question 
about the Arab countries at large. Will 
the wealthy Arab countries use their new 
riches to interpret security in terms of 
human development and to promote such 
development in their own societies and in 
the region as a whole? There has not been 
a complete dearth of valuable initiatives. 
One might cite the establishment of the 
King Abdullah University for Science 
and Technology, which offers Arab 
graduates, women as well as men, grants 
to conduct scientific research with state-
of-the-art facilities and resources. There 
is also the Mohammed Bin Rashid Al 
Maktoum Foundation, with the objective 

Source: SIPRI 2008.

Military expenditure in four Arab countries 
(millions of dollars in constant 2005 prices)

Table 5-3

Country 1998 2003 2004 2005 2006

Saudi Arabia 20,500 18,944 21,060 25,372 29,032

Algeria 1,801 2,453 2,801 2,925 3,014

UAE 3,036 2,853 2,629 2,559 -

Libya 414 536 699 749 741
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The global 
financial and 
economic crisis 
shows strong 
signs of rolling 
back recent 
economic growth

Many of the 
countries are not 
in a position to 
implement effective 
counter-cyclical 
macroeconomic 
policies

of developing the knowledge and human 
capabilities of the Arab region, as well as 
the Arab Open University, financed by the 
Prince Talal Bin Abdul Aziz. These are 
important initiatives to promote human 
development in the region.

The initial signs, however, suggest that 
non-oil exporting Arab countries may 
have gained less from the third boom than 
they did from the first two. Although oil 
wealth still crosses borders, and while 
several rich countries switched a number 
of foreign investments to regional markets 
in the aftermath of 9-11, intraregional 
flows are becoming less copious and are 
having less impact than in the past. First, 
population increases in non-oil countries 
offset much of these flows. Second, worker 
remittances from the oil states have been 
hit by the practice of ‘job nationalization’ 
and of replacing expatriate Arab labour 
with cheaper Asian alternatives; this latter 
practice has grown under security-related 
restrictions on employment in the Gulf 
that have affected Egyptian, Yemeni and 
Palestinian workers the most. Third, non-
oil countries are incurring higher energy 
costs through rising oil import bills and 
expensive fuel subsidies. 

Nonetheless, oil is likely to remain a 
key driver of growth in the Arab countries, 
albeit through different channels than in 
the past. 

At the time of writing, the global 
economy is mired in the worst financial 
crisis since the Great Depression. What 
first appeared as strains in the United 
States mortgage and housing market dur-
ing the summer of 2007 began expanding 
during 2008 into deeper pressures across 
the global financial system and led to the 
collapse of numerous major banking insti-
tutions, dramatic drops on stock markets 
around the world, and a credit freeze. 
These financial fissures had by early 2009 
triggered a full-blown global economic 
crisis, with most advanced economies 
already in recession and the outlook for 
emerging and other developing economies 
deteriorating rapidly, including those with 
a recent history of strong economic perfor-
mance. According to the United Nations 
World Economic Situation and Prospects, 
published in January 2009, the baseline 
scenario is for a 1.0 per cent growth of 
GDP worldwide in 2009, while the more 
pessimistic scenario envisages negative 

growth globally in that year—for the first 
time since 1930. 

Coming on the heels of the food and 
energy security crises, the global financial 
and economic crisis shows strong signs 
of rolling back recent economic growth 
(2003-2006). The problem is particularly 
serious given that many of the countries 
are not in a position to implement effective 
counter-cyclical macroeconomic policies. 
While governments of Arab oil producing 
countries in the Gulf have responded to 
the crisis through fiscal stimulus pack-
ages, the middle-income and low-income 
Arab countries will not be able to do so. 
Moreover, with oil prices having retreated 
precipitously from their record highs, 
even the Gulf countries are expected to 
run deficits in 2009.

Arab leaders have been active in 
working toward a regional response to 
the crisis as well. At the January, 2009 
Arab Economic, Developmental and Social 
Summit, held in Kuwait, they agreed to 
work together on consolidating close Arab 
relations and common goals, especially as 
pertains to promoting social and economic 
development, including in the areas of 
empowerment of youth and women, and in 
addressing food and water issues. Moreover, 
the Kuwait Declaration, issued on January 
20th, called for cooperation to enhance the 
ability of Arab countries to confront the 

Box 5-2 The vulnerability of major oil producing states  
to the international financial crisis

A study on the size and likely growth of sovereign wealth funds in the 
Gulf Cooperation Council countries was released in January 2009 by the 
Council on Foreign Relations. The authors concluded with the following 
estimations:

The Gulf’s external portfolio assets of GCC sovereign funds and cen-
tral banks fell from almost $1.3 trillion in 2007 to $1.2 trillion in 2008 as 
market-to-market losses on equity and alternative asset holdings offset 
record oil revenues. The swing in fortunes of the smaller Gulf states is 
more extreme: the foreign assets of the governments of Kuwait, Qatar, and 
the United Arab Emirates—in the authors’ estimation—fell from close to 
$1 trillion at the end of 2007 to close to $700 billion at the end of 2008.

At all oil prices, the authors expect the Gulf countries to be looking to 
increase the share of their portfolio held in liquid assets in 2009. Major 
Gulf states will need to provide more foreign currency liquidity to domestic 
institutions in order to maintain spending levels.

If oil remains below $50, most countries will end up drawing on their 
funds to support current levels of spending, with only interest and dividend 
income contributing to the growth of assets under management.

Source: Setser and Ziemba 2009.
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Unemployment 
is a major source 

of economic 
insecurity

repercussions of the international crisis, 
and to participate in international efforts 
directed at securing international financial 
stability. 

Patterns of unemployment

Unemployment is a major source of eco-
nomic insecurity in most Arab countries. 
Data from the Arab Labour Organization 
show that in 2005 the overall average 
unemployment rate for the Arab countries 
was about 14.4 per cent of the labour force 
compared to 6.3 per cent for the world 
at large.10 While national unemployment 
rates vary considerably, ranging from 
about 2 per cent in Qatar and Kuwait to 
about 22 per cent in Mauritania, as noted 
subsequently, youth unemployment is a 
serious challenge common to many Arab 
countries.

In looking at aggregate unemployment 
trends in the Arab countries, it is neces-
sary to distinguish the high income group, 
with the exception of Saudi Arabia, from 

the other income groups. High income 
Arab countries in general have not expe-
rienced high unemployment rates, owing 
largely to the nature of their oil economies 
in spite of their heavy dependence on 
foreign labour. According to the ALO, 
the unemployment rate in the latter group 
ranged from a low of 1.7 per cent of the 
total labour force in Kuwait, to a high of 
3.4 per cent in Bahrain; with rates of 2 per 
cent for Qatar, and 2.3 per cent for UAE. 
However, emerging strains in the labour 
markets in these countries indicate that 
a serious unemployment problem among 
their nationals may soon become a major 
challenge. In contrast to these low unem-
ployment rates, the unemployment rate in 
Saudi Arabia, estimated as 6.1 per cent in 
2005, already constitutes a challenge to 
economic security.11

During the 1980s, the average unem-
ployment rate in non oil-producing Arab 
countries ranged from a high of 16.5 per 
cent in Algeria to a low of 4.8 per cent in 
Syria. Morocco’s unemployment rate was 
second highest (14.2 per cent), followed by 

Box 5-3 Unemployment, human security and migration

The relationship between migration and human security is 
multifaceted. It has manifestations at all stages of the migration 
process and in the outcomes of migration. At the very early stage 
of the decision to migrate, it is the perceived lack of human 
security that pushes workers to leave their countries of origin 
in search of better employment and incomes. The push factors 
at play essentially are unemployment, underemployment and 
poverty. Political instability and conflict are additional factors. 
In putting the decision into practice, that is, in how migrants 
reach a country of destination and obtain employment there, 
human security is frequently jeopardized. 

States have an undisputed sovereign right to formulate and 
implement their migration policies. However, too restrictive 
immigration policies may be sending a number of potential 
migrants to criminal networks to smuggle them to southern 
European countries where, they hope, they can improve their 
quality of life and their human security. In other words, overly 
restrictive immigration policies may be creating business for 
criminal groups of human smugglers. Recent boat accidents, 
in which North Africans, from Morocco to Egypt, have died 
at sea in attempts to migrate to Europe have highlighted 
that this is an increasingly serious problem. It is the ultimate 
embodiment of human insecurity. Not only are the financial 
costs of smuggling high for migrants, they also pay for it with 
their lives. Although the media focuses on “boat migrants”, 

many migrants also employ other methods to enter Europe 
each of which can pose a high level of risk. Some, for example, 
enter into dangerous agreements to obtain tourist visas and 
false documents; others hide in vehicles, or ferries, and some 
even scale or swim around the fences surrounding the Spanish 
enclave of Ceuta.

Another smuggling route also warrants attention. A great 
number of sub-Saharan nationals enter North Africa in 
attempts to reach Southern Europe. Transit is their original 
aim. But those who fail to pass the increasingly tight European 
border controls join growing immigrant communities in North 
Africa. According to various estimates, more than 100,000 
sub-Saharan migrants are currently living in both Mauritania 
and Algeria, 1 to 1.5 million in Libya, and substantial numbers 
of people, in the millions, (mainly Sudanese) in Egypt. Tunisia 
and Morocco also house smaller but growing numbers of 
sub-Saharan immigrants. Some sub-Saharan transit migrants 
become stranded in the large territories of North African 
countries. These are tragic cases of migrants fleeing human 
insecurity in their countries only to meet the same fate at 
destination. The trend also results in draining the already 
insufficient resources of Arab North African countries and 
further impedes their ability to meet development needs and 
create decent living conditions and human security for their 
populations. 

Source: Ibrahim Awad, background paper for the report. 



109Challenges to economic security

that of Tunisia (13.6 per cent), that of Egypt 
(7.6 per cent), and that for Jordan (6.2 per 
cent). The weighted average unemploy-
ment rate for this group of Arab countries 
during the 1980s was 10.6 per cent. In the 
1990s, the average unemployment rate for 
Algeria remained the highest at 25.3 per 
cent, followed by that for Morocco (18 per 
cent). Both Jordan and Tunisia recorded 
the third highest average unemployment 
rate of 15.5 per cent, followed by Egypt 
(9.6 per cent) and Syria (8.1 per cent). The 
weighted average unemployment rate dur-
ing this decade was 14.5 per cent. Thus, 
over the two decades, the unemployment 
rate increased in all countries under con-
sideration. Preliminary evidence from the 
ALO indicates that by 2005, the weighted 
average unemployment rate has risen to 
15.5 per cent12, up one per cent from its 
average in the 1990s.

The annual rate of growth in unemploy-
ment between 1980 and 2002 (the most 
recent year available) ranged from a high 
of 6.6 per cent in Jordan to a low of 0.8 per 
cent in Tunisia. Algeria’s unemployment 
growth rate amounted to 2.8 per cent, 
followed by that for Syria (2.4 per cent), 
and Egypt (2.2 per cent). The weighted 
average growth rate in unemployment in 
the Arab countries (using the number of 
unemployed in 2005) was about 1.8 per 
cent.13 This trend is disturbing when it is 
considered that Arab countries need about 
51 million new jobs by 2020.14

Most of those new jobs will be needed 
to absorb young entrants to the labour force 
who will otherwise face an empty future. 
ALO estimates for the year 2005/2006 
show that youth unemployment rates 
vary from a high of about 46 per cent in 
Algeria to a low of 6.3 per cent in the UAE 
(figure 5-6). With the exception of the 
latter, high income Arab countries suffer 
from double digit youth unemployment 
rates: Saudi Arabia (26 per cent); Kuwait 
(23 per cent); Bahrain (21 per cent); and, 
Qatar (17 per cent). Relatively high youth 
unemployment rates are recorded for the 
middle income Arab countries: Jordan (39 
per cent); Libya (27 per cent); Tunisia (27 
per cent); Egypt (26 per cent); Lebanon 
(21 per cent); Oman (20 per cent); Syria 
(20 per cent); and, Morocco (16 per cent). 
The low income Arab countries also 
report relatively high rates: Mauritania (44 
per cent), Sudan (41 per cent), Djibouti 

(38 per cent), and, Yemen (29 per cent).15 
Overall, in the year 2005/6 the unemploy-
ment rate among the young in the Arab 
countries is nearly double that in the world 
at large,30 per cent compared to 14 per 
cent. 

Unemployment in the Arab countries 
not only affects youth disproportion-
ately; it also often wears a female face. 
Unemployment rates for young Arab 
women are higher than those for young 
Arab men, and among the highest in the 

Figure 5-6 (A) Unemployment rate among Arab youth and (B) 
share of Arab youth in total unemployment (%), in 
the year 2005/2006

Source: ALO 2008 (in Arabic).

* Data source for Yemen from the World Bank and the Social Fund for Development, 2009.
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world. ALO data for the year 2005 shows 
that the youth unemployment rate for 
men was 25 per cent of the male labour 
force compared to 31.2 per cent for 
women. The female youth unemployment 
rate varied from a high of about 59 per 
cent in Jordan (compared to 35 per cent 
for males) to a low of 5.7 per cent in UAE 
(compared to a male unemployment rate 
of 6.4 per cent). There are, however, a few 
exceptions where the unemployment rate 
for young women is lower than that for the 
young men, according to the ALO. These 
include Bahrain (18 per cent female rate; 
28 per cent male rate); Mauritania (41 per 
cent compared to 49 per cent); Tunisia (20 
per cent compared to 29 per cent);  and 
Yemen, where the two sexes fare equally 
(14 per cent for both).16

Signs of discrimination against women 
in the labour market include the difficul-
ties experienced by young and educated 
women and the concentration of a high 
proportion of women in the low-wage 
agricultural sector, or in jobs without 
social insurance or benefits. Indeed, the 
Arab region is the only region in the world 
where the proportion of women working 
in agriculture has increased: according to 
the ILO, between 1997 and 2007, it rose 
slightly from 31.2 to 32.6 per cent in the 
Maghreb and from 28.4 to 31 per cent in 
the Mashreq countries, while employment 
in industry declined from 19.1 to 15.2 per 
cent in the Maghreb and from 20.0 to 18.8 
per cent in the Mashreq. High unemploy-
ment rates for women reflect more than 
the general failure of Arab economies to 
generate sufficient jobs. They also indi-
cate entrenched social biases against the 
employment of women.

Worrisome as the unemployment fig-
ures are, they may not fully capture the 
seriousness of the problem in countries 
where citizens seize on any means of 
making a living when they cannot find per-
manent jobs. For this reason, definitions 
of unemployment that fit the developed 
world are of limited relevance to the Arab 
states, where a few hours’ work a week are 
sufficient to have someone taken off the 
unemployment register. Thus, in gaug-
ing the precariousness of employment in 
Arab countries, it is instructive to con-
sider, as well, the data, however limited, 
on the rate and size of employment in 
the informal sector where workers lack 

Box 5-4 The human security survey – Perceptions of unemployment 
and labour market discrimination in four Arab countries

1) Is someone in your family unemployed and looking for work?

On the second question, concerning labour market discrimination against 
particular groups, respondents believed that the poor, the young, the 
elderly and women encounter the steepest hurdles, with youth coming off 
the worst. Since being poor is at least as much a consequence of unem-
ployment as it is a factor in it, and since the category includes the other 
groups, the predicament of young people stands out as most acute.

Responses to the third question showed respondents believed that 
there was a strong correlation between discrimination and poor working 
conditions in most cases. Answers indicated people in Kuwait thought 
youth faced the worst conditions, while in Lebanon they thought immi-
grants fared the worst. Moroccans believed women had to undergo the 
poorest working conditions.

2) Is unemployment worse for particular groups in society? 

3) Which groups encounter the worst working conditions when employed?

Taking into account the average size of households, answers in the affir-
mative to the first question suggest unemployment rates ranging between 
30-35 per cent in Morocco and the Occupied Palestinian Territory, and 
15-20 per cent in Lebanon.
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Job creation, 
especially for 
young people, 
is of paramount 
importance

The costs of 
not taking this 
road could be 
unbearable 
pressures on the 
Arab countries

contracts and benefits. The most recent 
UNDP figures available show that Algeria, 
Egypt, Morocco and Tunisia have very 
large informal sectors, comprised between 
40 per cent and 50 per cent of the non-
agricultural employment. Compared to 
men, the rate for women is lower in Syria, 
Algeria, and Tunisia and higher in Egypt 
and Morocco.

Three primary factors are usually 
cited in accounting for the Arab countries 
slumping employment trends: first, the 
contraction under structural reforms of 
the large public sector, which employs 
more than a third of the workforce; second, 
the limited size, hobbled performance 
and weak job-generating capacity of the 
private sector, which has not taken up the 
slack; and third, the quality and type of 
education generally provided, which does 
not stress technical or vocational skills 
in demand. In this context, job creation, 
especially for young people, is of para-
mount importance to the Arab countries, 
particularly since disguised unemployment 
adds significantly to the challenge. School-
to-work transitions are seldom easy, the 
result of job shortages and a mismatch 
between graduate skills and the needs of 
the labour market. Consequently, some 
40 per cent of high school and university 
graduates between ages 15–25 do not find 
work on entering the job market, fueling a 
trend towards high numbers of unemploy-
ment even among the educated.

Yet a youth population of the size 
found in the Arab countries also represents 
a time-bound window of opportunity for 
countries—the so-called ‘demographic 
gift’—to move the group into a dynamic, 
working-age contingent, economically 
active, healthy, with lower dependency 
ratios and the capacity to generate income, 
savings and investment. 

But for this to happen, political, eco-
nomic and social policies must be geared 
toward mobilizing the potential labour 
force, a reorientation that is taking place 
rather slowly. As several studies point 
out, Arab policies will have to focus on 
revamping education to close skills gaps, 
respond to labour market signals and 
stimulate knowledge-based capabilities 
matching opportunities in the global, as 
well as regional economy.17 National sav-
ings will need to be converted efficiently 
into sizeable investments for expanding 

health, housing and labour markets in 
order to cater for the needs of this young 
workforce and provide it with the facili-
ties to increase productivity. A special 
effort is required to remove entrenched 
social barriers to women’s access to high-
productivity jobs. In many of these policy 
shifts, private-public partnerships offer 
the best option for mobilizing resources, 
transferring skills and creating new jobs. 
Providing the institutional environment 
for a viable private sector, built on small 
and medium-size enterprises, as well as 
independent businesses, is thus a key part 
of the equation.

The costs of not taking this road 
could be unbearable pressures on natural 
and economic resources from a large, 
unproductive and disaffected contingent. 
Those costs will be visible in the personal 
insecurity and alienation of jobless youths 
that can translate rapidly into protest and 
in some cases may lead to radicalization, 
all of which can undermine the security of 
society at large.

The dynamics of poverty and 
inequality amid unsettled growth

When considering the relationship 
between unemployment and poverty in 
the Arab countries, it is important to be 
aware that obtaining work does not imply 
freedom from poverty. While the extent 
of this disconnect varies from one Arab 

Figure 5-7 Percentage of workers in the informal sector (% in 
non-agricultural employment) by sex, 5 Arab countries 
1994-2003

Source: UNDP 2007.
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Figures show 
that the poor 

outnumber the 
unemployed

In 2005, about 
34.6 million Arabs 
were living under 

the two-dollars-a-
day international 

poverty line 

country to another, in several cases having 
a job does not necessarily guarantee being 
able to meet basic needs. Whatever mea-
sures of poverty are used, in every country 
where data are available, the figures show 
that the poor outnumber the unemployed 
by some margin. Even where the unem-
ployed represent a significant portion 
of those supporting families in poverty, 
as for example in Jordan (21.5 per cent) 
and Yemen (24.9 per cent), the majority 
of economically insecure families in both 
countries are supported by employed per-
sons (Heba El-Laithy, background paper 
for the report).

Economic insecurity associated with 
poverty can be measured from two per-
spectives: income poverty which describes 
the welfare of individuals in terms of their 
incomes (where the welfare of individuals 
is defined in terms of their enjoyment of 
goods and services, represented in real 
per capita consumption expenditure); and 
human poverty, which looks beyond GDP 
to a broader definition of well-being (where 
the welfare of individuals is defined by 
income as well as by other valued dimen-
sions of life, such as education, health, and 
political freedom). While income poverty 
is still the most common measure used 
by policy-makers worldwide, the use of 
human poverty and related human devel-
opment indices provides a fuller prism of 
the multi-faceted and complex relation-
ship between income and well-being. 

Income poverty
The income poverty approach is that most 
widely adopted in policy making; and the 
most widely used measure of poverty in 
this approach is the head-count ratio. The 
latter is simply the proportion of the total 
population living below an agreed-upon 
standard of living, defined as a poverty 
line. As such, the head-count ratio is a 
measure of the spread, or incidence, of 
poverty in a society. It can be interpreted 
as a fairly obvious measure of economic 
insecurity. The World Bank has popular-
ized the international poverty lines of one 
and two US dollars a day per person. Table 
5-4 compares the results of applying the 
two-dollars-a-day measure in the Arab 
region and other developing regions.

Notwithstanding its diverse income 
levels, volatile real per capita growth, and 
high unemployment rates, the Arab region 

is generally considered to have a relatively 
low incidence of income poverty. In 
2005, about 20.37 per cent of the Arab 
population was living below the two-
dollars-a-day international poverty line. 
Since this estimate is based on Algeria, 
Djibouti, Egypt, Jordan, Morocco, Tunisia 
and Yemen, whose population represents 
about 63 per cent of the total population 
of the Arab countries not in conflict, it 
can be concluded that, in 2005, about 
34.6 million Arabs were living under that 
poverty line in those countries.

The poverty estimates reported above 
reflect the incidence of poverty according 
to the international poverty line. We may 
also consider the proportion of the popula-
tion under the national poverty line, with 
its lower threshold (i.e. the lower poverty 
line). Table 5-5 compares the extreme pov-
erty rate and trend in nine Arab countries 
based on the lower national poverty line. 
1) All poverty estimates selected for this 
comparison used expenditure as a mea-
sure of welfare. Countries such as Sudan, 
with surveys using non-money metrics, 
were excluded. 2) All poverty estimates 
were derived from either World Bank-led 
or UNDP-led poverty assessments, which 
used the same methodology consistently. 
3) All country reports used were produced 
by the same consulting team using a com-
mon methodology: a) all reports estimated 
the national poverty line at the cost of 
food and basic non-food needs; b) all took 
into account price differences between 
the country and others; c) all consistently 
broke down different needs by age; d) all 
took into account economies of scale.

Table 5-5 shows that, from 2000 to 
2005, the rate of extreme poverty for the 
nine countries in the sample was 18.3 per 
cent, which is slightly higher than that 
for the 1990s (17.6 per cent). More sig-
nificantly, extreme poverty in LICs is 
more than double that in MICs (36.2 and 
15.9 per cent, respectively). 

For the purpose of our analysis, we 
note that applying the two-dollar-a-day 
international line and the lower national 
poverty line respectively yields a virtually 
identical picture of extreme poverty in the 
region. 

However, if this is the picture of 
extreme poverty in Arab countries at the 
lower poverty line, it would be reasonable 
to expect a significantly higher percentage 
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 Country Survey 
year

Poverty 
incidence 

(%)

Pop. average 
(1995-2000) 
in millions

Estimated 
number 
of poor 

(millions)

Survey 
year

Poverty 
incidence 

(%)

Pop. average 
(2000-2005) 
in millions

Estimated 
number 
of poor 

(millions)

Lebanon 1997 10 3.6 0.4 2005 7.97 3.9 0.3

Egypt 1999 16.7 63.6 10.6 2005 19.6 69.7 13.7

Jordan 1997 15 4.6 0.7 2002 14.2 5.2 0.7

Syria 1997 14.3 15.6 2.2 2004 11.4 17.7 2.1

Algeria 1995 14.1 29.4 4.1 2000 12.1 31.7 3.8

Morocco 1991 13.1 27.9 3.7 1999 19 29.7 5.6

Tunisia 1995 8.1 9.3 0.8 2000 4.1 9.8 0.4

MICs   14.6 153.9 22.4   15.9 167.6 26.6

Mauritania 1996 50 2.4 1.2 2000 46 2.8 1.3

Yemen 1998 40.1 16.9 6.8 2006 34.8 19.6 6.8

LICs   41.4 19.2 8   36.2 22.4 8.1

Total   17.6 173.1 30.4   18.3 190 34.7

Source: UNDP/AHDR calculations based on World Bank 2007, 2008; UNDP 2005, 2007, 2008. (See Statistical references).

The incidence of (extreme) poverty based on national lower poverty lines 
(1991-1999 and 1999-2006)

Table 5-5

Region 1981 1984 1987 1990 1993 1996 1999 2002 2005

East Asia and Pacific 92.6 88.5 81.6 79.8 75.8 64.1 61.8 51.9 38.7

Of which China 97.8 92.9 83.7 84.6 78.6 65.1 61.4 51.2 36.3

Eastern Europe and Central Asia 8.3 6.5 5.6 6.9 10.3 11.9 14.3 12 8.9

Latin America and Caribbean 22.5 25.3 23.3 19.7 19.3 21.8 21.4 21.7 16.6

Middle East and North Africa 26.7 23.1 22.7 19.7 19.8 20.2 19 17.6 16.9

South Asia 86.5 84.8 83.9 82.7 79.7 79.9 77.2 77.1 73.9

Of which India 86.6 84.8 83.8 82.6 81.7 79.8 78.4 77.5 75.6

Sub-Saharan Africa 74 75.7 74.2 76.2 76 77.9 77.6 75.6 73

Total 69.2 67.4 64.2 63.2 61.5 58.2 57.1 53.3 47

Arab countries (MENA without Iran) 32 28.52 26.51 22.45 24.42 24.59 23.23 20.8 20.37

Source: Chen and Ravallion 2007.

Note: The Arab countries aggregate includes the following countries: Algeria, Djibouti, Egypt, Jordan, Morocco, Tunisia and Yemen.

Incidence of income poverty – world regions compared, 1981-2005 
(percentage living below two dollars a day)

Table 5-4

of the population at or below the upper 
poverty line. Indeed, using that upper line, 
the overall poverty rate ranges from a low 
of 28.6 per cent - 30 per cent in Lebanon 
and Syria to a high of about 59.5 per 
cent in Yemen with that for Egypt being 
about 40.9 per cent. Since the countries 
analyzed in Table 5-6 represent about 65% 
of the total Arab population, it would be 
reasonable to extrapolate that the overall 
headcount poverty ratio at the upper 
poverty line is 39.9 %. On this measure, it 
can be estimated that there are 65 million 
poor Arabs, which is almost double the 

total implied in Tables 5-4 and 5-5 which 
measure poverty at the international two-
dollars-a-day and lower national poverty 
lines respectively.

Expectably, income poverty, and the 
insecurity associated with it, is more 
widespread among rural populations. The 
rural population of the 18 Arab countries 
analyzed in Table 5-7 is approximately 
128 million and is distributed among the 
country groups as shown.

Evidence of poverty prevalence in rural 
areas is available for six countries from 
the low and lower middle income groups: 

Expectably, 
income poverty is 
more widespread  
among rural 
populations 
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Egypt, Jordan, Mauritania, Morocco, Syria 
and Yemen. This sub-sample accounts for 
about 64.4 per cent of the Arab countries’ 
rural population. The evidence is com-
piled, and summarized, in Ali (2008) 
where poverty estimates are those based 
on upper national poverty lines. 18 For the 
respective years of the household budget 
surveys, the poverty head count ratio 
ranged from a low of 18.7 per cent for 
Jordan (2002) to a high of 59 per cent for 
Mauritania (2004). The remaining coun-
tries register a relatively high incidence 
of rural poverty: 52 per cent in Egypt 
(2005); 64 per cent in Yemen (2005), 
32 per cent in Syria (2004); and 27 per 
cent in Morocco (2000). Significantly, in 
all survey periods and in all six countries, 
the incidence of rural poverty was greater 
than that of urban poverty.19 

Human poverty 
Human poverty, a term popularized by 
UNDP to capture the deprivation of 
capabilities and opportunities, can be 
measured through the Human Poverty 
Index (HPI). The HPI, a composite index, 
is built on three components: a) longevity, 
b) knowledge and c) standard of living. The 
first component relates to survival pros-
pects and is measured by the proportion 
of the population not expected to reach 
40 years of age; the second component 
refers to exclusion from reading and com-
munication, and is measured by the adult 
illiteracy rate; and the third is a composite 
value measured by the proportion of the 
population without access to safe water 
and the proportion of children under 
5 years who are under weight. Countries 
with an HPI of less than 10 or more than 
30 per cent are considered low or high 
human poverty cases respectively. Values 
in between these two thresholds denote 
the incidence of medium human poverty. 

The above results correlate closely 
with those based on income poverty: low 
income Arab countries exhibit the highest 
incidence of human poverty, with an aver-
age HPI index of 35 per cent. Insecurity, 
as measured on the HPI, undercuts health, 
education and standards of living, all of 
which puts in question the effectiveness of 
the state in providing, and ensuring access 
to the basic necessities of life. 

In particular, human poverty affects 
children’s attendance at elementary 
school and their levels of continuation 
at post-elementary stages. In Egypt, the 
percentage of poor children in elementary 
school is 7 per cent lower than that for 
better-off children, 12 per cent lower at 
intermediate level, and 24 per cent lower 
at secondary level. In Morocco, around a 
quarter of children aged ten to fifteen years 
have not completed elementary school 
because of poverty. Many poor children 
are withdrawn from school to work at an 
early age to help support their families. 
In all cases, low school completion rates 
perpetuate the insecurity of the poor.

Arab countries scoring an HPI of 30 
per cent or more include three low income 
countries and a lower middle income coun-
try: Sudan (with an HPI of 34.3 per cent), 
Yemen (36.6 per cent), Mauritania (35.9 
per cent), and Morocco (31.8 per cent). In 
almost all of these countries, significant 

Source: World Bank 2008.

The incidence of poverty at the national upper poverty 
line, 9 Arab countries, 2000-2006

Table 5-6

Survey 
year 

Poverty  
line

Poverty 
rate

Population 
(million)

# of the 
poor 

(million)

Egypt 2004/5 PPP $2.7 per day 40.93 72.8 29.8

Syria 2003/4 NUPL 30.1 18.3 5.5

Lebanon 2004/5 NUPL 28.6 4 1.1

Jordan 2006 PPP $2.7 per day 11.33 5.5 0.6

Morocco 2000 PPP $2.7 per day 39.65 28.4 11.3

Tunisia 2000 PPP $2.7 per day 23.76 9.56 2.3

MIC 36.52 138.56 50.60

Yemen 2005 PPP $2.43 per day 59.95 21.1 12.6

Djibouti 2002 PPP $2.43 per day 52.6 0.76 0.4

Mauritania 2000 PPP $2.43 per day 53.95 2.5 1.3

LDC 59.10 24.36 14.40

Total 39.90 162.92 65.00

The rural population in the Arab countries, 2007 Table 5-7

Income group 
(number of 
countries)

Rural population  
(in millions)

Share of rural 
population in total 

(%)

Share of income 
group in rural 

population (%)

Low income (4) 39.1 61.8 30.1

Lower middle 
income (6)*

83.2 47.6 64

Upper middle 
income (3)

2.1 16.9 1.6

High income (5) 5.6 17.6 4.3

Total (18) 130 46.3 100

Source: UNDP/AHDR calculations based on UNDP 2007.

* Egypt dominates the rural population of the lower middle income group, contributing 50 per cent of 
the total.

Human poverty 
affects children’s 

attendance  at 
elementary school
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insecurity (i.e. a value of more than 30 per 
cent) is recorded for the education com-
ponent, represented by the adult illiteracy 
rate. In addition, in Sudan, Yemen and 
Mauritania, insecurity from lack of access 
to safe water and child nutrition is also 
significant. 

Along with falling rates of extreme 
poverty, insecurity arising from human 
poverty is also declining over time. Between 
1996-1998 and 2005, the region-wide HPI 
declined by almost one third, from a value 
of 33 to 22.2 per cent. Figure 5-8 reflects 
the country achievements behind this 
regional trend. As shown in Figure 5-8, 
countries belonging to the high and upper 
middle income groups achieved the high-
est rate of decline. Nonetheless, comparing 
Arab countries with other developing 
countries shows that the former could have 
performed better on the HPI, given their 
levels of GDP and human development. 
For example, the United Arab Emirates 
has a Human Development Index (HDI) 
rank of 31. However, in terms of the HPI, 
the UAE fares thrice as badly as Hungary, 
which has an HDI rank of 38. This is 
true of most other Arab countries except 
Jordan, Lebanon and Syria. The relatively 
weaker performance of Arab countries on 
the HPI compared to other countries with 
similar HDI is attributable to higher adult 
illiteracy rates and, to some extent, higher 
rates of malnutrition among children 
under 5. 

Income inequality
Information on income inequality in 
Arab countries is spotty. Out of eleven 
Arab countries where recent data on the 
distribution of consumption expenditure 
are available,20 there are seven whose Gini 
coefficient for the year 2000, or more 
recent years, is known. These are Egypt 
(0.32 in 2004/05); Jordan (0.359 in 2002); 
Lebanon (0.360 in 2005); Mauritania 
(0.391 in 2000); Syria (0.375 in 2004); 
Tunisia (0.408 in 2000); and Yemen 
(0.366 in 2005). The simple average Gini 
coefficient for the seven countries in the 
sample is 0.365, confirming that the Arab 
countries exhibit a moderate degree of 
inequality compared to the world average 

Income 
group 
(number of 
countries)

Value 
of HPI (%)

Probability 
of not 

surviving  
to 40 (%)

Adult 
illiteracy 

rate (% 15 
years and 

older)

Population 
without 

access to 
safe water 

(%)

Children 
under 

weight for 
age (%)

Low (4) 35.0 22.8 40.5 31.7 42.1

Lower 
middle (7)

20.4 7.2 28.9 8.3 6.8

Upper 
middle (3)

12.0 5.0 11.0 18.0 8.0

High (4) 11.7 5.1 14.7 8.2 13.7

Total (18) 22.3 10.4 29.1 13.9 15.4

Incidence of human poverty in 18 Arab countries  
in 2006

Table 5-8

Source: UNDP/AHDR calculations based on UNDP 2007.

Note: The HPI values in this chapter are based on UNDP’s revised 2009 values.

Figure 5-8 The incidence of human poverty in 2006 and its decline, by country (%), 
since 1996

Source: UNDP 1996, 1998, 2007.
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Inequality in wealth 
has worsened 

significantly

Marginalization 
is visible in the 

high rates of urban 
slum dwellers

which also indicates moderate inequality 
and stands at 0.3757 for the 2000s21. This 
may be seen as the cumulative achievement 
of social contracts in the Arab countries 
since independence. 

Data limitations make it difficult to 
analyze changes in income inequality in 
the Arab countries over time. However, 
evidence for the last decade indicates that 
income inequality rose in Morocco, Syria 
and Yemen and fell in Algeria, Egypt, Jordan 
and Tunis. The countries experiencing the 
largest increase in inequality were Syria 
and Yemen. Algeria experienced the largest 
decline in inequality, with the Gini falling 
by 13.7 per cent over the period from 1988 
to 1995. Egypt also witnessed a significant 
reduction in inequality within a span of 
five years. The other countries experienced 
relatively small changes in inequality. 

Despite moderate levels of income 
inequality, in most Arab countries social 
exclusion has increased over the past two 
decades. In addition, there is evidence 
to suggest that the inequality in wealth 
has worsened significantly. In many Arab 
countries, for example, land and asset 
concentration is conspicuous and provokes 
a sense of exclusion among other groups, 
even if absolute poverty does not increase. 
Furthermore, the crowding of the poor 
in slums without sanitation, safe water, 
recreational facilities, reliable electricity 
and other services aggravates such exclu-
sion. These trends, combined with high 
unemployment rates, result in the ominous 
dynamics of marginalization, visible in the 
high rates of urban slum dwellers in Arab 
cities and towns: 42 per cent in 2001.22

Policy gaps

The patterns of economic insecurity 
illustrated in this chapter are the result 
of several policy gaps. First, the increased 
structural fragility of Arab economies is an 
evident consequence of their continuing to 
rely on volatile, oil-led growth. Economic 
growth itself has been, for the most part, 
erratic and low. Correspondingly, the 
performance of productive sectors (and 
manufacturing in particular) has been 
weak and uncompetitive. 

Second, this growth model has 
negatively impacted the labour mar-
ket, and Arab countries now suffer the 

highest unemployment rates in the world. 
Moreover, as AHDR 2004 showed, that 
model is inappropriate in a globalized 
world where knowledge, more than 
capital or labour, accounts for most of the 
value added in competitive economies. 
Most Arab countries have not moved 
fast enough to improve the quality of 
education, leverage their knowledge 
assets, stimulate local innovation and 
shift towards technology-driven models 
of development. Consequently, they are 
unable to provide sufficient or satisfying 
jobs at decent wages for millions of Arabs, 
most of whom are young. 

Third, overall poverty, defined as the 
share of the population under the national 
upper poverty line, is significantly higher 
than the underestimate yielded by using 
the international poverty line of two dol-
lars a day or lower national poverty lines. 
Although, this chapter considers the effect 
of using upper poverty lines for only 9 
countries, a reasonable extrapolation from 
the data is that the overall poverty rate 
would be in the order of 39.9%. Hence, 
we conclude that poverty in the Arab 
countries is a more conspicuous phenom-
enon than commonly assumed despite 
these countries’ relatively high average 
per capita expenditure. The explanation is 
simple: the great majority of the poor are 
concentrated in countries such as Egypt, 
Iraq, Mauritania, Morocco, Somalia, 
Sudan, Syria and Yemen with relatively 
large populations and lower than average 
per capita expenditure shares.

Regardless of the choice of poverty 
line (national or international), the region 
has made no significant progress on the 
poverty reduction front in the 2000s if 
the 1990s are taken as a base period. The 
Arab LDCs, in particular, still lag far 
behind, and it is doubtful that any of them 
will be able to achieve the first Millennium 
Development Goal by 2015. The absence 
of pro-poor growth policies and reliance 
on outmoded approaches to social policy 
in general largely account for this gap 

Finally, the provision and functioning 
of social safety nets, which are essential for 
mitigating the impact of economic down-
turns on vulnerable groups, are uneven 
across the country groups of the region. A 
distinction is usually made between infor-
mal or traditional, arrangements on the 
one hand, where relatives or tribe members 



117Challenges to economic security

provide social and economic support to 
one another in times of need; and formal 
programmes on the other, which are usu-
ally run by governments or, more recently, 
by non-governmental organizations. 
Formal social safety nets usually provide 
direct cash or in-kind transfers, subsidies 
on basic necessities (especially food), and 
employment in public works projects. 
A broader definition of social safety nets 
would include the modern social security 
and social insurance programmes found in 
developing countries. Social security “is 
generally (but not always) associated with 
a transfer of income to the poor, whereas 
social insurance is related to earnings and 
is contributory in nature”.23 

As part of their Arab-Islamic culture, 
all Arab countries have an interlocking 
web of traditional social safety nets, but 

Box 5-5 The importance of integrated social policies

Compared to other developing nations, Arab countries have 
only recently adopted integrated social policies that treat 
poverty, inequality and socioeconomic development as 
interrelated issues. They have belatedly sought to apply the 
lessons of modern development studies, which favour social 
policies based on investment and production rather than on 
redistribution and consumption. This approach does not dis-
count state interventions in social welfare but rather requires a 
wider role for non-state actors in the formulation and delivery 
of social policies and services.

Policies:

Multidimensional policies for addressing economic insecurity 
in the Arab world would simultaneously aim to:
•	 Push economic growth rates above population growth 

rates, in order to make a direct and positive impact on 
income levels. Prioritize financial support for small-scale 
enterprises, which would significantly improve the eco-
nomic prospects of the poor.

•	 Enable all social groups to participate in the development 
process through equality of opportunity and the just distri-
bution of benefits.

•	 Target poverty in all social security measures and raise the 
living conditions of the poor by developing the physical 
and social infrastructure in their environment.

•	 Increase access to educational, training and awareness-
raising programmes.

•	 Narrow the gender gap, on all social and economic levels, 
by equipping women with skills, knowledge, credit and 
technology so as to enhance their ability to perform pro-
ductive activities of their choice.

•	 Strengthen primary health care and expand its coverage.
•	 Further reduce population growth rates in the Arab 

countries.
•	 Make job-intensive economic investments for the poor 

and provide vocational and in-service programmes to help 
integrate them in the labour market.

•	 Increase the funding and reduce the bureaucratic compli-
cations of public safety nets and social service provision.

Obstacles:

•	 Conflicts and occupation in the region, entailing increased 
military expenditure at the expense of social spending

•	 The failure of the education system to build adequate 
professional and scientific capabilities

•	 Weak social service systems, marred by the absence of 
appropriate leadership, inefficient administration, unwill-
ingness to empower target groups, inadequate auditing 
and financial procedures, a thin base of financial and 
human resources, and a general lack of expertise, skills 
and commitment among working staff.

•	 Insufficient funds to replicate successful projects on a 
wider scale

•	 Unbalanced distribution of policy attention and financial 
resources between rural and urban areas

•	 The limited experience of the civil society with develop-
ment processes and programme implementation 

•	 Bureaucratic centralization and lack of coordination 
among government agencies and between them and civil 
society actors

•	 Social policies dominated by short-term crisis manage-
ment rather than an integrated, long-range vision

 Source: El-Laithy and Mcauley 2006.

these traditional arrangements are increas-
ingly being undermined by the pressures 
of modern life.24 A large number of Arab 
countries have designed quasi-modern 
social security and social insurance 
arrangements, with varying degrees of 
success, depending on public resources 
made available by the state. 

The high income Arab countries have 
erected fairly wide and deep formal social 
safety nets without necessarily crowding 
out traditional arrangements that preceded 
the discovery of oil. These arrangements 
are frequently revised in order to increase 
efficiency and coverage. Formal safety nets 
in these countries are similar in scope.25 
they provide special support for widows, 
the divorced, the sick, the elderly, unmar-
ried and unemployed young women, fami-
lies of prisoners, and students. 

Traditional social 
safety nets are 
increasingly being 
undermined by 
the pressures 
of modern life
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In circumstances 
of mass poverty, 

conventional 
instruments of 

anti-poverty policy 
are inadequate

Generalized 
poverty poses 

serious new 
challenges to 
policy makers  

The main shortcomings of the formal 
social safety nets in the Arab middle income 
countries are summarized by Abdel Samad 
and Zeidan (2008).26 These include incom-
plete protection against risks; unequal 
treatment of individuals; limited coverage 
of the population; a low level of benefits; 
relatively costly and inefficient administra-
tion; and unsustainable financing.

 Not surprisingly, in the low income 
Arab countries, formal social safety nets 
are only recent in origin. In Yemen, for 
example, they were established in 1996, 
following the implementation of structural 
adjustment policies. The arrangements 
included a social welfare fund; a fund to 
promote agriculture and fisheries produc-
tion; a fund for social development; a 
public works project; a poverty alleviation 
and employment programme; a food secu-
rity programme; and a special initiative for 
the southern governorates.

However, whereas social safety nets 
may be used as an effective means of 
combating poverty in high and upper 
middle income countries where the poor 
constitute a relatively small section of 
the population, in circumstances of mass 
poverty, these conventional instruments 
of anti-poverty policy are inadequate. 
As argued in UNDP (2006), general-
ized poverty (i.e. poverty that affects the 
majority of the population) poses serious 
new challenges to policy makers as it can 
affect the behaviour of economic agents 
and the way in which institutions respond 
to policy stimuli at the micro level, as 
well as severely limiting the range and 
effectiveness of policies available to the 
government at the macroeconomic level.27

Generalized poverty is also usually 
associated with other broader economic 
conditions. For example, the majority of 
the poor population in Arab LDCs live in 
rural areas surviving on low-productivity, 
subsistence agriculture and related activi-
ties. Levels of human capital are very low 
and population growth is rapid, which 
multiplies the number of unskilled 

workers. Such economies are often caught 
in a vicious circle of population growth, 
environmental degradation and natural 
resource depletion that ultimately can 
destabilize the social and political order. In 
Sudan and Yemen, however, the discovery 
and production of oil, and the consider-
able increase in oil revenues, provided a 
short window of opportunity to break out 
of this vicious circle. Unfortunately, this 
opportunity was not fully utilized.

Conclusion

As this chapter illustrates, dependence 
on oil revenues has left Arab economies 
exposed to the vagaries of international 
oil markets and structurally weak. 
Consequently, for most of the last three 
decades, economic growth has been highly 
erratic. It has also been rather low, in per 
capita terms. Correspondingly, the perfor-
mance of productive sectors (and manufac-
turing in particular) has been poor: Arab 
countries are actually less industrialized 
today than was the case four decades ago. 
For oil producers in particular, the current 
global recession jeopardizes newly adopted 
patterns of outward investment and trade, 
as well as domestic development projects, 
on which hopes for sustained growth were 
pinned. 

Oil-led growth has also negatively 
impacted the labour market. Some Arab 
countries now evince the highest unem-
ployment rates (particularly among youth) 
worldwide, with serious implications for 
human security. Moreover, although in 
the Arab region, poverty is not the acute 
challenge it is in some other developing 
regions, the Arab LDCs still trail other 
Arab countries which, as a group, have 
failed to make significant inroads into 
poverty since 1990. Together, these trends 
spell a high degree of economic vulner-
ability, chronic insecurity in job markets 
and increasing social exclusion among 
vulnerable groups.
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Endnotes

  1	 This chapter draws mainly on a special contribution by Ali Abdel-Gadir and Khalid Abu-
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This chapter first outlines the effects of 
hunger on human security. It then reviews 
the status and causes of hunger and its 
various manifestations in the region, 
taking into account factors such as food 
shortages. Lastly, it considers measures 
for ensuring food sufficiency in Arab 
countries through regional cooperation 
and integration and by benefiting from the 
experiences of other countries in reducing 
hunger through targeted policies.

How hunger affects human 
security1

At the individual level

Hunger attacks health: it inhibits the 
physical, mental, and cognitive growth 
of children, thus reducing the ability to 
learn, to concentrate, and to attend school 

regularly. The effects of malnourishment 
in infancy are irremediable. Even if living 
conditions improve in later years, children 
exposed to malnutrition in infancy will con-
tinue to bear the marks it has taken on their 
health (stunted growth, wasting, and mental 
retardation) and on their lost opportunities 
for cognitive and income acquisition. 

Hunger makes curable childhood dis-
eases lethal: undernourishment and short-
ages in micronutrients (such as vitamin A, 
zinc, iodine and iron) weaken children’s 
bodies and impair their immune systems, 
thereby increasing the risk of death from 
communicable but ordinarily curable dis-
eases such as dysentery, measles, malaria, 
and pulmonary infections. Such causes 
account for three-fourths of infant deaths 
in most of the Arab countries, for which 
relevant data are available, and half the 
infant deaths in the “rich” ones. 

Hunger is the most prevalent threat to human security, and one of the gravest. 
Without sufficient nourishment to furnish the energy for the basic functions of 
life, no individual can be secure in his or her person or exercise any human 
capability. 

Notwithstanding its ample resources, and low incidence of hunger relative to 
other regions, the Arab region is seeing hunger and malnutrition among its people 
rise. Although prevalence rates and absolute numbers in individual countries vary 
quite markedly, the region, as a whole, is falling behind in achieving Goal One of the 
MDGs and is not positioned to halve the proportion of its hungry compared to 1990 
by the year 2015. In addition, the backlog from hunger and malnutrition in the past 
continues: in some countries, underweight children shoulder a disproportionately 
greater share of that burden, and continue to pay a disproportionately greater 
price among the poor who live on less than two dollars a day.

Chapter 6
Hunger, nutrition 
and human security

Hunger is the 
most prevalent 

threat to human 
security, and one 

of the gravest

The Arab region 
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the Millennium 

Development Goals 
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Hunger makes pregnancy dangerous: 
in women, it increases the rates of com-
plications during pregnancy and increases 
the risk of complications and even death 
during delivery. Undernourishment leads 
to complications during birth such as hae-
morrhaging or blood poisoning. Children 
born to women suffering from hunger are 
underweight at birth and at a higher risk of 
death during infancy. Further risks include 
stunted physical or mental development 
in childhood, and lower than normal rates 
of activity and productivity during ado-
lescence. Because of the likelihood that 
low-weight born females will, themselves, 
if they live so long, give birth to low-
weight children, the cycle of hunger and 
undernourishment is self-perpetuating.

At the collective level

Hunger debilitates society by increasing 
rates of disease, mortality and disability: 
by weakening the human immune system, 
it weakens the body’s ability to fight off 
communicable diseases such as dysentery, 
measles, malaria, and acute pulmonary 
infections. It also increases the likelihood 
of death from AIDS-related illnesses. 
Also, by increasing the mortality rate, 
hunger affects the demographic pyramid, 
which is reflected in the rise in “Disability-
Adjusted Life Years” (DALYs), or the total 
years lost due to premature death, illness, 
and incapacitation. In general, of the ten 
major factors leading to higher DALY 
rates, six are related to hunger and malnu-
trition, and include wasting, insufficient 
protein/energy intake, and lack of iodine, 
iron, and Vitamin A. 

Hunger exacts financial costs and reduces 
productivity: states incur direct costs for 
treating the detrimental effects of hunger, 
such as complications during pregnancy 
and delivery among women; contagious 
and frequent paediatric diseases; and 
communicable diseases such as AIDS 
and tuberculosis. In addition, economies 
sustain the indirect costs of lower worker 
productivity, premature death or disabil-
ity, absenteeism from the workplace and 
poor returns on education. 

Hunger undermines stability: if hunger 
grows into a mass problem, it threatens 

Box 6-1 Falling behind Millennium Development Goal 1. Target 2

Target 2: Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people who 
suffer from hunger

The region’s malnutrition rate decreased sluggishly, indicating critical 
malfunctions in the region’s development efforts. The proportion of under-
weight children under five years of age remained relatively high in 2000 
at 12.7 per cent with no noticeable improvement from its 1990 level of 
13.2 per cent. This is due to the slow pace of progress in the economic and 
social determinants of the indicator: modest growth performance of the 
region as a whole; relatively high female illiteracy rate, particularly in the 
Arab LDCs; low access of the poor and underprivileged to primary health 
care services; comprehensive sanctions imposed on Iraq; and conflicts in 
OPT, Somalia, and Sudan.

The Arab sub-regions and individual countries exhibited wide differ-
ences in reducing the proportion of underweight children under-five years 
of age. In the Mashreq and the Maghreb, the proportion of underweight 
children declined from 10.8 per cent to 9.1 per cent and from 8.4 per cent 
to 7.5 per cent between 1990 and 2000, respectively. The Arab LDCs con-
tinued to suffer from the highest malnutrition rate in the region, at 27.4 per 
cent in 2000, down from 37.6 per cent in 1995.

In 1991, food deprivation was a disconcerting threat to overall social wel-
fare in the region and remained so in 2000. Individuals living on less than 
the minimum level of dietary energy consumption accounted for 8.8 per 
cent of the Arab population in 1991 and 8.6 per cent in 2002. According to 
these rates, the number of food-deprived persons rose from approximately 
20 million in 1991 to around 23.3 million in 2002. This implies that the MDG 
target is unlikely to be met by 2015. 

The negligible change in the region’s proportion of food-deprived per-
sons is the result of stagnant rates in the Mashreq, Maghreb and the Arab 
LDCs. The relatively high levels of food deprivation in the Arab LDCs pulled 
the regional average significantly above the three other sub-regional 
averages. In the Maghreb and Mashreq, the proportion of people living 
below the food deprivation line remained low in 1991 and 2002. The Arab 
LDCs also did not make any noticeable progress in this area. The number 
of food-deprived persons amounted to 26.5 per cent of the population 
in 1991 and 26.3 per cent in 2002. Only the GCC countries showed good 
progress on this front, though all of it took place in the first five years. 
Available information shows that the proportion of the food-deprived in 
the GCC countries dropped from 5.5 per cent in 1991 to 3.4 per cent in 1996, 
but remained unchanged after that.

Source: UN-ESCWA 2007a.
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the social and political order. Chronically 
hungry people are more likely to riot, clash 
with other groups or migrate to urban 
centres, straining their infrastructure and 
causing crime. Petty corruption thrives in 
a climate where people will do anything 
for food. When countries have to turn to 
other countries for help in feeding their 
hungry, they may open themselves to out-
side pressures on domestic policies.

In developed nations, as might be 
expected, undernourishment and lack 
of nutrients do not figure high on the 
list of causes of mortality and disability. 
Nevertheless, ailments connected with 
nutrition still do. Among these is obe-
sity, which has approached epidemic 
proportions in some advanced countries, 
including the United States, where it is the 
second largest cause of preventable death 
after tobacco. 

Hunger and undernourishment  
in the Arab countries

In 2000, the UN General Assembly 
adopted the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs), the first of which is that, 
by 2015, the proportion of people living 
in poverty and the proportion of people 
suffering from hunger should be half of 
that in 1990. How are the Arab countries 
doing against that target? 

According to World Food Programme 
figures, among developing country regions, 
the Arab countries have the lowest ratio 
of undernourished people to the total 
population. They are only surpassed in this 
regard by transition countries in Eastern 
Europe and the former Soviet Union. Yet 
the Arab region is one of the two world 
regions in which the number of under-
nourished has risen since the beginning 
of the 1990s—from 19.8 million in 1990-
1992 to 25.5 million in 2002-2004.2 

The FAO statistics3 on undernourish-
ment used here cover fifteen out of the 
twenty-two Arab countries. Among those 
excluded are Iraq and Somalia, which are 
under occupation or armed conflict, and 
for which it is difficult to obtain accurate 
data on food and health conditions going 
back to 1990-92. 

The 25.5 million undernourished 
people in the region represent 10 cent of 
its total population. This constitutes only 

Figure 6-1 Counting the hungry: world regions compared over 
three periods

Source: FAO 2008.

Note: The Near East and North Africa region in this figure includes Afghanistan, Iran, Turkey 
and 13 Arab countries namely: Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Syrian Arab 
Republic, United Arab Emirates, Yemen, Algeria, Egypt, Libyan Arab Jamahiriya, Morocco, 
Tunisia.
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3 per cent of the total undernourished 
population in the world. The relatively 
low level in comparison with other regions 
is due to the relatively high income levels 
of oil countries, food purchasing power 
sustained by worker remittances and/or to 
the food supply policies implemented by 
some governments.

Among Arab countries, Sudan, which 
is the scene of internal disputes and under 
international sanctions, is home to the 
largest population of hungry (more than 8 
million). It is followed closely by Yemen 
(8 million), a Least Developed Country 
(LDC) which depends heavily on food 
imports. It may be noted that even in 
wealthy countries such as Saudi Arabia, 
Kuwait, and the UAE there are segments 
of the population that do not obtain suf-
ficient nourishment.

Viewing the hunger count, not in 
terms of absolute numbers, but relative to 
a population, indicates that hunger does 
not constitute a humanitarian problem 
in three out of the fifteen Arab countries. 
Over the period 2002-2004, in Libya, 
Tunisia, and the UAE, the percentage 
of undernourished people was less than 
2.5 per cent of the population. In marked 
contrast, Comoros, Yemen and Sudan, at 
60 per cent, 38 per cent and 26 per cent 
respectively, are severely afflicted with 
food insecurity. In the other countries, 
the prevalence varies between 2.5 and 

The Arab region 
is one of the two 
world regions 
where the number 
of undernourished 
has risen since 
the 1990s



124 Arab Human Development Report 2009

4 per cent, the exceptions being Jordan 
and Morocco (6 per cent in each), Kuwait 
(5 per cent) and Mauritania (10 per cent).

National-level figures gloss over the 
association of hunger with certain groups 
in these countries. The World Food 
Programme observes that undernourish-
ment is more prevalent among poverty 
stricken rural populations, women and 
children.4 Although detailed figures are 
not available for most Arab countries, a 
study on poverty in Yemen, the Arab coun-
try with the second highest prevalence of 
undernourishment, identifies with greater 

precision the groups that are most vulner-
able to undernourishment. They include 
large families that own or have access to 
only small areas of land, whose members 
are poorly educated and who work in agri-
culture or are supported by a female. The 
study reveals that the factor most strongly 
correlated with undernourishment is 
education. Whereas predominantly illiter-
ate families account for more than a fifth 
of the families afflicted by hunger, the 
figure drops to a little more than a tenth 
for families with members who have 
received a university education. Perhaps 
this phenomenon is due, in general, to the 
correlation between income and education 
in Yemen.5

Trends since 1990-1992 

Figure 6-3 illustrates the progress of Arab 
countries towards Goal One of the MDGs 
to halve, between 1990 and 2015, the pro-
portion of people who suffer from hunger. 
It indicates that, for the region as a whole, 
there has been no progress towards Target 
2 of the Goal. However, the general trend 
does not reveal the very different situa-
tions in individual countries. 

The figure reveals considerable dis-
parities among individual Arab countries 
in their progress in the fight against 
hunger. The countries that have made the 
greatest progress towards lowering the 
prevalence of undernourishment between 
the two periods are Djibouti, Kuwait 
and Mauritania (Kuwait’s relatively high 
hunger prevalence in 1990-1992 largely 
reflected the impact of the First Gulf War). 
Sudan has also made progress, but still 
experiences serious hunger prevalence. 
Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco , Saudi 
Arabia and Yemen, on the other hand, 
recorded increases in both the absolute 
numbers and prevalence of undernourish-
ment, while Syria and Algeria achieved 
very small reductions in the prevalence of 
undernourishment but no reductions in 
the numbers of undernourished.

This overall appraisal throws into 
relief a painful fact: as indicated earlier, 
the number of undernourished increased 
by 5.7 million between 1990-1992 and 
2002-2004. In other words, the region, as 
a whole, is moving away from, rather than 
approaching, Goal One. The picture grows 

There are 
considerable 

disparities among 
individual Arab 

countries in 
fighting hunger

Figure 6-2 Counting the hungry in 15 Arab countries, 1990-1992 
and 2002-2004

Source: FAO 2008.
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Figure 6-3 Changes in the prevalence of under-nourishment, 
1990-2004

Source: FAO 2008.
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bleaker when we reflect on those countries 
such as Iraq and Somalia for which there is 
no reliable data: these are countries under 
occupation or caught in civil strife where 
deteriorating food supplies, hunger and 
violence combine to jeopardize human 
security.

Arab countries, as a whole, must 
reverse the deteriorating trend they have 
exhibited since 1990-1992. But to do so 
they must address the obstacles to the 
eradication of hunger, which, in turn, 
entails clearly identifying the fundamental 
causes and designing and implementing the 
programmes capable of addressing those 
causes. In this regard, they need to pay 
special attention to the more vulnerable 
sectors of the population such as women, 
children, and the elderly.

Obesity – a growing problem  
in Arab countries

Obesity and malnutrition may seem mutu-
ally exclusive, but they are commonly 
linked by their origins in poor diet. As 
the Director-General of WHO observed 
in an October 2008 address,6 curiously 
enough, televised reports of malnutrition 
often show undernourished children being 
tended by overweight adults. This jarring 
paradox has a simple explanation: the 
cheap, low-grade and processed foods that 
starve children of absolutely crucial nutri-
ents also make adults fat. Thus, obesity is 
not necessarily connected with overeating 
and, as illustrated in the figure below, it is 
not just a ‘rich’ country problem. It can be 
as widespread in lower income countries 
such as Egypt, Jordan , Morocco, and Syria 
as in high income countries such as the 
Gulf States. It also exists among the poor 
and the rich alike.

Instructively, obesity and overweight 
are more common among women than 
men in Arab countries, contrary to the 
situation in the US, for example, where 
these problems are more prevalent among 
men. In the region, obesity is generally 
attributed to over-consumption of high-fat 
foods and/or high sugar products com-
bined with little physical activity, which 
may partly explain its prevalence among 
Arab women who are often prevented by 
custom from pursuing sports and other 
physical exercise.

Box 6-2 The human security survey – Food access in 4 Arab 
countries

Respondents were asked if they found it easy or difficult to obtain food, 
or whether food access was not an issue at all. The lowest number of 
respondents who found it difficult was in Kuwait and the highest number 
who found food easily accessible was also in that country. In the other 
countries, responses differed from those in Kuwait but were similar among 
the three. In those cases, about 40 per cent of the respondents agreed 
that food was readily accessible as opposed to between 56 and 59 per cent 
who thought it difficult to obtain. Those to whom it was apparently not an 
issue constituted a small minority, just around 3 per cent of the sample. 
Interestingly, none of the respondents in Kuwait said that obtaining food 
was not an issue, possibly because they considered easy access the same 
thing.

When respondents were asked how easy it had been to obtain food dur-
ing the six months preceding the survey, a minority of the respondents 
in Kuwait (20 per cent) and about a third of the respondents in Morocco 
answered that they had had difficulty obtaining some foodstuffs or that 
they had been forced to cut down on some kinds during those six months. 
However, 56 per cent of Palestinians and more than half of the Lebanese 
polled indicated they had experienced difficulties overall. Their answers 
undoubtedly reflect the fact that the period in question coincided with the 
deterioration of conditions in Gaza in the winter of 2008 and the atmo-
sphere of tension in Beirut at that time.
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The causes of hunger and 
malnourishment in Arab countries

Many factors contribute to the problems 
of undernourishment. Among the direct 
factors are the lack of means to purchase 
sufficient food for basic daily require-
ments and the lack of food supplies. The 
indirect factors, which are simultaneously 
causes and consequences, include poverty, 
ignorance, illness, and gender inequality. 
Difficult climatic conditions, natural disas-
ters, unsuccessful development policies, 
political instability, and armed conflict 
are important factors that contribute indi-
rectly to perpetuating the cycle of poverty, 
hunger, illness, and suffering. Just as 
poverty and unemployment are not purely 
economic phenomena, so too undernour-
ishment and hunger are not necessarily 
natural or inevitable; indeed, they are most 
frequently caused by human action, or 
inaction. The Arab countries most severely 
affected by undernourishment and hunger 
are those experiencing conflicts, civil war 
or foreign occupation while, in other Arab 
countries, the spread of poverty is associ-
ated with high rates of undernourishment. 
The causes of undernourishment can be 
summarized in terms of three primary 
categories: food purchasing power, food 
availability, and the sustainability of both. 
The following paragraphs discuss these 
causes in more detail.

A. Direct causes

Insufficient daily nutritional intake

Every year the FAO appraises each coun-
try’s per capita food availability using 
the system of “Food Balance Sheets.” 
These are tabulations of the amounts of 
foodstuffs produced in a given country 
within a given year, to which are added 
the amounts imported or in storage during 
that period, and from which are subtracted 
the amounts lost through spoilage dur-
ing storage or transportation, or fed to 
livestock, or used for purposes other than 
human consumption. The result is then 
divided by the total number of inhabitants 
in the country. All foodstuffs available for 
human consumption are also broken down 
into their caloric value7, so as to gauge the 
per capita supplies of nutrient energy.

Obesity contributes to such non-con-
tagious chronic illnesses as diabetes, high 
blood pressure, coronary arterial diseases, 
degenerative joint diseases, psychological 
illnesses, and some types of cancer. Such 
ailments are steadily increasing in Arab 
countries. Numerous studies demonstrate 
that underweight birth and undernourish-
ment in infancy actually increase the risk of 
obesity at adolescence when food supplies 
are available. In the workforce, obesity is 
often associated with lower productivity.

Undernourishment 
and hunger are not 
necessarily natural 

or inevitable

Box 6-3 The human security survey – Dietary patterns in 
4 Arab countries 

Dietary patterns in Kuwait, Lebanon, Morocco and the Occupied Palestinian 
Territory are similar, with one noticeable difference among the Palestinians. 
With the exception of vegetables and eggs, they consume other major food 
types less frequently. They eat more vegetables than the Kuwaitis and 
more eggs than the Moroccans and Lebanese, while of the four sets of 
respondents they consume the least amounts of fish and meat, eating the 
former less than once a week and the latter no more than twice a week. 
This may be due to the scarcity of fish and to the high cost of meat in the 
Occupied Palestinian Territory. In general, fish and meat are the least fre-
quently consumed food items among the respondents in three countries, 
with the Kuwaitis departing from the general pattern in their consumption 
of fish twice a week and meat four times a week.

Comparing patterns of food consumption in Gaza and the West Bank 
reveals salient differences. While in both areas people eat vegetables with 
about the same frequency—about six times a week—there are significant 
differences in the consumption of the other types of food. The respon-
dents in Gaza eat less frequently eggs, dairy products, fruits, vegetables, 
meat and fish, a pattern that reflects levels of nourishment there. Food 
conditions have deteriorated for most Palestinians, but those in Gaza are 
particularly affected as a result of Israeli restrictions on the movement of 
goods and persons and as a result of the blockade.
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In the appraisal of food supply and 
dietary patterns in the region according to 
available data, Arab countries were divided 
into three categories based on the preva-
lence of hunger and undernourishment in 
2002-2004. The first category consists of 
those countries in which the prevalence is 
between 2.5 and 4 per cent of the popula-
tion, and includes Saudi Arabia, Egypt, 
Syria, Lebanon, and Algeria. The second, 
mid-range category, where the prevalence 
falls between 5 and 19 per cent of the 
population, includes Morocco, Mauritania, 
Jordan, and Kuwait. Yemen and Sudan 
fall into the third category, where the 
prevalence is 20 per cent or more of the 
population. The appraisal did not cover 
Libya, Tunisia, and the UAE, in which 
hunger and undernourishment do not con-
stitute significant problems. However, we 
might also add a fourth category, made up 
of those conflict-plagued countries, Sudan, 
Somalia, Iraq and Occupied Palestinian 
Territory, to which we return later.

• Nutrient energy intake falls below daily 
requirements
Figure 6-5 illustrates the per capita caloric 
intake in Arab countries and compares its 
levels in 1990-1992 and 2002-2004. 

There are evident disparities between 
the three groups of countries in caloric 
supply, the latter being lowest in Yemen 
and Sudan (highest prevalence of hunger) 
and highest in the countries of the first 
group (lowest prevalence). All recorded 
levels of daily per capita caloric intake, 
which vary from 2,000 (Yemen) to 3,100 
(Egypt), show totals higher than the 
minimal caloric intake needed for the 
average person to sustain body weight and 
remain moderately active. The figure thus 
indicates that the explanation for hunger 
prevalence in the region lies in disparities 
within individual societies in caloric 
intake and, hence, that the distribution of 
available foodstuffs is inequitable.

Looking at changes in the rates of 
caloric intake between the MDG baseline 
(1990-1992) and 2002-2004, we note vir-
tually no change in Yemen, Morocco, and 
Lebanon and a slight increase in the other 
countries. The sole exception is Kuwait, 
which registered a considerable 700 per 
capita caloric increase since 1990-1992.

Figure 6-4 Prevalence of obesity in Arab countries, Nauru and 
Japan*, by gender and age group 15+, 2005

Source: WHO 2005.

Notes: Nauru and Japan are respectively the countries with the highest and lowest 
prevalence of obesity in the world.

* Measured at BMI >= 30kg/m2. BMI (Body Mass Index) is a measure of body fat based on 
height and weight. BMI >30 means obese and BMI between 25 and 30 means overweight.
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Figure 6-5 Average daily caloric intake per capita in 11 Arab 
countries, 1990-1992 and 2002-2004

Source: FAO 2008.
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• Limited supplies of different foods affect 
dietary patterns and nutrition 
Figure 6-6 depicts the daily per capita 
intake (measured in grams/person/day) of 
different types of nutrient sources avail-
able in the Arab countries, comparing 
their levels in 2004 with those in 1990, 
and contrasting these levels with those in 
a developed country, Greece.

While the 2002-2004 levels of per 
capita food availability vary considerably 
between the three groups of Arab coun-
tries, they do not differ markedly among 
the countries in the same group. Clearly, 
they are inversely proportional to the 
prevalence of hunger and malnutrition, 
with the first group ranking the highest 
in the quantities of food available to the 
individual. Thus, for example, the overall 
quantities range from 2,200 grams per day 
in Lebanon, in which the prevalence of 
hunger is 3 per cent of the population, to 
1,500 grams per day in Saudi Arabia, in 
which 4 per cent of the population suffers 
nutrient deprivation. In the third group, 
the per capita rates vary from 850 grams 
per day in Yemen, where hunger afflicts 

more than a third of the population to 
1,150 grams per day in Sudan, where more 
than a quarter of the population is prey 
to hunger and undernourishment. The 
second group recorded levels that fall in 
between those of the first and third. The 
recorded rates in all of these countries are 
considerably lower than the per capita 
rates in the developed country compara-
tor – Greece. 

Examining levels of per capita food 
availability over the decade between the 
two assessment periods, we find that they 
have not changed considerably, with the 
exception of Kuwait, in which the level 
nearly doubled from 1990. Lebanon, 
Jordan, and Yemen, which belong, respec-
tively to the first, second, and third groups, 
show minor decreases in the per capita 
food availability levels, which undoubt-
edly contributed to the relative increase in 
the prevalence of hunger these countries 
have experienced since 1990. In contrast, 
Algeria, Mauritania and Sudan have 
recorded small increases in per capita food 
availability, which, by the same token, 
helped alleviate the prevalence of hunger 

Figure 6-6 Daily per capita gram consumption from different nutrient sources,  
1990 and 2004, 11 Arab countries and Greece

Source: FAO 2008.
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In spite of this 
trend towards 
diversity, dietary 
patterns are 
still deficient

Undernourishment 
can arise from 
insufficient or 
imbalanced intake 
of nutrients

in these countries, except for Sudan 
where the deterioration of the situation in 
Darfur since 2004 aggravated the severity 
of undernourishment there.

Among types of foodstuffs available 
in the Arab countries, grains are the 
most popular form of food; they are an 
important source of energy, proteins, and 
vitamin B complex. Wheat is the most 
widely consumed type of grain in all Arab 
countries, apart from Sudan in which 
sorghum prevails. Barley ranks second 
in the North African countries. In the 
Mashreq, rice and maize are the second 
most widely consumed grains, and in the 
LDCs (Yemen and Sudan), maize and mil-
let. None of these countries has attained 
self-sufficiency in these grains, which 
they all import in varying quantities. The 
highest imports are in wheat, produced 
in moderate climates and exported pri-
marily by industrial nations, followed by 
barley and to a lesser extent maize. Grain 
consumption has declined slightly in all 
Arab countries over recent years, apart 
from in Mauritania, Morocco, Egypt, and 
Saudi Arabia, where the amount of grain 
consumed has remained stable in terms of 
quantity but increased in terms of ratio to 
total caloric intake.

Fruit and vegetables form the second 
largest dietary component in most Arab 
countries apart from Mauritania, Sudan, 
and Yemen, where the per capita intake 
of these foodstuffs is only between 60 and 
200 grams per day. Dairy products and 
eggs are also major dietary components, 
especially in the latter three countries. 
Indeed, in these countries the available 
quantities of dairy products are equivalent 
to those in developed nations. The relative 
abundance of such products in these low 
income countries is due to the prolifera-
tion of dairy farms in recent years.

Meat products form only a small por-
tion of the overall diet in Arab countries, 
with Lebanon, Kuwait, and Saudi Arabia 
ranking highest in meat consumption, at 
between 135 and 190 grams per person 
per day. Fish and other seafood form only 
a small fraction of the dietary intake in all 
the countries.

Dietary patterns in most Arab coun-
tries have changed since the 1990-1992 
baseline period. While grains still remain 
the foremost ingredient in the Arab meal, 
one now finds greater quantities of fruits 

and vegetables, dairy products and eggs, 
vegetable oils, sugar, and, to a modest 
extent, meat and fish. In spite of this trend 
towards diversity, which largely reflects 
the preferences of consumers who can 
afford greater quantities of more expensive 
foods with higher nutrient values, dietary 
patterns on the whole, compared to those 
in developed countries, are still deficient. 
Particularly lacking are prophylactic foods 
that are rich in mineral salts and vitamins, 
such as fruits and vegetables, dairy prod-
ucts and fish.

• Imbalanced diet
Undernourishment can arise from insuf-
ficient or imbalanced intakes of nutrient 
energy and/or macro or micro nutrients. 
A diet deficient in macronutrients, ele-
ments that furnish the body with energy 
(proteins, fats and carbohydrates), causes 
health problems (wasting, stunting, 
underweight, drop in body mass). This 
applies even if the overall caloric intake is 
sufficient. However, healthy ranges of the 
proportions of macronutrients to the total 
caloric requirement are fairly broad: 55-75 
per cent carbohydrates, 15-35 per cent 
fats, and 10-15 per cent proteins.8

Figure 6-7 summarises the per capita 
daily intake of macronutrients in relation 
to total caloric intake and how these ratios 
changed over the period from 1990-1992 
to 2002-2004. It covers the Arab coun-
tries for which data is available, inclusive 
of those in which hunger does not pose a 
humanitarian problem.

The ratios of macronutrients in the 
food available in Arab countries are, on 
the whole, balanced regardless of the 
volumes of energy available. Nor have 
these ratios changed significantly since 
the baseline period. We also observe that 
animal foods account for between a third 
and a fourth of the supplies of proteins 
and fats, and between 7 and 13 per cent 
of available nutrient energy supplies in 
all countries, apart from Mauritania, 
Sudan, Kuwait, and Lebanon. In these 
countries, animal foods make up nearly 
half of the available sources of proteins 
and fats, and a fifth of the energy; these 
ratios are equivalent to those recorded 
in developed countries. However, while 
animal foods offer abundant sources of 
high-quality animal protein, they are also 
causes of high levels of harmful saturated 
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triglycerides. These arise particularly from 
relatively high quantities of dairy products 
and eggs, combined with low levels of fruit 
and vegetables (as is the case in Mauritania 
and Sudan) and relatively high intakes of 
meat and dairy products and eggs (as in 
Lebanon and Kuwait).

Yet, as encouraging as these figures 
may appear, they should be treated with 
an element of caution. They do not neces-
sarily reflect equality in the distribution 
of available food among societal groups 
or indicate the actual intakes or dietary 
balances of weak and vulnerable groups. 
The most they offer is a picture of gen-
eral trends in food availability and intake 
within groups of countries.

• The relative contributions of food 
imports and exports to per capita food 
supplies
How much food is available to a society 
mirrors developments in its food produc-
tion sectors and the dynamics of food 
commodity exchanges with the outside 
world. In other words, food availability 
is connected with the forces of supply—
which is contingent upon such factors as 
agricultural production, access to global 

markets, the growth of food industries, 
and the size of foreign aid—and demand, 
which is connected, in particular, to per 
capita income levels.

Figure 6-8 shows that some Arab 
countries have lower cereal yields than 
the world average and, moreover, that, 
between 1990 and 2005, production in 
7 countries declined.

Figure 6-9 illustrates how far the 
region moved towards self-sufficiency in 
major food commodities during the period 
1990-2004.

Instructively, as the figure shows,  
Arab countries are altogether more self-
sufficient in food commodities that are 
favoured by the rich (meats, fish and vege-
tables) than in those likely to be consumed 
by the poor (cereals, fats and sugar). 

Figure 6-10 illustrates the dependence 
of Arab countries on aggregate food 
imports in 2005. In all but one case—
Bahrain—this reliance is greater than the 
world average. 

Numerous factors have contributed to 
the heavy dependence of Arab countries 
on food imports (Jalila Al-Ati, in Arabic, 
background paper for the report):

Figure 6-7 Daily caloric intake and its division by major nutrient groups, 11 Arab 
countries, 1990-1992 and 2002-2004

Source: FAO 2008.
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In Yemen, an LDC, 80 per cent of the •	
population live in rural areas and 50 per 
cent of the labour force is employed in 
agriculture. Inadequate water supply 
and scarce arable land mean agricul-
tural productivity is low, accounting 
for a small share of GDP (15 per 
cent), and cannot keep pace with the 
country’s rapid population growth 
(3.6 per cent annually compared to the 
2.6 per cent average in Arab countries 
as a whole). As a result, the numbers of 
undernourished people are climbing.
In Jordan, a middle-income country •	
with a paucity of water and other natu-
ral resources, agricultural production 
accounts for only 2 per cent of GDP 
and employs only 10 per cent of the 
labour force. Food imports are, thus, 
essential to meet its needs. However, 
the performance of the Jordanian 
economy is heavily influenced by 
external factors, especially fluctuations 
in oil prices and conflicts in the region. 
Economic decline as a consequence of 
such factors has contributed to reduc-
ing the per capita caloric intake from 
2,820 calories per day in 1990-1992 
to 2,670 per day in 2002-2004, and 
thus to increasing the prevalence of 
undernourishment.
In Saudi Arabia, a high-income coun-•	
try, agriculture accounts for only 5 per 
cent of GDP and employs only 7 per 
cent of the labour force, as a result of 
which the country is almost entirely 
dependent on food imports. In spite of 
the country’s economic growth, fuelled 
by the recent boom in oil prices, no 
progress has been made towards the 
elimination of undernourishment. In 
fact, the number of undernourished 
in Saudi Arabia has risen since 1990-
1992, raising questions about policies 
of food distribution, social equity and 
population trends. 
On the other hand, in Syria, another 

middle-income country, 33 per cent of the 
active population is engaged in the agrar-
ian sector, which contributes a quarter of 
GDP and occupies a third of the country’s 
land area. Agricultural investment and 
development in recent years have enabled 
Syria not only to secure self-sufficiency 
in the most important foodstuffs but also 
to improve the performance of its export 
trade in fruits, vegetables, pulses, grains, 

Figure 6-8 Cereal production, 21 Arab countries, 1990 and 2005

Source: World Bank 2008.
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Figure 6-9 Regional self-sufficiency ratios (SSRs) in major food 
commodities (%), by type, 1990-2004

Source: UNDP/AHDR calculations based on AOAD 2008 (in Arabic).

Note: The self-sufficiency ratios in the AOAD database are calculated by dividing food 
produced by food available for consumption (both measured in mega tons).
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Figure 6-10 Reliance on food imports, 15 Arab countries, 2005*

Source: World Bank 2008.

*Values for Lebanon and Libya are for 2004.

 2005 Food imports (% of merchandise imports)

Ye
m

en

M
au

ri
ta

ni
a

Eg
yp

t

Tu
ni

si
a

A
lg

er
ia

Q
at

ar

Sy
ri

a

B
ah

ra
in

Li
by

a

W
or

ld
 a

ve
ra

ge

Le
ba

no
n

S
au

di
 A

ra
bi

a

Jo
rd

an

Su
da

n

O
m

an

M
or

oc
co

0

5

15

10

20

25

%



132 Arab Human Development Report 2009

Agricultural 
development in 
rural areas has 

more impact 
on uprooting 
hunger than 

urban industrial 
development

Poverty and 
hunger constitute 

a vicious cycle

and olive oil. The growth of the agrar-
ian sector contributed to a 200 calorie 
per day increase in the average available 
nutrient energy supply since 1990-1992, 
an increase sufficient to reduce the preva-
lence of undernourishment from 5 to 4 per 
cent, although not sufficient to reduce the 
number of undernourished arising from 
rapid population growth (3.1 per cent).

The foregoing confirms the findings of 
various studies that the effect of economic 
development on reducing hunger depends as 
much upon the nature of economic growth as 
it does upon its extent and pace. Agricultural 
development in rural areas has more impact 
on uprooting hunger and malnourishment 
than urban industrial development.

In the Arab countries, the dangers of 
over-dependence on international markets 
to ensure food needs came home sharply 
in the spring of 2008 when global food 
prices skyrocketed. By mid-2008, these 
prices were 40 per cent higher than at the 
same time the previous year. The impact of 
this was felt in virtually all Arab countries, 
including wealthy Gulf countries such as 
Saudi Arabia and the UAE. It seems wise, 
therefore, for Arab governments to attempt 
to take advantage of their available water 
and cultivable land in order to move closer 
to self-sufficiency in food production. This 
important subject is discussed in the con-
cluding section of this chapter. 

B. Indirect causes

Poverty and hunger

Poverty and hunger constitute a vicious 
cycle. Hunger prolongs poverty because it 
lowers productivity and poverty prevents 
people from producing or obtaining the 
food they need. The poor are not only vul-
nerable to hunger and an insufficient intake 
of micronutrients, but also to chronic ill-
nesses linked to diet, habits and situational 
pressures. The poor and undereducated 
tend towards behaviour laden with health 
risks, such as smoking and consuming 
cheap, fatty, and high-caloric processed 
and fried foods. They lack health care 
and health awareness, and are constantly 
exposed by deprivation to social, physi-
cal and mental stress. One review of 144 
studies of obesity in developed countries 
found an inverse relationship between 

obesity and socioeconomic status, noting 
that often the urban poor are forced to 
settle for “junk food” and do not always 
understand the fundamentals of a healthy 
diet.9 This suggests that obesity and its 
associated health risks will be higher 
in countries in which malnourishment 
increases in tandem with urban develop-
ment. Confronting this double burden of 
chronic hunger and the spread of non-
contagious diseases demands special food 
and dietary policies that target vulnerable 
groups among the urban and rural poor.

Nevertheless, poverty is not necessarily 
associated with undernourishment when 
the consumption pattern of the poor tends 
towards inexpensive but nutrient-rich 
foods, and when such foods are readily 
accessible. Where statistics are available 
for both poverty levels and the levels of 
undernourishment in a given area, the two 
indexes do not always overlap. The number 
of undernourished can exceed the number 
of poor in certain cases where it is not low 
income that hampers access to food but 
other obstacles, such as transport bottle-
necks, or political upheavals. The number 
of undernourished can also fall below the 
number of poor, as is the case in areas 
where government policies are in place 
to provide food for the poor or where the 
prevalent diets consist of inexpensive foods 
that meet the body’s energy requirements.

Looking at the prevalence of poverty in 
Arab countries for which there is available 
data and its correlation to the prevalence 
of hunger and undernourishment (Figure 
6-11) we find that the severest rates of 
poverty (people living on less than a dollar 
a day) and deprivation from one or more 
fundamental services are concentrated in 
those countries with a high prevalence 
of undernourishment, which is to say 
such low-income countries as Mauritania, 
Sudan, and Yemen.

 More than 60 per cent of the inhabit-
ants in Mauritania, about 45 per cent of 
the inhabitants of Yemen, and about 40 
per cent of the inhabitants of Egypt live on 
less than two dollars a day. It is interest-
ing in this regard to draw a comparison. 
In Egypt, GDP per capita (calculated 
by purchasing power parity) is roughly 
equivalent to that of Morocco ($4,337 and 
$4,555 respectively in 2005). Yet, the lev-
els of poverty (gauged by the percentage of 
the population living on less than a dollar 
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a day) and hunger are noticeably lower in 
Egypt (20 and 4 per cent respectively) than 
in Morocco (34 and 6 per respectively). 
The lower figures for Egypt indicate that 
dietary patterns in Egypt, coupled with 
the Egyptian government’s food subsidy 
programmes, have contributed to reducing 
the prevalence of undernourishment.

As figure 6-11 shows, the number of 
poor in the Arab countries for which data 
has been provided exceeds the number of 
undernourished. The prevalence of those 
living on less than two dollars a day is 
higher than the prevalence of those suffer-
ing hunger in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Egypt, 
Syria, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Algeria, 
Sudan and Mauritania, whereas the ratios 
of poverty and hunger are approximately 
equal in Yemen. World Bank statistics 
bear out the greater prevalence of poverty 
over undernourishment in Tunisia as well 
as elsewhere in the Maghreb and Mashreq, 
in general. We note, however, that the per-
centage of sufferers from hunger is higher 
than the percentage of those who live in 
extreme poverty, on less than a dollar a 
day, in Algeria, Jordan and Morocco. 

Other useful comparisons may be 
drawn. Jordan and Lebanon, too, have 
about the same GDP per capita ($5,530 
and $5,584 respectively in 2005) and 
about the same prevalence of poverty and 
hunger. However, Saudi Arabia, a high-
income country fares no better than Syria, 
a middle-income country in terms of the 
prevalence of hunger (4 per cent of the 
population in each country according to 
WB data).10 Again, this demonstrates that 
having resources, alone, is not sufficient to 
promote the development of a society or 
to achieve sustainable economic growth. 
Any country, even one with relatively lim-
ited resources, can rise to the challenge of 
reducing hunger and poverty. The require-
ment is that it implements well-considered 
and designed comprehensive development 
policies, and that it puts into effect eco-
nomic and financial structural reforms 
that guarantee equitable development 
across all sectors of society, with special 
attention to the more vulnerable.

Foreign occupation, domestic conflict  
and hunger

Although reliable and up-to-date informa-
tion on Arab countries facing occupation 

or civil strife is lacking, thus making 
comparisons with other Arab countries 
difficult, World Food Programme figures 
hint at the magnitude of their problems 
(Table 6-1).

Countries in these special situations 
experience declining food conditions for 
many reasons. Foremost among them is 
the collapse of those daily patterns of life 
into which people arranged their work, 
movements and essential purchases. Such 
upheavals bring a loss of personal security, 
with all that that signifies to those who 
live in conflict zones. They can lead to the 
death of thousands of farmers and others 
engaged in the production, transport, or 
distribution of food. These countries also 
see, in their rural areas, the recruitment 
into combat activities of thousands of 
others who would ordinarily be engaged 
in producing food; or the flight of yet 
thousands of others former food growers 
and distributors to safer areas. Moreover, 
refugees and displaced persons themselves 
are often forced into the search for food 
in their new havens, often meeting with 
little success and finding themselves with-
out means of subsistence. Compounding 
these severe disturbances, armed con-
flicts destroy roads, irrigation systems, 
electricity grids and other infrastructure, 
impairing food production and transport, 
and reducing the ability to respond to 

Figure 6-11 The association of poverty and hunger

Source: UNDP 2007.

Note: GDP and the poverty rates for the international thresholds presented in this discussion 
are based on PPPs from the ICP 1993-1996. By comparison, the PPPs on which the poverty 
rates presented in Chapter 5 are based refer to 2005.
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floods, droughts and other natural disas-
ters. Under such circumstances, not only 
does food scarcity drive up prices, but 
simply guaranteeing the safe transport of 
food from one area to another becomes 
fraught with the risk of attack or extortion 
en route by militias or criminal gangs.

Unsurprisingly, these countries have 
become humanitarian disaster zones 
the effects of which have spilled over 
into neighbouring countries, prompting 
international concern and intervention in 
response to the sheer number of victims 
of poverty and hunger these crises have 
claimed. The following table suggests 
the extent to which these crises have 
impaired the ability of the inhabitants 
of affected areas to obtain essential food 
requirements.

The FAO lists thirty-six nations as 
those most at risk from the consequences 
of the rising prices of food in international 
markets and, hence, requiring external 
food assistance. Among them are four 
Arab countries, three of which are victims 
of foreign occupation or civil strife or both. 
Somalia and Iraq are categorised as suffer-
ing an “exceptional shortfall in aggregate 
food production/supplies.” Mauritania, 
facing “a widespread lack of access”, is in the 
second category of severely food insecure 
countries, Sudan is described as undergo-
ing “severe localised food insecurity”.11

Economic policies and globalisation

Food accessibility is strongly influenced 
by government economic policies and 
openness to world markets. Subsidising 
food commodities to make them more 
affordable to the public is one such policy; 
lifting subsidies is another. Most Arab 
governments have adopted food supply 
policies as part of a social contract based 
on state provision of essential needs in 
exchange for the people’s loyalty. This 
type of social contract was a major feature 
of some Arab regimes of the 1960s and 
1970s, which patterned their develop-
ment programmes on the socialist model. 
It was also a tactic associated with regimes 
in some Arab oil exporting countries, 
which used oil revenues to sustain their 
rule. This helps explain why the number 
of undernourished in Arab countries is 
lower than the number of poor who live 
on less than two dollars a day. Beginning 
in the late 1970s, the governments of non-
oil exporting countries made their first 
attempts to implement IMF recommen-
dations and shed what they had come to 
regard as the subsidy burden. They quickly 
realised how difficult this task would be 
when their attempts to lift subsidies trig-
gered widespread riots and civil unrest, in 
Egypt, Morocco and Tunisia, and even in 
Algeria, an oil exporting country.

Source: WFP 2008 (See Statistical references).

Country Population affected by food 
shortages

Beneficiaries of WFP food aid Other effects of the crisis

Somalia 3.5 million people, almost half 
of the population in Somalia, 
will require food assistance by 
December 2008.

Beneficiaries of WFP assistance increased 
from 700,000 in August 2006 to 1.4 million 
in May 2008.

In January 2008, rates of acute malnutrition in 
the Puntland regions of Shabelle, Hiran and 
Central and Southern Nugal were above the 
emergency threshold of 15%.

Iraq In 2005, 39% percent 
households facing food 
problems in Iraq

In 2005, over four million people (15.4% of 
the population) were food insecure in spite 
of receiving Public Distribution System 
(PDS) food rations. Without PDS rations, 
a further 8.3 million people (31.8% of the 
population) would be food insecure.

In 2005, the prevalence of acute child 
malnutrition in six governorates (Wassit, Salah 
Al Din, Najaf, Qadissia, Muthana and ThiQar) 
was greater than 10% or ‘serious’. In Qadissia, at 
17%, it was ‘critical’.

Sudan In 2005, 53.8% of IDP 
households in Darfur were food 
insecure.

In 2005, the number of monthly 
beneficiaries of food aid in greater Darfur 
came to 1,936, 554.

In September 2004, 25.7% of children between  
6 to 59 months of age were suffering from severe 
acute malnutrition rates.

OPT In 2008, 53% of the population 
of the Gaza Strip and 21% of 
that in the West Bank were food 
insecure.

39.33% of OPT households received food 
assistance between March and May 2008.

In 2004, stunting was found to affect 9.9% of 
children under 5 years of age, and was on the rise 
compared to 1996 and 2000 data.

Food relief to conflict zones in the Arab countries, 2000-2008Table 6-1

Food accessibility 
is strongly 

influenced by 
government 

economic policies 
and openness to 

world markets
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Nevertheless, since the 1980s most 
Arab governments have pressed ahead with 
economic liberalisation and market dereg-
ulation policies. Without passing judgment 
on such policies, it cannot be denied 
that, as far as food supply is concerned, 
they have rendered domestic food prices 
vulnerable to fluctuations in international 
prices. Since 2006, Arab food-importing 
countries, that is, the great majority in the 
region, have had to contend with soaring 
food prices in the global market. The FAO 
and the World Bank have attributed spiral-
ling prices to various causes, among which 
are the climate changes that have affected 
production in grain exporting countries, 
the extensive depletion in grain stocks, 
and the rising consumption of meat and 
dairy products in emerging economies, 

especially in China. Another major cause is 
the growing demand in the US and Europe 
for biofuel derived from grain, in response 
to the rising costs of oil and transporta-
tion. This, in conjunction with intensive 
speculation on grain in international stock 
markets, has caused the price of wheat to 
shoot up by 200 per cent and has driven up 
the prices of food commodities in general 
by 75 per cent since the beginning of the 
21st century.12 The global food supply crisis 
this has caused is aggravated in many Arab 
countries by their governments’ misman-
agement of food subsidy programmes. 

In fact, there is nothing that ordains 
adherence to the blanket implementation 
of such policies if they lead to the spread 
of hunger and undernourishment, as 
well as to impoverishment and declining 

Box 6-4 Two initiatives for alleviating poverty – Brazil and Mexico

Brazil’s experience of pro-poor development under 
President Ignacio Lula da Silva

The government of Brazil has succeeded where all its pre-
decessors, democratic and dictatorial alike, have failed. It 
has reduced acute social and economic disparity in favour 
of the poor. In January 2003, the “Lula” government unveiled 
“Programa Fome Zero”—the Zero Hunger Programme intended 
to accelerate the improvement of food security for 44 mil-
lion people. The programme set into motion mechanisms 
intended to ensure the food and nutritional security of the 
Brazilian people, enhance their income by increasing basic 
food supplies, improve means of access to food, and provide 
urgent relief from hunger though targeted interventions.

In October 2003, as part of the initiative, the government 
initiated the “Bolsa Familia Programme”, which seeks to 
remedy two problems—lack of education and undernour-
ishment—at once. Under this programme, the government 
intervenes directly through injections of financial aid to poor 
families, but on the firm condition that their children attend 
school regularly and that the family attends primary health-
care facilities. By 2006, the government had brought these 
services to needy families whose members combined come 
to about 11.2 million people. From 1990-1992 to 2002-2004, 
Brazil succeeded in reducing the prevalence of hunger from 
12 to 7 per cent and the number of its hungry from 18.5 million 
to 12.8 million. 

In July 2007, the programme was bolstered by the alloca-
tion of 2.6 billion Euros for raising living conditions among 
the poor by supplying Brazil’s urban slums—favelas—with 
drinking water, electricity, and sanitation facilities.

Mexico’s programme for alleviating poverty and 
malnourishment

The Oportunidades programme launched by Mexico in 1997, 
under the banner “Progresa,” grants cash remittances to 
poor families on the condition that they ascertain that their 
children attend school regularly and that family members 
pay periodic visits to health clinics. This government social 
assistance programme aims, in the short run, to improve the 
state of health and education of poor families and, in the 
long run, to help these families climb above the poverty line 
through education, which will offer better employment and 
income prospects to the family members.

Oportunidades targets families that are unable to meet 
their own basic food, health, and educational needs; these 
are estimated at five million families or a total of 25 million 
people. The programme undertakes to provide these basic 
necessities by means of cash remittances that are given 
directly to the mothers. The purpose of making the mothers 
the recipients is two-fold. It bolsters their autonomy and it 
ensures that the money is actually spent on the family to 
cover such needs as school expenses, school supplies, food, 
and periodic health checkups for the whole family.

Educational grants for lower and upper secondary school 
levels (grades seven to nine and ten to twelve, respectively) 
are higher for girls than for boys, with the target of narrowing 
the gender gap in secondary school enrolment. Pregnant 
women who regularly attend monthly maternity guidance lec-
tures, appear for five prenatal checkups, receive two dental 
checkups, and take proper care of their teeth are entitled to 
total coverage of all expenses for delivery and three months’ 
post-natal care, as well as to food supplements for them-
selves and their infants. 

Source: Braine 2006.Source: Kenneth 2002.

Most Arab 
countries have had 
to contend with 
soaring food prices 
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productivity. The experiences of some 
countries, notably Brazil and Mexico in 
Latin America, demonstrate that it is pos-
sible to follow liberal economic policies 
and, simultaneously, ensure a minimum 
level of food for the poor.

The effects of undernourishment 
on human security in Arab 
countries

Hunger undermines human security at 
the most basic level of existence. It is 
detrimental to health, productivity and 
relations with others. It can constitute a 
threat to life, and not just by shortening 
life expectancy from birth. The scramble 
for bread can erupt into violent clashes 
and riots, as recent incidents in some Arab 
countries testify.

At the personal level, acute hunger can 
be a direct cause of death or a cause of fatal 
illnesses. An estimated 25,000 people 
(adults and children) a day die from hun-
ger and related causes around the world.13 

Although no such estimate is available 
for the Arab countries, the accelerated 
200 per cent rise in grain prices since 
2001 has made it more and more difficult 
to obtain bread in most Arab countries, 
even in oil-rich nations such as Saudi 
Arabia and the UAE. Since October 2007, 
Egypt, Morocco and Mauritania have all 
witnessed public protests over faltering 
bread supplies and surging prices. Syrians, 
Lebanese, and Yemenis, too, have found it 
extremely difficult to obtain bread, a basic 
component of the Arab diet. In Egypt, in 
early 2008, brawls in the bread queues 
in front of bakeries caused a number of 
deaths and wounded.

Food protests can spill over the borders 
of a country facing severe food shortages, 
stirring tensions between neighbour-
ing states or political entities. A salient 
example was the attempt on the part of 
Palestinians in Gaza, in January 2008, 
to storm the Egyptian border in order to 
overcome the effects of Israel’s blockade. 
Starving Gazans knocked down segments 
of the barriers at the Egypt-Gaza border, 
and hundreds of thousands poured into 
the Sinai in search of food and medicines. 
The border penetration, which angered 
the Egyptian authorities, only came to a 
halt when Egyptian forces succeeded in 

repairing the barriers. Since then, Egypt 
has allowed trucks bearing food and 
medicine to pass through, although the 
deteriorating situation in Gaza continues.

In the Arab region, the groups espe-
cially vulnerable to nutritional deficiencies 
are children and their mothers, as seen in 
the prevalence of underweight and stunt-
ing among children under five, which stood 
at 14.6 per cent and 22.2 per cent respec-
tively in 2000-2005 for the Arab region. 
The prevalence of low-weight births was 
12 per cent in the period 2000-2006.14

It may be observed that the proportion 
of underweight children under five, varies 
sharply among countries: in Yemen it was 
45.6 per cent in 2003 and in Lebanon it 
was 3.3 per cent in 2002.

As Table 6.2 reveals, in spite of the prog-
ress most Arab countries have achieved in 
the fight against undernourishment, chil-
dren pay a disproportionately greater price 
for hunger in the past and continue to pay 
a disproportionately greater price among 
the poor who live on less than two dollars 
a day. Many Arab countries continue to 
show high rates of prevalence of children 
under five who are underweight or stunted 
in comparison with the averages in their 
reference groups. The highest prevalence 
of these two categories of children is in 
Arab countries with high concentrations 
of the poor, namely Yemen, Sudan and 
Mauritania. At the opposite end of the 
scale, Jordan has the lowest prevalence of 
underweight children and Lebanon the 
lowest prevalence of stunted children. 
Lebanon and Algeria have the lowest 
prevalence of low-weight births. Child 
obesity appears to be a problem of some 
concern in a few Arab countries, nota-
bly Algeria, Egypt and Morocco where 
the prevalence of overweight children 
under five is between 13 and 15 per cent. 
Although malnourishment is not the only 
cause of these symptoms, it is frequently 
intertwined with the circumstances of 
poverty and the consequent increased 
vulnerability to poor health, dysentery, 
and contagious diseases.

Distressingly, while the Arab countries 
have some of the lowest rates in under-
nourishment among developing countries, 
some conditions for children in lower 
middle income countries are worse than 
in other regions. Compared to children 
in East Asia and the Pacific, children in 
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can spill over 

the borders of a 
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severe food 
shortages
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the Arab countries suffer from a higher 
incidence of being underweight, despite 
the general higher prevalence of under-
nourishment in East Asia and the Pacific. 
Moreover, the rate of low-weight births 
in the Arab countries is double that of 
East Asia and the Pacific and low income 
countries.

Ongoing hunger and malnourishment 
are reflected in children’s educational per-
formance. Hungry children enrol in school 
late, if they enrol at all, and drop out early, 
and their performance is poorer than that 
of well-nourished children even if they 
can attend school regularly. Poor families 
without food security can seldom afford 
to educate their children on whom they 
frequently depend for domestic chores, 

supplementary income and family sup-
port. Girls are held back most, since their 
education receives lower priority than that 
of boys.

Arab food security: some reflections15

Food security has been a subject of great 
national concern around the world since 
1974, the year of the global food crisis, 
which led countries to view it as a com-
ponent of national security. To many, it 
seemed that the key to food security lay 
in self-sufficiency, particularly in grain, 
and Arab countries took up the call. 
Many food-importing developing nations 
succeeded in achieving self-sufficiency 

Country

Prevalence of 
undernourishment 
 (% of population)

Prevalence of 
children under 
5 of less than 

average weight 

Prevalence of 
children under 
5 with stunted 

growth 

Prevalence of 
low-weight 

births

1990-1992 2002-2004 2000-2006 2000-2006 2000-2006

Algeria 5 4 10.2 21.6 6

Egypt 4 4 5.4 23.8 14

Jordan 4 6 3.6 12 12

Kuwait 24 5 ..  ..  .. 

Lebanon 2.5 3 3.9* 11* 6

Libya 2.5 2.5  ..  .. .. 

Mauritania 15 10 30.4 39.4 .. 

Morocco 6 6 9.9 23.1 15

Saudi Arabia 4 4  .. ..   ..

Somalia  .. ..  33* 23.3* 11

Oman ..  ..   .. ..  8

Sudan 31 26 38.4 47.6 ..

Syria 5 4 6.9* 18.8* 9

Tunisia 2.5 2.5 4* 12.3* 7

UAE 4 3  .. ..   

OPT   16 4.9* 9.9* 7

Yemen 34 38 45.6* 53.1* .. 

North Africa 
& Middle East

6 7 14.6* 22.2* 12

Lower middle 
income countries

16 11 10.7 24.8 7

East Asia 
and the Pacific

17 12 12.9 26.2 6

Developed 
countries

3 3 ..  ..  .. 

The effects of hunger on children – Arab countries compared with other 
regions and country groups

Table 6-2

Source: World Bank 2007.

*Data refers to the period 2000-2005.(most recent year available)

.. data not available.

Low-weight birth 
rates in the Arab 
countries are 
double that of East 
Asia and the Pacific

Hunger and 
malnourishment 
are reflected 
in children’s 
educational 
performance
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No country 
can achieve 

sustainable self-
sufficiency in view 

of environmental 
changes that 

influence 
production

The concept of 
food security can 

be summed up 
in the notion of 

self-reliance

after implementing “Green Revolution” 
programmes that introduced the cultiva-
tion of hybrids developed by international 
research centres.

In the Arab countries, all food-import-
ing countries with the necessary resource 
capacities adopted self-sufficiency policies 
in grain and particularly in wheat. One of 
the countries to have met this goal is Syria. 
Another is Saudi Arabia, which not only 
achieved wheat self-sufficiency but also 
realised a surplus over market demands, 
albeit at the expense of scarce subterra-
nean water resources.

In spite of changing domestic, regional, 
and international circumstances, food 
self-sufficiency remains a chief goal of the 
agricultural policies of most Arab states. 
Yet as important as the politics of this 
goal may be as an expression of national 
independence, it conflicts, in general, with 
applying the principle of cost-benefit ratios 
to the exploitation of natural and finan-
cial resources and may therefore lower 
economic efficiency. In the past, policies 
of self-sufficiency represented a form of 
insurance against deficits in food supplies 
resulting from economic boycotts, short-
ages in global production, or other causes. 
Such threats may no longer be pertinent in 
view of global economic and commercial 
assimilation. Also, practically speaking, 
no country can achieve sustainable self-
sufficiency in view of the environmental 
changes that now influence production.

However, even supposing a country 
could realise overall food self-sufficiency, 
some sectors of its society could still suf-
fer hunger and undernourishment. This 
realisation led to a shift in the definition 
of food security, which moved from the 
notion of self-sufficiency to the notion 
of sufficiency for all members of society 
in essential commodities. The concept of 
food security thus evolved to rest upon 
four pillars:
1)	 Food availability: ensuring sufficient 

food supply whether from local pro-
duction or the international market.

2)	 Food stability: ensuring a stable supply 
of food throughout the year and from 
one season to the next.

3)	 Food accessibility: ensuring that the 
food is available to the public at afford-
able prices relative to their income.

4)	 Food safety.

The four pillars combined mean that 
all people in the country should be able to 
obtain their essential nutritional require-
ments throughout the year with no risk 
of deprivation, regardless of whether the 
food is produced locally or imported. 
Accordingly, the concept of food security 
can now be summed up in the notion 
of self-reliance, which is to say that the 
government should seek to supply its 
people’s food needs from local produce 
supplemented by imports and that the 
hard currency needed to purchase such 
imports must derive from autonomous 
sources, notably exports in goods and 
services.

Could Arab countries produce all 
their food if they wanted? Or are there 
limitations and, if so, what are they? Are 
they natural, financial, administrative 
or human? Otherwise put, would it be 
possible for the Arab countries to achieve 
total food self-sufficiency?

The Arab region, taken as a whole, is 
certainly not short of financial resources. 
The surpluses it has acquired from oil 
exports especially since 2002 are more 
than sufficient to meet the region’s devel-
opment needs and not just in agriculture. 
What is important, in this regard, is how 
to move these resources from surplus areas 
into financial deficit areas that possess the 
natural potential for development. Clearly 
a major key here is to improve the invest-
ment climate in these areas. 

The Arab countries as a whole have 
no shortage in manpower. Indeed this 
resource abounds and with high levels of 
open and masked unemployment there is 
more than enough available labour to meet 
the needs of most development projects.

The total area of the Arab countries 
is 14 million square kilometres, or 10 per 
cent of the earth’s surface area. In 2004, 
it was estimated that there were 69.6 mil-
lion hectares of arable land in this region 
(of which 18.5 million hectares were left 
fallow) and that the per capita share of this 
land was 0.23 hectares. The Arab region is 
well-known for its small ratio of usable land 
to total land area. At 35 per cent, this ratio 
is the lowest in the world. Desertification 
and the deterioration of agricultural land 
form two of the most important challenges 
to agricultural production. In general, the 
contribution of agriculture to the region’s 
economic performance is declining.
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On the other hand, the Arab countries 
possess vast amounts of livestock and fish. 
They have some 373 million heads of 
livestock, mostly in Sudan, a natural but 
unexploited storehouse of animal wealth. 
The region has 22.4 thousand kilometres of 
coastline and 16.6 thousand kilometres of 
rivers, plus freshwater and semi-freshwater 
lakes. It produces some 3.8 million tons 
of fish, mostly in Morocco, Mauritania, 
Egypt, Yemen, and Oman.

But land resources are not the only 
limitation on expansion in food produc-
tion. The first and foremost limitation 
is water. The region has an estimated 
300 billion cubic metres16 of water, which 
represents less than 1 per cent of the 
world’s total water resources, noting that 
the population of the Arab region rep-
resents 5% of the world’s population. In 
2001, the per capita share of water in the 
Arab countries was 1,000 cubic metres—
the worldwide per capita share was seven 
times that. Between 1996 and 2006, the 
Arab countries used 71 per cent of their 
available water compared to a global rate 
of 6.3 per cent. More than two-thirds of 
this amount is consumed in agriculture.17

More and more Arab countries are 
sinking below the water poverty level.18 
From three countries in 1955 (Bahrain, 
Jordan, and Kuwait), the number of 
countries below the water poverty level 
came to eleven by 1990 (with the addi-
tion of Algeria, the Occupied Palestinian 
Territory, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Somalia, 
Tunisia, the UAE and Yemen). Seven more 
countries of the region are expected to join 
them by 2025. 

Rendering the problem of available 
water resources for agriculture even more 
acute is the exponentially growing demand 
on water resources for non-agricultural 
purposes. This is due to population 
growth, urban development and urban 
population growth, industrial expansion, 
growth of the tourist industry and other 
such factors. These same factors, moreover, 
have contributed to the mounting levels of 
water pollution and the deterioration of 
the quality of water needed for all types 
of uses. In addition, over-exploitation of 
subterranean water resources has led to 
numerous problems in the Gulf countries, 
Gaza and the West Bank, and elsewhere as 
a result of the consequent higher salinity 
levels in aquifers.

 The bottom line here is that, if water 
resources cannot keep up with the food 
production needs of the Arab people, 
Arab countries will necessarily continue 
to rely on food imports, and this is con-
tingent on their financial resources. In 
effect, importing food implies importing 
the water needed to produce it, a fact that 
has given rise to the concept of “virtual 
water” (See Box 6-5). The concept is of 
particular value to the Arab countries. 
If Arab countries balance their food 
exports and imports in such a way as to 
concentrate imports on those goods whose 
production requires the most water and to 
concentrate exports on those goods whose 
production requires the least, they will be 
able to generate considerable savings in 
water through trade.

This concept is as applicable to 
inter-Arab agricultural trade as it is to 
agricultural trade between Arab and 
foreign countries. It is estimated that it 
took 235 billion cubic meters of virtual 
water—nearly equal to the amount of 
actual water resources available to the 
Arab countries—to produce their aver-
age volume of food imports from 2001 
to 2003. This quantity is almost equal to 
the amount of water currently allocated to 
food production, of which 33 per cent was 
used for plant production while 67 per 
cent was allocated to the processing of 
imports of animal, poultry, and fish.

The first and 
foremost limitation 
in food production 
is water

The concept of 
virtual water is of 
particular value to 
the Arab countries

Figure 6-12 Declining value added of agriculture in economic 
output, 12 Arab countries, 1990 and 2005

Source: World Bank 2008.
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Such studies help point the way 
forward. Arab countries must raise their 
water productivity in order to improve 
their competitiveness. Towards this end, 
they must study the various economic and 
commercial aspects involved, with partic-
ular attention to international agreements 
affecting food trade. The importance of 
this strategy cannot be overstated in view 
of the Arab countries’ increasing depen-
dency on imports for food security.

The subject of virtual water is impor-
tant to Egypt and other Arab countries 
and merits much closer study and 
research. Indeed, if the criterion of great-
est economic return is brought to bear in 
prioritising resource allocations, the Arab 
countries will be much better equipped 
to develop and steer a regional policy on 
Integrated Water Management (IWM).

Beyond this key matter, increasing 
food security in the region requires higher 
investments in agriculture. The com-
mercial approach, as implemented so far 
through the lifting of customs barriers in 
the Greater Arab Free Trade Zone, will 
not, in itself, suffice to bring about the 
desired integration in agriculture. If trade 
is to be effective, agricultural production 
must be sufficient in quantity and diver-
sity, within the confines of available water 
resources, and this requires investment.

It has been proposed that Arab govern-
ments take steps to stimulate exchanges 
in production surpluses, such as between 
Sudanese meat and Moroccan fish. The next 
stage would require further investment 
in processing, marketing, and transport. 
Then at a subsequent stage, resources 
would be channelled into those invest-
ments judged to be most cost-effective. 
Such an approach would improve people’s 
access to food commodities (through the 
increase of supply) and, simultaneously, 
increase their income levels through 
development. In parallel, Arab countries 
must create strategic stores, at the country 
and, if possible, regional levels, so as to be 
able to offset deficits in supply, whether 
of locally produced food or imports. Only 
through such strategic stocks will it be 
possible to achieve food security and sta-
bility for society in the face of fluctuations 
in climate conditions.

Recent increases in the production of 
biofuels from plant products (such as grain 
and sugar) have saddled Arab countries 
with the soaring costs of importing these 
goods. In order to alleviate this burden, 
Arab governments must offer farmers 
sufficient incentives to expand production 
horizontally and vertically. The scope for 
such expansion, in turn, is intrinsically 
linked to research on new forms of energy, 
especially renewable energy such as wind 
and solar power, aimed at increasing the 
water supply through more cost-effective 
desalinisation processes.

Box 6-5 Virtual water and the food trade

Source: UNESCO 2006.

The concept of virtual water is attracting attention in relation to the analysis 
of trade flows and increasing water scarcity. Producing goods and services 
generally requires water. The water used in the production process of an 
agricultural or industrial product is called the virtual water contained in the 
product. For instance, to produce 1 kg of wheat we need 1 to 2 m3 of water. 
Livestock products require even more water: producing 1 kg of cheese 
requires about 5 m3 of water, and it takes about 16 m3 of water to produce 
1 kg of beef. 

The concept suggests that, in a reasonably safe, interdependent and 
prosperous world, a country with limited water resources could rely on 
imports of agricultural products showing high levels of embedded water 
(e.g. meat) and apply its own water resources to produce other commodities 
of lower value in terms of water content (see table). Conversely, a country 
with abundant water resources could benefit from its comparative natural 
advantage by exporting products that are high in embedded water.

Food trade analysis shows that most trade takes place between countries 
that show substantial endowments in water resources, indicating that 
factors other than water drive international food trade. Yet an increasing 
number of arid countries that face water scarcity (Egypt, Tunisia, etc.) are 
progressively embracing policies aimed at increasing their imports of 
staple crops and thus releasing water for more financially productive uses. 
Such policies usually imply long-term trade agreements between importing 
and exporting countries and therefore tend to facilitate increased stability 
in international relations.

Product Litres of water  
per kilo of crop

Wheat 1,150

Rice 2,656

Maize 450

Potatoes 160

Soybeans 2,300

Beef 15,977

Pork 5,906

Poultry 2,828

Eggs 4,657

Milk 865

Cheese 5,288

Virtual water content of selected products, 2003

Source: UNESCO 2006.
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Beating hunger 
requires a two-
pronged strategy 
for remedying 
the causes and 
consequences of 
poverty, disease, 
and ignorance

An important 
objective is to work 
towards integration 
in food and grain 
production

Conclusion

As unpropitious as the current trend seems 
to be in many country cases, it is essential 
for the Arab states to strive to meet Target 
2 of Goal One of the MDGs by uprooting 
hunger, improving nutrition and develop-
ing policies for building food security to 
the extent feasible.

Beating hunger and malnutrition

Addressing this challenge requires inten-
sifying and accelerating a two-pronged 
strategy for remedying the causes and 
consequences of poverty, disease, and 
ignorance. Two major factors must be 
taken into consideration when planning 
such a strategy: the need for interventions 
to improve productivity and income, and 
urgent steps to furnish direct and imme-
diate food relief to vulnerable groups and 
the neediest families. 

This two-pronged approach would, 
thus, be translated into far-reaching, 
low-cost programmes that would focus 
simultaneously and comprehensively on 
the following objectives:

Facilitating the direct and immediate •	
access of needy families to food by put-
ting in place solid food-provision safety 
nets and remittance programmes. Such 
programmes and safety nets, it should 
be stressed, would target the most 
vulnerable groups in society. Particular 
attention must be devoted to cover-
ing the essential nutritional needs of 
mothers, infants, and pre-school and 
school-age children. The interrelated 
goals here are to end the transmission 
of the cycle of poverty from one genera-
tion to the next, to improve children’s 
physical and mental growth, to enable 
their regular attendance and better per-
formance at school, and to enhance their 
opportunities for employment, greater 
productivity and higher incomes.
Ensuring that the marginalised and •	
disadvantaged who in rural areas are, 
for the most part, girls, receive primary 
education. Education is a human right 
and should be free, universalised, and 
compulsory.
Promoting gender equality in oppor-•	
tunities to access food. All obstacles 
to equality between men and women 

must be eliminated if we are to move 
forward in human development, the 
alleviation of poverty and hunger, 
saving children’s lives, and the fight 
against diseases.
Accelerating the pace of economic •	
development and, especially, agricul-
tural development. In this regard, it 
is important to furnish small farmers 
with the means and know-how to raise 
production levels in a manner that pro-
motes the consumption of their own 
produce in their families and local soci-
eties. Such means include introducing 
simple and inexpensive technologies, 
facilitating access to seed and organic 
fertilisers, and providing guidance on 
sound water management practices, 
such as the use of drip irrigation. 
Rapid urban development, the glo-

balisation of food processing industries 
and the expansion of these into the major 
markets have had adverse repercussions on 
most small farmers and itinerant labour in 
rural areas. Over recent decades, a hand-
ful of companies have gained increasing 
control over world food trade, processing, 
and sales. Such control may have given rise 
in some cases to greater consumer choice, 
lower prices, and higher quality in foods, 
but it has also created near-monopolistic 
supply chains in which a few giant food 
companies and wholesalers have gained 
growing control over prices, standards, 
and delivery. Some farmers have managed 
to merge into the local central markets and 
reap high profits. However, many small 
producers are unable to obtain sufficient 
information, training, and loans to enable 
them to assimilate into the “globalized” 
market. They, therefore, find themselves 
excluded from the processes of both pro-
duction and consumption.

 However, an even more important 
objective is to work towards integration 
in food and, especially, grain production 
in the Arab countries. Efforts towards 
this end should focus on taking advantage 
of the large tracts of arable land that are 
available in the region, notably in Sudan, 
which has the potential to become the 
Arab countries’ breadbasket, and in Iraq. 
Arab countries lack neither the financial 
resources for this project, some of which 
could be supplied by the oil-exporting 
states, nor the expertise and manpower. It 
is possible to envision two such projects. 



142 Arab Human Development Report 2009

Winning the fight 
against hunger 

requires intensive 
and imaginative 

efforts in all 
Arab countries

One project, called for by the 
Secretary-General of the Council for Arab 
Economic Unity, is very ambitious, as it 
would aim to achieve regional integration 
in the production of all categories of food, 
from grains and fruits and vegetables to 
meat and dairy products, by harmonising 
cultivation and production among Arab 
countries. A second project, smaller in 
scope, would focus solely on integration in 
the production of grain. The two projects 
are not at all incompatible. Indeed, the 
less ambitious one may constitute a step 
towards the more ambitious one. More 
importantly, the success of either of these 
two projects would, in itself, stimulate the 
drive to Arab economic integration which 
has made no significant progress. Attaining 
such a goal however demands the requisite 
political resolve and depends on achieving 
political stability in countries such as Iraq 
and Sudan. This, in turn, underscores the 
degree to which the various dimensions 
of human security in the Arab countries 
are intertwined, whether they relate to 
food availability or achieving peace and 
stability by ending foreign occupation 
and intervention and resolving identity 
conflicts in the region.

 

Achieving food security

Food insecurity in the Arab countries has 
partly resulted from declining per capita 
productivity in agriculture and the widen-
ing gap within and between agriculture 
and other sectors of the economy. The 
responsibility is shared by: (a) Inadequate 
investment in the often capital-starved 
agriculture sectors that still contribute a 

sizable per cent of national income (par-
ticularly in LDCs); and (b) the widespread 
use of labour-displacing technology that 
has been facilitated by trade liberalization, 
combined with the limited labour-absorp-
tion capacity of other formal sectors.

There is an intricate nexus between 
agriculture, rural development, food 
security and self-sufficiency. It is thus 
essential to address the linkages between 
the microeconomics of farm units and 
the dynamics of household well-being, 
a relationship which points to broader 
redistributive (political economy) policy 
considerations such as: (1) secure access 
to productive land and credit; (2) targeted 
price support benefits for the identified 
rural poor and disadvantaged geographical 
areas; (3) changing gender roles, which 
require that women who make up an ever 
increasing share of agricultural producers 
are provided with access to land, appropri-
ate tools, extension services, credit, etc; (4) 
efficient water resource management; (5) 
incentives to the private sector to invest in 
agricultural production and marketing and 
to adopt projects that promote integration 
between agriculture and industry; and (6) 
new agricultural research on local plant 
varieties and on renewable energy, includ-
ing solar energy.

As this chapter notes, if current trends 
continue, the Arab countries, despite the 
varying performances of its constituent 
countries and sub-regions, will probably 
not meet Goal One of the MDGs. Winning 
the fight against hunger, therefore, 
requires intensive and imaginative efforts 
in all Arab countries, but most especially 
in those that are least developed, as well as 
concerted regional cooperation.
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Health in international  
public policy

This opening section reviews trends in 
the international discourse on health and 
security that provide an important per-
spective on approaches to health in the 
Arab countries at this time, as discussed 
subsequently.

Health and human security

Following the end of the Cold War, and with 
the rise of globalisation, the once-separate 

realms of security and development began 
to converge. Public health soon became a 
key area of overlap. In this context, two 
types of discourse on health and security, 
each with distinct motivations and targets, 
set their sights on international public 
policy. 

The first type may be termed devel-
opmental and is represented by the work 
of the United Nations, its development 
funds and programmes, international 
and regional commissions and the World 

Health is widely recognized as a cornerstone of human development because 
it underpins the gamut of human functioning. But health is also essential to 
human security, since survival and protection from illness are at the core of any 
concept of people’s wellbeing. Good health enables human choice, freedom, 
and progress. Poor health—illness, injury, and disability—undermines those 
essential human capabilities and can trigger potentially catastrophic reversals 
for individuals, communities and economies. In turn, health is interdependent 
with other components of human security—political, economic, environmental and 
nutritional—and is therefore best addressed holistically. 

In the last 40 years, Arab countries have made striking progress in forestalling 
death and extending life, as evidenced by rising life expectancy and falling infant 
mortality rates. Yet health is by no means assured for all citizens in Arab countries, 
with women suffering the most from neglect and gender biased traditions. 
Health systems are often shackled by bureaucratic inefficiency, poor professional 
capabilities and underfunding; and health risks from new infectious diseases are 
on the rise. Despite the ample resources available in the Arab region, the past 
5 years have seen all its major health indicators stagnate. Moreover, compelling 
international ideas and approaches in health and human security, which have been 
adapted in some other regions, have not yet taken hold in most Arab countries. 

Chapter 7
Approaching health 
through human security – 
a road not taken

Health is 
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human security

Health is by no 
means assured 

for all citizens in 
Arab countries
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Health Organization (WHO). Through 
the 1990s, in an age of fast travel and 
frequent movement of peoples and goods, 
the recognition that health hazards in one 
country could quickly spill across others 
began to influence international develop-
ment policy. This recognition received 
impetus from the catastrophic trans-
border impacts of emerging diseases such 
as HIV/AIDS, and of re-emerging ones 
such as cholera, tuberculosis and resistant 
strains of malaria. A culminating point 
was the publication of the 1994 Human 
Development Report (HDR), which gave 
a new developmental focus to emerging 
health challenges by positing ‘health secu-
rity’ as a component of human security.1 

Essentially, the HDR 1994 advocated 
for the view that health was an individual 
human right and a public good that should 
be accessible to all. It was a duty of the 
state, and in its own interest, to protect 
this basic right, which represented both 
an ethical imperative and a condition of 
its own survival. However, the sources 
and impacts of contemporary health chal-
lenges were too complex and wide to be 
addressed solely by states. Rather, health 
security was a transnational, multidimen-
sional and people-centered phenomenon 
that tied other development areas and 
actors together. 

The Report noted that the main threats 
to health for most people in the world had 
become fast-spreading communicable dis-
eases and pandemics, and death and illness 
linked to poverty, unsafe environments 
and the displacement of peoples. Securing 
people’s health rested not only on tradi-
tional medical services and health care 
but also on other factors such as political, 
economic, nutritional and environmental 
security, all of which were vulnerable to 
abrupt reversals or downturns that could 
disrupt people’s daily lives. Protecting 
people from these kinds of risks there-
fore necessitated proactive responses by 
multiple state and non-state entities, and 
by individuals and their communities. 
Because contemporary health threats did 
not recognize borders, they also required 
global-local partnerships to help prevent 
or manage outbreaks of complex diseases 
and their spillovers.

In 2003, the Commission on Human 
Security (CHS) released a follow-up report, 
Human Security Now,2 which broadened 

and updated the 1994 HDR’s analysis. The 
Commission’s work confirmed that those 
health threats most relevant to human 
security were a) global infectious diseases, 
including pandemics such as HIV/AIDS 
and Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome 
(SARS); b) health crises caused by armed 
conflicts and humanitarian emergen-
cies; and c) health problems arising from 
poverty that could destabilize families, 
communities and even entire states. A 
human security approach to these threats, 
all of which carried heavy local and global 
consequences, depended on two funda-
mentals: protection and empowerment. 
Ensuring these fundamentals however 
transcended traditional approaches based 
on horizontal relations among govern-
ments and called, additionally, for vertical 
programmes and monitoring systems asso-
ciating non-state actors.

In effect, the UNDP-CHS discourse 
re-situated the objectives of both national 
security and public health within a 
comprehensive, developmental and people-
centered framework that broadened the 
definition and interdependence of both.

Health and strategic security

The second type of international discourse 
is much narrower, and may be termed stra-
tegic. It originates during this same period 
in the concerns of Western military and 
diplomatic establishments over biological 
weapons and the deliberate use of disease 
in warfare. Such concerns were renewed 
by the 1995 sarin gas attack in the Tokyo 
subway and spread to the general public 
after the anthrax scare in the United 
States following the attacks of 9/11, 2001. 
The aim of this discourse is to “securitize” 
international health surveillance as pro-
tection against possible biological warfare 
and so-called “bioterrorism”. The major 
actors, mainly in the West, are associated 
with efforts to bring biological weapons 
control into the realm of global public 
health and to strengthen the Biological 
and Toxin Weapons Convention (BWC) 
with a verification protocol.

The two types of discourse have quite 
different objectives, constituencies and 
lobbies yet share a common view of health 
and security as convergent transnational 
issues. Thus, the two have come to intersect 
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at certain points, tipping the international 
health agenda in one or the other direction 
at different times. Experts agree that the 
result of this intersection has generally 
been to broaden policy discourse on public 
health security—albeit with reservations 
from developing countries, including from 
some in the Arab region—to cover threats 
from both infectious diseases and biologi-
cal weapons.3

Some analysts note that, as a side-
effect, the considerable pressure exerted 
by the counter-bioterrorism lobby for a 
strategic interpretation of public health 
security may have spurred efforts to 
strengthen intergovernmental health 
policies. The latter are embodied chiefly 
in the International Health Regulations 
(IHR) promulgated and monitored by the 
WHO.4 In place during the first 30 years 
of WHO operations, these Regulations 
originally required member states to 
report outbreaks from a list of six diseases, 
later reduced in 1981 to three—cholera, 
malaria and yellow fever. Wide criticism 
of this small and increasingly irrelevant 
list in light of new threats ranging from 
HIV/AIDS and the Ebola virus to avian 
influenza, together with poor report-
ing compliance by numerous countries, 
eventually led WHO to issue new and 
considerably strengthened IHRs in 2005, 
which went into force in 2007. 

The new Regulations now require a 
state party to notify WHO of “all events 
which may constitute a public health emer-
gency of international concern” (article 
6.1). These events include any unexpected 
or unusual public health event regardless 
of its origin or source (article 7). They also 
require state parties, as far as is practica-
ble, to inform WHO of public health risks 
identified outside their territories that 
may cause disease to spread, as manifested 
by exported or imported human cases, 
contaminated goods or vectors that may 
carry infection (article 9.2).5

The requirement to report on “all 
events which may constitute a public 
health emergency of international con-
cern” provides new latitude to cover a 
wide range of threats. However, the fact 
that reporting still rests on information 
volunteered by states has left some scep-
tics unconvinced that the new IHRs speak 
to the kind of security regime entailed 
by concepts of global governance.6 On 

the other hand, the perceptions of some 
developing countries, including some Arab 
states, that these Regulations are laced 
with the national security concerns of the 
West, and that data shared may not serve 
their own interests, risks hampering the 
effective operation of a stronger disease 
surveillance and prevention system.

Health security  
in the Arab context

The 2002 Cairo Consultation on Health 
and Security,7 co-sponsored by WHO, 
UNFPA and UNAIDS, attempted to adapt 
the international discourse on human 
security originally promoted by UNDP 
and the CHS to the regional level. The 
three-day discussion acknowledged the 
comprehensive scope and interdependen-
cies of health and human security, agreed 
that health spanned disciplines, sectors 
and agencies and reaffirmed that good 
health was a basic human right. Yet in the 
end the meeting defined health security 
somewhat narrowly as “relative libera-
tion from illnesses and infection.” Most 
health experts find this definition inad-
equate whether assessed in terms of the 
recognized dimensions of health, which 
are more comprehensive, or in terms of 
positive security dimensions (what should 
happen) rather than merely negative ones 
(what should not happen).

The failure in the Arab context to give 
wide practical effect to a holistic view of 
health and human security reflects the 
limited internalisation of these concepts 
in the Arab countries. A number of factors 
may account for this:

First: the Arab reform movement 
has not embraced human security as a 
paradigm for change and reform or as a 
basis for action programmes, which are 
dominated in general by a socio-economic 
frame of reference. In the health field, 
this difference in perspective translates 
into a more limited focus on expanding 
health services, clinical facilities and other 
supply-driven aspects of traditional health 
care, which continue to be emphasized by 
both governments and civil society.

Second: as a result, in the absence of 
an alternative paradigm, approaches to 
security are restricted to the concept of 
state security for addressing domestic and 
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issues do take place, they tend to dwell on 
matters relating to health services, tech-
niques and technologies. When it comes 
to public health security, there is little 
understanding that it consists of a set of 
effective and multidisciplinary activities 
required to reduce the incidence of acute 
public health situations that threaten the 
health of citizens. 

Fifth: Arab civil society is generally 
weakened by political restrictions and 
exclusion, and does not often participate 
in matters relating to health. Hence, non-
state actors have had very little effect on 
health systems and health policy develop-
ment. Instead, the highly influential Arab 
medical establishment holds sway over 
the health field. This “expert” dominance 
within the existing professional hierarchy 
is further entrenched by non-democratic 
health system institutions patterned on 
Arab political institutions. The resulting 
dearth of public participation poses an 
obstacle in the face of health- and security-
related initiatives.

These factors, together with the 
weak, and sometimes contested, linkages 
between discourse on the international 
and regional levels, have led to the current 
situation where the Arab health com-
munity appears to have either resisted 
or ignored a human security approach to 
health in practice.

The health situation  
in the Arab countries

The present report draws health and 
health system indicators largely from 
data published by United Nations agen-
cies. However, the accuracy of such data 
is subject to question in some cases. 
On some occasions UN agencies, non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) and 
civil society organizations conduct inde-
pendent statistical studies. For the most 
part, however, governments themselves 
are the source of information. In most 
Arab states, vital recording systems are 
not available, and when they are, they are 
seldom reliable. Often, “national” data 
are not based on national survey studies, 
nor do they represent all groups in the 
society. Consequently, generalizations 
based on such data are of limited value. It 

international dangers. There are very few 
discussions concerning the non-political 
and non-state aspects of security; natu-
rally, the same applies to health security 
and other components of human security. 
For example, there is virtually no public 
debate for the major effects of armed 
conflict in weakening health systems, or 
for the diversion of resources away from 
people’s basic health to meet urgent health 
needs related to the conflict in question.

Third: relatively low priority is given to 
the subject of health itself in budgets and 
programmes pertaining to development in 
the Arab countries. Rather, public health 
is treated as secondary compared to issues 
such as basic needs, job creation, and eco-
nomic growth. This makes it impossible 
for health agencies to deal with the current 
or potential health challenges that face the 
region’s inhabitants. The multi-sectoral 
alliances and funding options that a health 
and human security approach can deliver 
have rarely been tapped.

Fourth: health receives very little 
attention in general public discourse. 
There is, therefore, a glaring inconsistency 
between the seriousness of certain health 
problems in the Arab countries on the one 
hand, and the absence of the subject from 
discussions engaged in by Arab states on 
the other.8 When discussions of health 

Box 7-1 Terms in the discourse

Health security
Relative freedom from disease and infection; 2002 Cairo Consultation 
on Health & Human Security; Protection against illness, disability and 
avoidable death; Commission on Human Security, 2003.

Public health security 
A set of effective and multidisciplinary activities required to reduce the 
incidence of acute public health situations that threaten the health of 
citizens; this Report.

Global public health security
The activities required, both proactive and reactive, to minimize 
vulnerability to acute public health events that endanger the collective 
health of populations living across geographical regions and international 
boundaries; WHO, 2007.

Health and human security
A human security approach to health entails treating health ‘not just the 
absence of disease, but as a state of complete physical, mental and social 
well-being’; Commission on Human Security, 2003.
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is, moreover, not customary for states to 
release data which would reveal internal 
inconsistencies, which puts the usefulness 
of the data in question, particularly when 
examining social equity and justice.

Nonetheless, it may be acknowledged 
from the outset that the Arab countries 
have seen great improvements in health 
over the past several decades, albeit start-
ing with a backlog to overcome. Indeed, 
between the 1960s and the start of the 
new millennium, the Arab countries 
made greater progress in forestalling death 
and extending life than most developing 
regions. This can be observed through the 
23-year increase in life expectancy and the 
reduction in infant mortality rates from 
152 to 39 per thousand births. 

Even so, while aggregate indicators 
are positive, challenges remain and Arab 
countries can achieve better health cover-
age for their citizens in keeping with the 
wealth available in the countries. A par-
ticular continuing challenge is to resolve 
the noticeable disparities among different 
Arab states and the injustices to be found 
within them. In passing, it needs to be 
recalled that past successes do not rest 
solely on the sizeable investments made 
in the quantitative expansion of health 
systems. They also stem from the major 
socioeconomic developments that fol-
lowed the 1970s oil boom, which helped 
to raise health conditions.9

Health indicators10

Average life expectancy at birth in most 
Arab countries is about seventy years. 
Nevertheless, one can observe major 
disparities in this respect between one 
sub-region and another. In Djibouti, Iraq, 
Somalia, and Sudan, for example, average 
life expectancy is no more than sixty years, 
whereas in Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, 
and the United Arab Emirates it exceeds 
seventy-four years. As in other regions 
of the world, average life expectancy for 
women exceeds that for men; except for 
Qatar and Somalia with a gender gap of 
1 and 2 years respectively, the gender dif-
ference in life expectancy in the region is 
between 3 to 5 years.

Disparities among sub-regions are evi-
dent on other indicators. For example, the 

Source: UNDP/AHDR calculations based on World Bank 2008.

Note: Figure is weighted average, by country population ratios.

The regional trend in life expectancy (years),  
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maternal mortality ratio (MMR) ranges 
from 4 deaths per 100,000 live births in 
Kuwait to more than 400 per 100,000 
births in Djibouti, Mauritania, Somalia 
Sudan, and Yemen. Infant mortality rates 
range from fewer than 8 per 1,000 live 
births in the United Arab Emirates to 
more than 76 per 1,000 live births in 
Yemen and Mauritania and eighty-eight 
in Djibouti. 

Progress towards MDG 5, target 6, 
which aims to reduce by three quarters 
the maternal mortality ratio by 2015, 
varies across the region owing to the 
socioeconomic differences between the 

The regional trend in infant mortality rates  
(per 1,000 live births), 1960-2005

Figure 7-2

Aggregate infant mortality rate (per 1,000 live births)

Source: UNDP/AHDR calculations based on World Bank 2008.

Note: Figure is weighted average, by country population ratios.
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Source: UNDP 2007.

* Data for Iraq and Somalia are for year 2006, UNICEF 2008.
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Box 7-2 Arab States on track for improving maternal health  
and achieving Millennium Development Goal 5 

Source: UN-ESCWA, The Millennium Development Goals in the Arab Region 2007: 
A Youth Lens, an Overview, 2007.

Source: UN-ESCWA 2007a.

The maternal mortality ratio (MMR) in the Arab countries fell to about 272 
per 100,000 live births in 2000, a decrease of almost 34 per cent from 
its 1990 level. Assuming that the rate of progress achieved between 1990 
and 2000 can be maintained, the Arab countries as a whole will meet the 
goal of reducing the MMR by three quarters by 2015. The considerable 
decline in maternal mortality is linked to the significant increase in 
births attended by skilled health personnel. In fact, this ratio rose by 
over 16 percentage points over the decade. In addition, the reduction in 
adolescent pregnancy—associated with high risks—has contributed to the 
overall decline in maternal mortality. Indeed, adolescents aged 15-19 are 
twice as likely to die during childbirth as are women in their twenties, and 
those under 15 are five times as likely.

Target 6: Reduce by three quarters, between 1990 and 2015, the 
maternal mortality ratio

Maternal mortality ratio, Arab region (per 100,000 live births)
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sub-regions. Accordingly, while the region 
as a whole is on track, this is not the case 
for all of the four sub-regions. In 2000, the 
MMR was lowest in the GCC countries at 
about 17 per 100,000 live births, mostly 
since 98.2 per cent of births in the GCC 
are supervised by skilled birth attendants. 
On the other hand, while the MMR in the 
Arab LDCs dropped by 37.9 per cent to 
637.6 per 100,000 live births in 2000, it 
remains significantly above the develop-
ing world average of 450 per 100,000 
live births. The average MMR in the 
Arab LDCs was the highest in the Arab 
countries; only 44.8 per cent of newborns 
were delivered by skilled birth attendants 
in 2000, up by 22 percentage points from 
1990. The trends in maternal mortality 
and births attended by skilled personnel 
in the Arab LDCs overall are largely influ-
enced by the respective trends in Sudan, 
which accounts for almost 50 per cent of 
live births in the sub-region. Slightly less 
than half of these births are not attended 
by skilled personnel, and the MMR in 
Sudan was 509 per 100,000 live births in 
2000.

Similarly, mortality rates for under-five 
children range from less than 20 per 1,000 
births in most Gulf States to more than 
100 per 1,000 in Djibouti, Mauritania 
and Yemen. Disparities between rural and 
urban areas are wide, with the higher rates 
being found in rural areas.

One noteworthy trend is the spread of 
under-nutrition in poor states and war-
torn countries, a reflection of growing food 
scarcities. In Somalia, the prevalence of 
underweight in children under five is 26 per 
cent and in Sudan and Yemen it stands at 
more than 40 per cent (most recent data 
available in the 1996–2005 period). In 
addition, the incidence of under-nutrition 
among children in some wealthy states is a 
further source of concern; for example, the 
incidence of moderate and severe under-
nutrition among children under five comes 
to 14 per cent in the United Arab Emirates 
and 10 per cent in Kuwait, which suggests 
that, despite the ample financial resources 
of some states, not all of the expected 
health benefits have accrued.11 

WHO statistics indicate that the most 
important factors accounting for disparity 
in health levels within Arab countries are 
income level, place of residence (urban 
or rural), and mother’s educational level. 

Among the most important indicators of 
the impact of such factors are the likelihood 
that children will survive beyond age five, 
the incidence of dwarfism, the chances of 
childbirth being attended by skilled health 
professionals, and the availability of vac-
cinations against measles during the first 
year of life. The most influential factors 
in the six Arab states for which such data 
were available—Egypt, Jordan, Morocco, 
Sudan, Tunisia, and Yemen—were the 
level of income and the mother’s educa-
tional level. In other words, going by some 
of these WHO indicators, Arab children 
in families with higher income levels or 
having mothers with higher educational 
levels enjoy health care and health levels 
that are three to four times better than in 
the cases of children in low-income fami-
lies and with less-educated mothers.12 
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Box 7-3 More efforts required to combat malaria and tuberculosis

MDG 6 Target 8: Have halted by 2015, and begun to 
reverse, the incidence of malaria and other major diseases.

While malaria has been almost eliminated in the majority of 
Arab countries, it remains highly endemic in the Arab LDCs, 
where on average 3,313 cases per 100,000 were reported in 
2005. Djibouti, Somalia, Sudan and Yemen accounted for 98 
per cent of notified cases in the region; Sudan alone bore 
about 76 per cent of the regional burden. Achievement of the 
MDG target in the sub-region, and in the region as a whole, is 
therefore heavily dependent on progress in Somalia, Sudan, 
and Yemen. Furthermore, malaria notification in these coun-
tries understates the actual number of cases as surveillance 
is weak and, in some areas, nonexistent. Lack of adequate 
health care and laboratory facilities and adverse security 
conditions are some of the factors hindering progress in 
survey efforts. 

Tuberculosis remains a significant public health problem, 
and probably the leading cause of communicable disease 
deaths in adults in the Arab region. It is estimated that in 
2005, 240,000 people developed tuberculosis and 43,000 
died from it. The Arab LDCs are the countries affected the Source: UN-ESCWA 2007.

Tuberculosis prevalence rate (per 100,000)

Source: UN-ESCWA 2007a.

most, accounting for almost 56 per cent of all new tuberculo-
sis cases in the region.

An estimated 41 per cent of tuberculosis patients do not 
have access to quality health care.
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Figure 7-7 Health disparities in the Arab countries, 

Source: UNDP/AHDR weighted average calculations based on World 
Bank 2008.

Note: Categorization based on GDP per capita, PPP (current international 
$) with the following thresholds: Low income $1,100 - $2,200, Middle 
income $3,600 - $11,000, and High income $20,000 - $44,000.
Low income countries include : Comoros, Djibouti, Mauritania, Somalia, 
Sudan, Yemen.
Middle income countries include: Algeria, Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, 
Morocco, OPT, Syria, Tunisia.
High income countries include: Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi 
Arabia, United Arab Emirates.
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Source: UNDP/AHDR weighted average calculations based on World 
Bank 2008.

Note: Categorization based on GDP per capita, PPP (current international 
$) with the following thresholds: Low income $1,100 - $2,200, Middle 
income $3,600 - $11,000, and High income $20,000 - $44,000.
Low income countries include : Comoros, Djibouti, Mauritania, Somalia, 
Sudan, Yemen.
Middle income countries include: Algeria, Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, 
Morocco, OPT, Syria, Tunisia.
High income countries include: Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi 
Arabia, United Arab Emirates.
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At the intra-regional level, on all major 
health indicators, as national income rises, 
health levels improve, leading to evident 
differences among Arab countries.

Changes since 2002

The comparison of health indicators for 
Arab countries for the years 2003 and 
2007 shows that life expectancy increased 
and child mortality declined. Other health 
indicators remained static.

Marked disparities continue between •	
the low-income Arab countries and the 
medium-income and high-income ones.
With the exception of a small num-•	
ber of indicators, on average, the 
performance of medium-income states 
resembles the performance of high-
income states.
The national and regional data which •	
are available give an inadequate pic-
ture of the disparities and inequalities 
that exist within states. This under-
scores the importance to policymakers, 
academics and health practitioners of 
those national human development 
reports produced in the Arab countries 
that consider sub-national variations.

Principal health problems

The effects of violence and communicable 
diseases continue to be the primary causes 
of death in war-torn or impoverished 
countries such as Somalia, Sudan, and 
Yemen. However, most countries in the 
Arab region are passing through a phase of 
epidemic transition with the occurrence 
of an acute increase in non-communicable 
diseases, injuries related to traffic acci-
dents, and other types of injuries. The 
dangers posed by non-communicable 
diseases such as those caused by smoking, 
diabetes and hypertension increase with 
the adoption of modern lifestyles.

Figure 7-9 shows that Arab countries 
with high mortality rates among both 
children and adults such as Comoros, 
Djibouti, Mauritania, and Somalia suffer 
from a heavy burden of communicable 
diseases13 in comparison with countries in 
the region with low mortality rates among 
children and adults.

Box 7-4 The Hepatitis C virus in Egypt

Hepatitis is a general term meaning inflammation of the liver and can be 
caused by several mechanisms, including infectious agents. Hepatitis C 
is caused by infection with the hepatitis C virus (HCV). The virus infects 
liver cells and can cause severe inflammation of the liver with long-term 
complications. Of those exposed to HCV, about 40 per cent recover fully, 
but the remainder, whether they have symptoms or not, become chronic 
carriers and may develop liver cancer. Hepatitis C virus is usually spread by 
sharing infected needles with a carrier, from receiving infected blood, and 
from accidental exposure to infected blood. It is estimated that about 3 per 
cent of the world’s population have HCV. There are about 4 million carriers 
in Europe alone. 

Egypt has a very high prevalence of HCV and a high morbidity and 
mortality from chronic liver disease. Approximately 20 per cent of Egyptian 
blood donors are anti-HCV positive. Egypt has higher rates of HCV than 
neighbouring countries as well as other countries in the world with com-
parable socioeconomic conditions and hygienic standards for invasive 
medical, dental, or paramedical procedures. 

Source: WHO 2002.

Figure 7-9 Burden of communicable and non-communicable 
disease and injuries, 21 Arab countries, 2002

Source: WHO 2008.
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Health in areas of conflict

The general effects of violent conflict on 
human security and public health14 are a 
matter of common knowledge. War under-
mines public health systems, and may lead 
to the sudden appearance of communi-
cable diseases and diseases linked with 
malnutrition. Wars are also linked with 
the onset and exacerbation of various non-
communicable diseases, including those 
that affect the blood vessels and increase 
the risk of strokes (for example, artery-
related diseases in Lebanon increased 
during the civil war there).15 They are 
moreover associated with acute mental 
health problems such as those observed 
and recorded in Iraq16 and the Occupied 
Palestinian Territory, as discussed further 
in chapter eight of this report.

Factors that interact  
with health security

As both the discourse on human security 
and events themselves suggest, health 
is profoundly affected by non-health 
factors. These include deteriorating envi-
ronmental conditions, foreign occupation, 
identity-related conflicts, poverty, and 
unemployment, whose impacts are dis-
cussed in other chapters. The question 
that arises here is: Does the opposite also 
hold true? Does health have a significant 
impact on aspects of human security 
which are not health-related? Given the 
central and interdependent place assigned 
to health among components of human 
security, it is to be expected that improved 
health should strengthen human security 
in practice, while at the same time being 
influenced by its other components. Both 
relationships may be illustrated as follows:

First: health and income

The rise in the adult mortality rate, partic-
ularly in early deaths among breadwinners, 
can have direct and devastating effects 
on the family, such as impoverishment 
and the loss of food security. Such a loss 
can also have indirect effects on the fam-
ily by driving groups that sink below the 
poverty level into contact with segments 
of society that live by violence, and which 

stand ready to exploit their weakness. A 
rise in the incidence of disease may have 
the same effects when illness depresses 
families’ income levels.17 Such effects 
become particularly obvious in the case 
of catastrophic health expenses.18 It is an 
established fact that when worker produc-
tivity is lowered by illness and disability, 
the effects weaken economic performance, 
raise health costs for employers and the 
state and reduce GDP. Conversely, good 
public health has a positive impact on 
development and economic growth and, 
as a further consequence, on security. 
This, indeed, is the primary driver behind 
the “investment in health” movement in 
development circles.19

Second: knowledge, beliefs, 
attitudes and behaviours relating  
to health

People’s health behaviour is critically 
influenced by their health-related knowl-
edge and their attitude towards health 
and risks. People’s behaviour, in its turn, 
is one of the principal determinants of 
mortality rates as well as the incidence of 
disease and disability and their resultant 
social and economic outcomes. This, in 
turn, establishes a significant link between 
behaviour and human security. 

Smoking is a particularly telling exam-
ple of this link. The Arab countries are 
marked by a high percentage of cigarette 
smokers; in fact, it has one of the highest 
smoking rates in the world.20 And although 
this may apply primarily to smoking 
rates among men, we find that in some 
countries such as Lebanon, for example, 
smoking rates among women are high 
as well. In addition to cigarettes, many 
Arab countries suffer from an epidemic 
of water-pipe smoking. As is well known, 
smoking contributes in a major way to an 
increase in mortality rates, the incidence 
of disease, and dependence on health care 
services. Consequently, smoking can place 
an additional economic burden on the 
family and deplete resources on the social 
level in general. The negative impact of 
smoking on development and the economy 
has become apparent in many developing 
countries,21 and the same is expected to 
happen in Arab countries as well. Seen 
from this perspective, smoking in the 
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Arab countries is a threat not only to 
health but, in addition, to human security 
and development. 

Public attitudes, influenced by tradi-
tion, also account for the silence generally 
surrounding HIV/AIDS in Arab countries, 
a silence that by inhibiting the spread of 
knowledge about the disease, contributes to 
its advance. The final section of this chapter 
examines this subject as part of a special 
focus on HIV/AIDS and human security.

Third: cultural practices that impact 
women’s health22

As suggested above, public health is 
affected not only by economic condi-
tions, social and political stability and the 
efficiency and quality of health systems; 
it is also shaped by the sum total of the 
prevailing beliefs and values in society, 
which influence both citizens’ attitudes to 
health and the extent to which they take 
advantage of modern medical and health 
facilities and procedures. Certain common 
beliefs and practices greatly impact wom-
en’s health security. These are society’s 
entrenched preference for male offspring, 
which has multiple effects, and the harm-
ful practice of female genital mutilation 
(FGM). (Chapter 4 cited the latter prac-
tice for its grave impacts on women’s 
personal security; this section focuses on 
its health effects).

Boys before girls

Among poorer Arab families especially, 
the arrival of a new baby boy is customarily 
greeted with rejoicing. If the new-born is 
a girl, the occasion may often be lamented 
by the family at large, and the mother may 
find herself the object of her kinsfolk’s and 
neighbours’ pity. This reception, which 
tells the female infant as she enters on life 
that she is unwelcome, signifies attitudes 
that may lead to severe parental neglect in 
early childhood and beyond. 

A cultural preference with far-reaching 
consequences for women’s health is the 
pervasive view that a boy’s education is 
more important than a girl’s. The most 
evident result of this bias is that, in a region 
where one out of every three people is 
illiterate, two-thirds of those so deprived 
are female. In 2005, an estimated 40 per 

cent of Arab women could not read or 
write. Illiteracy undercuts women’s health 
because it effectively blinds women to the 
fundamental principles of health, hygiene, 
nutrition and diet, all of which gravely 
compromises their own wellbeing and 
that of their families. Moreover, illiteracy 
and low levels of knowledge perpetuate 
customs and traditions that are harmful 
to health and may even be fatal. These 
include, for example, child bearing at too 
early or too advanced an age, which poses 
serious dangers to a woman’s health and to 
that of her children, who risk being born 
with congenital abnormaities.

Tradition before women’s health

As noted in chapter 4, female genital 
mutilation, the removal or disfigurement 
of the external female sexual organ, is still 
too commonly inflicted upon women of 
reproductive age in the Arab countries. 
UNFPA estimates rates among this popu-
lation group at: Djibouti (about 93 per 
cent), Egypt (95.8 per cent), Mauritania 
(71.3 per cent), Somalia (about 98 per 
cent), Sudan (90 per cent) and Yemen 
(22.6 per cent).23 FGM is usually carried 
out between the ages of eight and ten, 
although some girls undergo it at a later 
age, especially prior to marriage. The 
practice originates in misinformed or mis-
leading views about religious teachings, in 
folklore about promoting female chastity 

Box 7-5 A woman’s first entrance

“Notwithstanding her condition, whether as a peasant in Algeria, a doc-
tor in Cairo, or a secretary in Beirut, a student in Baghdad, a worker in 
Syria, the Arab woman shares with her sisters a common fate: a life of 
renunciation, of captivity, during which she will have to atone for her sin of 
having been born a woman in a hyper-male society where the ever-present 
feminine remains synonymous with shame and threat. 

To begin with, her birth is already perceived as an occasion for mourn-
ing rather than for festivities. She is received in an atmosphere of barely 
suppressed disappointment. They hoped for a boy. Her coming will bring 
opprobrium on her mother, a shock to her father: ‘Men beget men,’ we 
always say in our culture; ‘She has given birth to a girl, he has produced a 
boy,’ they proclaim… What happens on the day when the baby girl leaves 
her mother’s womb is only a foretaste. It is the beginning of a life to be 
endured as a ‘blameful condition’ which will be continuously punctuated 
by steady and heavy repression and intolerance.”

Source: Salman 2003.
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and in male-centred cultural notions about 
the requirements for a ‘good’ marriage. In 
all cases, the practice is highly injurious to 
women’s health.

Girls are often forced to undergo the 
operation without anaesthesia; moreover, 
it is usually performed by unqualified 
individuals, including midwives, hair-
dressers, and barbers with licenses to 
perform circumcisions, using unsterilized 
instruments in unsanitary environments. 
Of the numerous potential health com-
plications, some are immediate and others 
are long‑term.

Psychological damage: The damage 
suffered by the young girl from the extreme 
cruelty of the process leaves lifelong men-
tal scars.24 Neural complications can lead 
to potentially fatal nervous shock.

Haemorrhagic shock: Such shock 
results from damage to tissues and blood 
vessels which results from the ignorance 
of basic anatomy of those performing the 
operation. Fatalities among young girls 
undergoing FGM are considered common, 
although documented cases are rare since 
parents and those performing the opera-
tion seldom report incidents for fear of the 
law. In some cases, the haemorrhaging is 
less severe and is dealt with by treating 
wounds with crude traditional compounds. 
Such substances, however, are unsanitary, 
as are the instruments and hands of those 
who perform the operation.

Infections: Consequently, young girls 
are frequently exposed to the tetanus 
microbe, the HIV virus, and hepatitis B or 
C. These infections may affect the urinary 
tract and kidneys, which sometimes leads 
to cysts, further infections and even renal 
failure. The uterus and fallopian tubes may 
also become infected, which can result in 
the inability to conceive. The slow-healing 
wound caused by FGM leaves a sensitive 
legacy of acute physical and psychological 
complications that crop up later in life, 
disfiguring marital relations, pregnancy 
and childbirth.

Fourth: health systems management

Numerous recent studies have cast light on 
the achievements and challenges that face 
health systems in the Arab countries.25 In 
the WHO 2000 report on health systems,26 
Arab states ranked low based on standards 

of good health results, responsiveness to 
consumers’ needs, and equitable funding. 
There are, in addition, significant and his-
torically based organizational differences 
among Arab health systems, a fact which 
makes comparisons among them dif-
ficult. Nevertheless, several observations 
might be made on Arab health systems 
as a whole,27 the study of which would be 
helpful given their importance for human 
security.

1. Narrow conceptions
To most people, the term ‘health system’ 
refers simply to the system of health care. 
Seen from the perspective of human secu-
rity, however, this definition is insufficient. 
If we were to adopt a more comprehensive 
definition of the term ‘health system’ 
which included all activities that directly 
affect health, such as ensuring appropriate 
nutrition, sufficient basic foodstuffs and 
access to clean water for citizens, these 
matters would assume greater importance 
in health policy formulation. This in turn 
would produce positive returns in the 
area of human security. Unfortunately, 
however, the politics of health in the 
Arab countries do not accommodate this 
comprehensive view, nor is it posed for 
discussion by the public. Instead, the 
norm is that the arrangements for, and 
distribution of commodities directly rel-
evant to health, as well as basic matters 
of nutrition, food and access to safe water, 
are referred, in an uncoordinated way, to 
actors not concerned with health, such as 
ministries of agriculture.

2. Services are inequitable, often inferior 
and sometimes technology driven
Over the past several decades Arab states 
have made huge cumulative investments 
in the health sector, principally in health 
care services. Yet despite these invest-
ments, health care continues to suffer 
from chronic problems. The following are 
a number of important observations in 
this connection:

Certain basic health care services •	
(which include, for example, free infant 
health care) continue to be unavailable 
to many. This is particularly true of 
marginalized groups in both urban and 
rural areas.
Hospitals consume huge amounts of •	
resources in the Arab countries, and 
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‘Medical tourism’ 
depletes precious 
hard currency

Relatively paltry 
amounts are 
directed to the 
health sector

health ministries in the Arab countries 
spend more than half their budgets on 
treatment services which depend upon 
hospitals. In fact, some government 
and private hospitals in Arab countries 
have achieved international status. 
However, there are serious disparities 
among their performance levels: urban 
areas enjoy greater support in this con-
nection than do rural areas, and there 
is no coordination between the public 
and private sectors.
A number of Arab governments have •	
attempted to improve the basic health 
care services offered to the public. 
However, these attempts are incom-
plete in most Arab countries and are 
subordinated to the existing care health 
system and third-rate hospitals.
Public sector health care is widely criti-•	
cised for its low quality and inefficiency, 
its unresponsiveness to patients’ needs, 
and the frequent referral of patients to 
the private sector.
The WHO Regional Office has warned 

of the dangerous effects of such a situa-
tion,28 identifying areas of inadequacy in 
the evaluation of actual needs, in adher-
ence to suitable approaches for contracting 
and purchase, in appropriate installations, 
in preventive maintenance, in wise use of 
resources, and in emphasis on quality. The 
medical equipment and supplies market in 
the Arab countries is viewed as a profitable 
one29 which calls for more profit-based 
investments. This is important for the 
health care sector, because it is a recognized 
fact that the availability of high technology 
may increase demand. However, the costs 
of high technology, in addition to the costs 
of health care, could deplete important 
resources in the economies of low-income 
and medium-income Arab countries.

Numerous Arab countries have con-
structed regional centres to attract patients 
who wish to obtain high-technology medi-
cal services. In view of the fact that the 
relatively wealthy, even in poor countries, 
are those most likely to cross national 
borders in search of health care, ‘medical 
tourism’ depletes precious hard currency 
(dollars) in home countries. For exam-
ple, in Yemen about 29 per cent of total 
health expenditure—from private pockets 
and public funds—is used for treatment 
abroad. Approximately two out of every 
three Yemeni Rials spent for health care 

are paid by families and households as out-
of-pocket payment in cases of illness.30 This 
in turn places pressure on governments 
to construct high-tech centres which, for 
the most part, are built at the expense of 
health and preventive services.

3. Funding for health is generally 
inadequate 
Most of the Arab countries have health 
expenditures ranging between 2.4 and 
6 per cent of their GDP. This percentage 
is higher in Lebanon and Jordan (12 and 
10 per cent respectively), while it is low-
est in Qatar and Somalia (2.4 and 2.6 per 
cent respectively). Actual spending on 
health, which ranges from $25 per capita 
(in PPP terms) all the way to $871 per 
capita, reflects clear intra-regional dis-
parities. Current arrangements for health 
care funding also have a major impact on 
human security. For, with the exception 
of the wealthy Arab Gulf states, rela-
tively paltry amounts are directed to the 
health sector in most Arab states. In many 
low- and medium-income states—where 
private expenditures on health come to 
between 20-72 per cent of total health 
expenditures—governments spend very 
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little on health. A distinguished exception 
is the case of Djibouti and Lebanon, where 
public spending on health, as a percentage 
of total government expenditure, exceeds 
the world average. In terms of absolute 
levels of funding, oil-rich countries invest 
vast sums, which however do not translate 
into equitable health coverage for all their 
peoples.

Figure 7-12 Out-of-pocket health expenditure as a share of private 
health expenditure (%) in 20 Arab countries, 2005

Source: World Bank 2008.

*Note: Out-of-pocket health expenditure is any direct outlay by households, including 
gratuities and in-kind payments, to health practitioners and suppliers of pharmaceuticals, 
therapeutic appliances, and other goods and services whose primary intent is to contribute to 
the restoration or enhancement of health status of individuals or population groups. It is part 
of private health expenditure.
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Figure 7-11 Share of public health expenditure in total 
government spending (%), 20 Arab countries, 2005

Source: World Bank 2008.
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Private sector expenditures on health 
do not take up the slack in total spending. 
Employee health insurance programmes, 
the principle vehicle for the private fund-
ing of health services in advanced nations, 
provide only meagre benefits, a fact which 
leaves significant health-related expenses 
to be borne by Arab citizens and their 
families.31 As illustrated in Figure 7-12, in 
19 out of 20 Arab countries studied, out-
of-pocket health expenditures are very 
high by comparison with those in other 
regions of the world. This has a major 
impact on low-income families, since a 
serious or costly illness suffered by the 
family’s breadwinner can plunge the family 
into poverty. Even families in medium-
income states are vulnerable because their 
purchasing power is limited. Health costs 
are rising with the widespread adoption 
of market policies in this sector, which do 
not take into account income levels among 
different groups.

4. Public health systems are under-
resourced and perform below expectations
Health systems in Arab countries are 
sometimes flawed by poor public health 
capabilities. Several features point to this: 
the weak performance of many public 
health institutions, the unsuitability of 
the current structure for raising public 
awareness of health issues, the dearth of 
specialized professionals in public health, 
and the relatively slight weight of public 
health in decision making on the govern-
mental level. This situation is reflected, 
in turn, in negative popular perceptions 
of the performance of the public health 
sector. The poor capabilities of the pub-
lic health sector render it ill-equipped to 
handle the range of functions required to 
provide public health security.

5. The chain of command in health 
systems is often obstructive
The chain of command in Arab health sys-
tem institutions consists of an inefficient, 
bureaucratic hierarchy with political 
objectives that are often at odds with pub-
lic health. Senior officials with influence 
and interests outside the hospital or clinic 
will have influence within it as well. The 
management of these institutions is often 
driven by unresponsive, uninformed and 
sometimes obsolete guidelines, standards, 
and reporting systems. Incentives in such 

Health costs 
are rising
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systems work against innovation, risk tak-
ing, and improved efficiency. Moreover, 
their top-down systems of control may 
prevent health institutions from adapting 
to, and moving towards the popular par-
ticipation and empowerment needed to 
achieve human security goals.

6. Key health determinants are blind 
spots in the system 
Current Arab health systems do not place 
sufficient emphasis on the important indi-
rect determinants of health recognized by 
human development practitioners, such 
as the quality and coverage of education, 
women’s empowerment, and social and 
economic justice. Neither do they evince 
the mindset required to address key fac-
tors such as gender, social class, identity 
and ethnicity, all of which have obvious 
effects on human security.

7. Health professionals and support 
personnel are unequally distributed
With the exception of the most impov-
erished Arab countries such as Somalia, 
Sudan, and Yemen (where there are fewer 
than fifty physicians per 100,000 members 
of the population), most Arab countries 
have acceptable numbers of doctors relative 
to the sizes of their populations, although 
most of the doctors in the Arab Gulf coun-
tries are expatriates. Nevertheless, doctors 
are not distributed equitably within their 
countries, as most of them are concentrated 
in urban areas. The numbers of public health 
practitioners, dentists, nurses, and medical 
assistants are however woefully inadequate 
and their distribution among urban versus 
rural areas and between hospitals and basic 
centres is highly inequitable. Arab coun-
tries suffers a high rate of ‘brain drain,’ 
particularly among health professionals 
within the region, either from low-income 
and medium-income states to high-income, 
oil-rich Gulf States, or to countries in North 
America and Western Europe.

A health threat that concerns 
all – HIV/AIDS32

According to the WHO, HIV prevalence 
in the Arab region is lower than that for 
many other diseases, including malaria, 
liver failure, and respiratory diseases. The 
number of those in the Arab countries 

living with tuberculosis, for example, is 
400 times greater than those living with 
HIV/AIDS.33 Indeed, the incidence of 
HIV in the Arab countries may be the 
lowest among developing country regions. 
Nevertheless, all fires start with a spark, 
and there is no reason to be complacent 
about this destructive virus whose advance 
can only be reversed through much 
greater public awareness, and through sci-
entific methods of prevention. There are, 
moreover, other good reasons for taking 
seriously the nature of the illness and the 
particular features of its emergence in the 
Arab countries.

A stubborn, proximate and 
misunderstood danger

AIDS, the acquired immunodeficiency 
syndrome, is a fatal disease caused by 
HIV, the human immunodeficiency virus. 
HIV destroys the body’s ability to fight off 
infection and disease, which can ultimately 
lead to death. Currently, antiretroviral 
drugs are available that slow down replica-
tion of the virus and can greatly enhance 
quality of life, but they do not eliminate 
infection. By the end of 2006, the cumu-
lative number of people infected with 
the HIV virus since its discovery in 1981 
came to approximately 65 million, and 
AIDS-related deaths around the world 
had reached a total of approximately 

Box 7-6

Surveillance and analysis of the health situation•	
Drawing up and enforcing health regulations•	
Monitoring, controlling and studying dangers and sources of harm •	
that impact public health
Evaluating access to necessary health services and ensuring such •	
access in practice
Improving health and public awareness of health issues•	
Developing and training specialized health personnel•	
Encouraging community participation and empowering citizens to •	
obtain health services
Guaranteeing the quality of health services•	
Establishing policies and building institutional skills in planning, •	
managing and coordinating the health sector
Conducting research to find creative solutions to public health •	
problems, and implementing such initiatives
Minimizing the health-related impacts of emergencies and disasters•	

Ensuring public health security – the basic functions  
of a working system

Source: The Report team.
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32 million—more than any other disease 
in the history of humankind.34

The danger is not far from Arab coun-
tries. According to UNAIDS, more than 
31,600 adults and children died from 
AIDS in 2007, in the Arab countries 
(80 per cent of which deaths occurred in 
Sudan). One needs to note, as well, the 
relative rise in the number of new infec-
tions. Between 2001 and 2007, there 
were 90,500 estimated new cases of HIV 
infections in the Arab countries of which 
50,000 in Sudan alone. 

The destructive power of HIV lies not 
solely in its potency as a virus, but also 
with the social stigma that comes with it. 
Those living with the virus are sometimes 
deprived of their fundamental human 
rights: they may be dismissed from their 
jobs and denied training and promotion, 
their children may be deprived of valu-
able opportunities, doctors may refuse to 
treat them, and they may be slandered and 
mistreated. 

Moreover, people living with HIV may 
not be aware of their state until long after 
infection has occurred. In such cases, the 
virus can remains in the body undetected 
for a long time. Those who suspect that 
they have been infected often do not seek 
the necessary tests out of shame or fear of 
being stigmatized or discriminated against. 
Those who know their condition may yet 
refrain from informing those closest to 
them, including their partners, which 
exposes the latter to infection as well.

In this culture of secrecy, HIV contin-
ues to spread. Meanwhile, few programmes 
are designed or carried out to reach key 
populations at risk including intravenous 
drug users, sex workers or men who have 
sex with men. When it is appreciated 
that the risk factors are also linked with 
poverty, displacement, refugee status, 
permanent or temporary migration, and 
women’s rights, it becomes clear that 
HIV/AIDS is a serious and broad-based 
challenge to human security. Facing the 
threat is only possible through a multi-
sector, multi-tiered development policy 
which addresses the underlying roots of 
the virus’s spread and which, as such, goes 
beyond simple health awareness in the 
traditional sense.

Reappraising the numbers

According to WHO and UNAIDS 
estimates,35 in 2007, the number of those 
living with HIV in Arab countries was 
435,000, 73.5 per cent of whom were in 
Sudan. An important observation in this 
context is that the estimated numbers 
of those living with HIV/AIDS in the 
Maghreb (particularly Algeria, Morocco, 
and Tunisia) are far higher than those 
in the Mashreq (which includes Egypt, 
Jordan, and Syria). This may be related 
to the fact that voluntary testing and 
counselling centres and other surveillance 
methods are far greater in the Maghreb 
and altogether more effective than their 
counterparts in the Mashreq, which may 
thus underestimate numbers in the latter 
subregion. 

For example, UNAIDS estimated 
that in 2007 the number of people living 
with HIV/AIDS in Bahrain, Jordan, and 
Kuwait was less than 1,000 in each. These 
relatively low rates stand in contrast to 
the estimated numbers of infected people 
in 2007 in Djibouti (16,000), Morocco 
(21,000), Algeria (21,000) and Somalia 
(24,000). In the case of Sudan, the esti-
mated number is altogether higher and 
reaches 320,000.

Epidemiologists classify epidemics 
either as ‘generalized’ (having affected 
more than 1 per cent of the total popula-
tion), and ‘intensified’ (having affected 
more than 5 per cent in some groups of 
the population and in certain areas). In 

Estimated number of people living with HIV,  
12 Arab countries, 2007

Table 7-1

State Estimate 2007 [low–high estimate]

Jordan < 1,000 [< 2,000]

Bahrain < 1,000 [< 2,000]

Kuwait < 1,000 [< 2,000]

Lebanon 3,000 [1,700-7,200]

Tunisia 3,700 [2,700-5,400]

Egypt 9,200 [7,200-13,000]

Mauritania 14,000 [8,300-26,000]

Djibouti 16,000 [12,000-19,000]

Morocco 21,000 [15,000-31,000]

Algeria 21,000 [11,000-43,000]

Somalia 24,000 [13,000-45,000]

Sudan 320,000 [220,000-440,000]

Source: UNAIDS and WHO 2008.
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2007, Arab countries in which the epi-
demic has reached the ‘generalized’ phase 
are the Sudan (1.4 per cent) and Djibouti 
(3.1 per cent).36 Most of the epidemics 
are concentrated among particular at-risk 
populations, including sex workers and 
their clients, drug injectors, men who have 
sex with men,37 prisoners, and girls who 
marry before the age of 18 years, particu-
larly those who marry men who are much 
older than themselves.38

A significant observation about Sudan 
concerns the relatively high percentage 
of HIV-positive women. Compared to 
a world average of 48 per cent in 2007, 
53 per cent of adults living with HIV in 
Sudan were women. This percentage 
stood at 30.4 in the other Arab countries, 
for the same year,39 which is comparable to 
the situation in Western Europe. There are 
indications that as much as 80 per cent of 
female infections in Arab countries occur 
within the bonds of marriage. For exam-
ple, in Saudi Arabia, research indicated 
that most women infected with HIV were 
married and had acquired the virus from 
their husbands.40 

A rising rate of female infections may 
reflect Arab women’s weak negotiating 
power in domestic contexts. For reasons 
at once economic, cultural, and social, 
women are unable to demand that their 
husbands be tested for HIV/AIDS or use a 
condom when they suspect that they have 
been exposed to HIV. This is the main 
point of intersection between the role of 
regressive attitudes and beliefs in promot-
ing practices harmful to women’s health 
in general, as discussed earlier, and their 
specific impact on women’s vulnerability 
to HIV/AIDS.

Another striking fact is that the per-
centage of HIV-positive persons in the 
Arab countries receiving either triple com-
bination therapy or antiretroviral drugs is 
very low—indeed, the Arab region is the 
one world region that takes the least advan-
tage of these medical advances. In 2006, 
only 5 per cent of those needing treatment 
in the Arab countries had access to such 
treatment, as compared with 75 per cent 
in Latin America. Even in Sub-Saharan 
Africa, a lower-income region than the 
Arab region and one with an HIV-positive 
population of approximately 25 million, 
we find that 23 per cent of those who need 
treatment obtain it.41 What makes this 

situation extraordinary is that HIV/AIDS 
treatment is now available free of charge in 
most Arab countries.

Means of HIV transmission  
in Arab countries

In the Arab region, HIV/AIDS is mainly 
transmitted through unprotected sexual 
intercourse with a member of the opposite 
sex. Indeed, this means of transmission 
accounts for 67 per cent of known cases in 
the Arab region, ranging from 90 per cent 
in Saudi Arabia, to 83 per cent in Morocco 
to 64 per cent in Egypt.42 In this context, 
it is worth noting again that a significant 
number of women who contract HIV 
are exposed to it within the context of 
marital relations. The second most com-
mon means of transmission is through the 
utilization by drug users of contaminated 
injecting equipment. At the regional level, 
this accounts for 6 per cent of all known 
transmissions.43 In contrast, known cases 
in which the virus is transmitted via 
unprotected sexual contact between two 
men do not constitute a high percentage 
in any Arab country; however UNAIDS/
WHO suggest that this factor may be 
under-estimated. HIV transmission from 
mother to child represents the next most 
frequent cause of infection. In terms of HIV 
transmission through contaminated blood 
or medical instruments, while this mode 
accounted for an average of 12 per cent of 
all cases in 2000, the rate fell to 3 per cent 
in 2005.44 The low rate of infection via 
this particular mode of transmission may 
reflect growing mastery of sterilization 
methods—which are comparatively easy 
to adopt for the HIV virus—as well as 
more careful examination of blood stocks 
and blood derivative.

Countries Percentage with access

All 24 %

Latin America/Caribbean 75 %

Sub-Saharan Africa 23 %

East/South-East Asia 16 %

Europe/Central Asia 13 %

North Africa/Middle East 5 %

Comparative rates of access to HIV/AIDS treatment in low 
and middle-income countries, December 2003 – June 2006

Table 7-2

Source: UNAIDS and WHO 2006.
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The way forward: health as a 
prerequisite for human security

As this chapter illustrates, health is char-
acterized by a number of unique features 
which make it an ideal entry point for the 
discussion and treatment of topics relating 
to human security. Health is fundamental 
for the achievement of social stability 
and economic growth. It is a key require-
ment for the achievement of human and 
national security—as the nation-wide 
impact of HIV/AIDS in some countries 
makes clear—because health cuts across 
many other components of human 
security. Accordingly, effective health 
intervention requires cooperation among a 
variety of specializations, sectors, partners 
and agencies. Moreover, because health 
has internationally recognized value, it 
may help in building broad alliances that 
go beyond national, cultural, and ethnic 
boundaries. Such alliances can, in their 
turn, create opportunities to reinforce the 
broader scope of human security. 

Health system priorities  
in the Arab countries

It is generally recognized that preventing 
security problems is far more effective and 
less costly than dealing with them after 
they land. Moreover, given the importance 
of prevention in health-related interven-
tions, it may represent an ideal point of 
departure for discussions of human secu-
rity. Prevention may offer health policy 
makers and professionals the optimal way 
to introduce and conduct approaches to 
higher health levels among more citizens 
in the Arab countries. In the areas of both 
health and human security, people are 
the fundamental beneficiaries and agents 
of change. Hence, the most effective 
health programmes are those which invest 
individuals and societies with a sense of 
ownership. The same proposition applies 
to human security interventions, which 
confirms the importance of health as a 
prerequisite of human security. 

Moreover, the emphasis on health as a 
human right is among the most important 
and central priorities for intervention 
in the areas of health and security. The 
constitutions of numerous Arab countries 
explicitly provide for the right to health. It 

is time to activate this right by focusing on 
the social, economic, and cultural deter-
minants of health, and to reform health 
systems by placing special importance 
on disparities in access, affordability and 
quality among citizens. Emphasis should 
also be placed on priorities consistent with 
areas specified by WHO/EMRO as sum-
marized below:

Developing health ministries’ adminis-•	
trative capacities
Allocating equitable and appropriate •	
health system funding
Providing balanced human health •	
resources
Enabling all people to obtain basic •	
health services
Increasing ways of providing, obtaining •	
and using data
Identifying reasonably priced inter-•	
ventions which target central health 
problems
Developing health reinforcement •	
programmes
Supporting societal initiatives•	
Protecting and preserving health in •	
times of emergency and disaster
Analyzing non-health factors influ-•	
encing health determinants such as 
globalization, poverty, gender, and the 
environment, and applying the lessons
Most health system reforms thus far 

have focused on the technical aspects 
of reform, policy making, service deliv-
ery, and national health considerations. 
Customarily, health reform proposals 
affirm that their aim is to improve the 
balance between cost, effectiveness, and 
equity. In reality, however, health profes-
sionals in the Arab countries have noted 
that the first two factors (cost and effec-
tiveness) have received more attention than 
the third factor (equity). Moreover, the 
writers of this report believe that equity 
and equality are the areas in which health 
interventions need to be made if their 
aim is to reinforce human security. Those 
who gain most from such an approach are 
underprivileged groups such as the poor 
and those who support them, particularly 
young children and the elderly, as well as 
vulnerable and excluded social groups, 
such as refugees, migrant workers, those 
with specialized needs, minorities, and 
women. 

There is much to be gained from broad-
ening public health alliances to include 
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civil society organizations and members of 
the public who receive services. It would 
also repay countries to adopt decision-
making systems in which health workers 
themselves take part, and to give priority 
to public health while strengthening coop-
eration and complementarity in the areas 
of medical service provision both between 
the Arab state and medical institutions, 
and among such institutions themselves.

Participation should also be a byword 
in efforts to combat cultural practices 
damaging to women’s health. Solidarity 
and cooperation among government insti-
tutions, civil society organizations, clerics, 
the media, and women’s organizations 
offer a way for Arab countries to begin 
lifting the crushing backlog of ignorance, 
folklore and gender bias responsible for 
such anachronisms. Education at all lev-
els has an instrumental role in spreading 
awareness of the seriousness of these prac-
tices, while the authority of the state and 
the letter of the law must be summoned 
to ban practices harmful to women’s and 
young children’s health and to punish 
those who encourage or engage in them.

Similarly, national strategies for 
addressing HIV/AIDS have to look beyond 
its health-related aspects alone. The dis-
ease has a cultural, social, and economic 
context.

Many past attitudes towards HIV/
AIDS will have to be abandoned. Failing to 
give the challenge the priority it demands, 
denying its existence and muffling public 
discussion about it, attributing its preva-
lence to foreigners alone, and exploiting 
public fears to further increase the suf-
fering of victims through discriminatory 
practices, have all worsened the situation 
in Arab countries. The new norm should 
start by interpreting the challenge as a 
growing threat to individual and collective 
human security in the Arab countries. 
It should enjoin public compassion and 
knowledge, supported by a strong pub-
lic education drive. It should enshrine 
voluntary testing, counselling and free 
treatment for those living with HIV/AIDS 
as a top priority.

Box 7-7 The human security survey – Popular perceptions  
and awareness of HIV/AIDS

How great a threat is HIV/AIDS in the country?

The only country where the majority of survey respondents thought HIV/
AIDS is a serious threat (about 60 per cent) was Morocco. In the OPT, by 
contrast, a similar percentage believed that HIV/AIDS poses no threat what-
soever. With the exception of Morocco, about 20 per cent of respondents 
in the other countries acknowledged that HIV/AIDS is a major threat. Half 
of those surveyed in Lebanon considered that the disease is a threat under 
control, while the Kuwaitis were evenly divided among those who thought 
it posed no threat at all and those who believed it to be under control.

How many modes of transmission does HIV/AIDS have?

Interestingly, while most Palestinians believe that the virus poses no 
threat, they are the most knowledgeable about how it is transmitted. Half 
of the Palestinians surveyed were able to identify correctly five modes of 
transmission; 35 per cent were able to identify four. By contrast, the per-
centage of those familiar with five modes of transmission was 44 per cent 
in Morocco, 27 per cent in Lebanon, and 25 per cent in Kuwait. The percent-
age of those who could name four means of transmission was highest in 
Kuwait, followed by Lebanon. An empirical observation to be drawn from 
this admittedly small sample is that the link between public knowledge 
about how HIV/AIDS is transmitted and low rates of infection is real.
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Occupation and military intervention expose human security to violence on three 
levels—institutional, structural, and material.1 In institutional terms, they violate 
international law, which prohibits the use of force in international relations 
except in self-defence; they abrogate the laws of the occupied country; and 
they interfere in the establishment of government in a manner that serves the 
occupier rather than the occupied. Structurally, they introduce new conditions 
for the distribution of wealth and power, which cause more divisions among the 
population. In material terms, occupation and military intervention are imposed by 
force, which leads to resistance by force, and to heavy casualties among occupied 
and occupier alike. They also freeze economic activity, livelihoods and essential 
freedoms. Through their exponential effects, occupation and military intervention 
contravene basic human rights, create systemic human insecurity and set back 
human development. This is the lesson of history and it applies to all occupations 
and military interventions, whether in the Arab region or abroad. 

Chapter8
Occupation, military 
intervention and 
human insecurity

At the time of writing, there are three cases 
of occupation and military intervention in 
the Arab region: the Occupied Palestinian 
Territory (the West Bank and Gaza strip 
since June 1967), Iraq (since April 2003), 
and Somalia (since December 2006). This 
chapter examines the origins of occupa-
tion and military intervention in these 
different cases and their compound costs 
and impacts. It starts by noting that the 
general impacts extend beyond the insti-
tutional, structural and material violence 
inflicted in those three cases. Occupation 
and military intervention undercut human 
security in neighbouring and other Arab 
countries in several ways. First, they 
displace peoples across borders, creating 
humanitarian challenges for neighbouring 
states and seeding tensions among them. 
Second, as a cause célèbre of extremist 

groups that resort to violence, they feed the 
militant appeal of those who continue the 
cycle of violence in the region and whose 
acts provoke a backlash against citizens’ 
rights and freedoms. Finally, as a threat to 
sovereignty, they allow Arab governments 
to cite national security as a pretext for 
halting or postponing democratization 
and for perpetuating authoritarian rule.

Origins and rationales

Occupied Palestinian Territory: In June 
1967, Israel occupied territories in Egypt 
(Sinai)2 and Syria (Golan Heights),3 as well 
as the West Bank and Gaza that had been 
respectively under Jordanian and Egyptian 
rule since 1948. Successive Israeli govern-
ments have claimed that they are ready 
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public resentment of the military pres-
ence in its midst. In November 2008, the 
United States and Iraq signed an agree-
ment6 by which the American forces will 
depart from Iraq by 31st December 2011. 
In his statement on the 27th of February 
2009,7 the US President announced that 
by August 31, 2010, the “combat mission 
in Iraq will end”.

Somalia: The country has come under two 
forms of military intervention since the 
fall of the Siad Barre government in 1991. 
The declared reason for the first interven-
tion by US forces in 1992 was the rescue of 
hundreds of thousands of famine-stricken 
Somalis, victims of the outbreak of war 
between two camps in the United Somali 
Congress. American forces departed the 
following year, after their original mission 
of guaranteeing the delivery of emergency 
food relief evolved into a military mission 
to restore order that brought them into a 
violent confrontation with the forces of 
Mohamed Farah Aidid (Salah Al-Nasrawi, 
background paper for the report).

The second military intervention in 
Somalia occurred in December 2006 when 
Ethiopian forces intervened to defend the 
Transitional Federal Government (TFG) 
against the forces of the Islamic Courts 
Union (ICU). The latter had succeeded 
in extending its control over portions 
of Somalia, especially in the south, and 
over the capital, Mogadishu. Ethiopian 
forces claimed to have entered the coun-
try in response to an appeal by the TFG, 
stating that their presence was a tempo-
rary measure to deter ICU’s threats to 
Ethiopia’s national security.8 In addition, 
two militant movements opposed to the 
Ethiopian government are operating from 
inside Somalia and receive support from 
Eritrea. Shortly after Ethiopia’s entrance 
into Somalia, the African Union sent a 
peacekeeping force pursuant to UNSC 
resolution 1744, in February 2007. In 
December 2008, Ethiopia declared that it 
would withdraw its forces from Somalia, 
after having “undertaken numerous 
activities in the interest of the peace and 
stability of Somalia”.9

In all three cases, occupation and 
military intervention violate international 
law, the authoritative frame of reference 
for regulating relations between nations 

to evacuate portions of these lands in 
exchange for peace and arrangements 
guaranteeing Israeli security. According 
to Israel, the wording of the UN Security 
Council resolution 242 (1967) entitles it 
to retain portions of these territories, as 
it refers to “withdrawal of  Israeli armed 
forces from territories” occupied in June 
1967 and not “the” occupied territories, 
despite the resolution’s emphasis on the 
“inadmissibility of the acquisition of terri-
tory by war”. Israel expanded its occupation 
by constructing settlements on these lands 
to house settlers. In its resolutions 446 and 
452 (July 1979), the UN Security Council 
determined that the policies of Israel in 
establishing settlements have no legal 
validity and called upon the Government 
and people of Israel to cease, on an urgent 
basis, the establishment, construction and 
planning of these settlements. 

Iraq: The United States led a military cam-
paign against Iraq on the 20th of March, 
2003. The former regime of Saddam 
Hussein came to an end on the 9th of April 
2003, with the capture of Baghdad, the 
capital of Iraq. Various explanations have 
been given for this military campaign, 
chiefly that the former US administration 
was driven to it in order to rid Iraq of 
weapons of mass destruction; and that the 
Saddam Hussein regime supported and 
harboured anti-US terrorist organisations, 
such as al-Qaeda, which called for pre-
emptive action.4 These justifications were 
not substantiated by information from US 
intelligence agencies themselves before the 
war, and were not proved afterwards.5

In May 2003, the UN Security Council 
(UNSC), in its Resolution 1483, consid-
ered the United States and the United 
Kingdom as “occupying powers” together 
with all the “authorities, responsibili-
ties, and obligations under international 
law”. In June 2004, in UNSC resolution 
1546, the presence of the American and 
coalition forces was considered to be at 
the request of the government of Iraq. 
The period between 2004 and 2006 saw 
elections leading to a central government 
free from the despotic character of the 
previous regime. It was also marked by 
US-led efforts to establish law and order 
and to launch reconstruction. However, 
these important developments were not 
sufficient to overcome the rising tide of 
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and peoples. International law prohibits 
the occupation of others’ land by force or 
recourse to military force against another 
nation for purposes other than self-
defence.10 A further common feature of 
military intervention in these countries is 
that it has deepened existing class, group, 
sectarian or tribal divisions, aggravating 
tensions that have erupted into conflicts-
within conflicts.

The compound impacts  
of military intervention  
on human security

I.	 Threats to life

A.	 Iraq
In Iraq, threats to life are associated with 
widespread insecurity. The immediate 
causes of the decline in public security fol-
lowing the US-led invasion are to be found 
in the military intervention per se. This 
intervention polarized the country. Among 
the general public, especially in central 
and southern Iraq, the restrictions brought 
about by the military invasion were widely 
resented. In addition, the short-sighted 
decrees of the first provisional governor of 
Iraq, which dissolved the army and police 
force, abolished the Baath Party, banned its 
members from government and dismantled 
key government agencies, effectively swept 
away the very institutions that might have 
safeguarded public security under such 
conditions. These decisions also assured 
the enmity of those who lost their jobs and 
incomes as a result.

In this environment, the country 
witnessed fierce fighting in which many 
forces took part for different motives, and 
which claimed enormous casualties. In 
conditions of increasing chaos, the US-led 
multinational coalition (the number of the 
American forces varied between 250,000 
troops in 2003 and 143,000 troops in 
September 200811 and the number of UK 
troops varied between 18,000 troops in 
May 2003 and 4,100 troops in May 2008)12 
was unable to discharge its obligations to 
ensure the security of Iraqi citizens, many 
of whom disbelieved in the legitimacy, 
authority and mission of the foreign forces 
in their midst. Other parties caught in 
this conflict were the private security 
companies, brought in to offset the lack of 

sufficient US forces and to perform vital 
security and support functions. Figures on 
the numbers of private security contractors 
in the country have often been conflicting. 
In mid-2006, the US Federal Accounting 
Bureau estimated that 181 of these firms 
had been operating in Iraq, with a total of 
48,000 personnel.13

The Iraqi militias represent a third 
party to the chaos in the country. Among 
these are several armed groups formed by 
Baathists, Sunni Islamic movements, and 
al-Qaeda members who infiltrated Iraq 
with the pretext of resisting the US mili-
tary presence. A significant development 
has been the creation of the so-called 
Sahwa (Awakening) Councils which the 
US forces persuaded many Sunni tribal 
chiefs to establish in 2007 in order to fight 
al-Qaeda members active in Iraq. There 
are also Shiite militias foremost among 
which are the Badr Brigade of the Supreme 
Council for the Islamic Revolution and 
Muqtada al-Sadr’s Mahdi Army. In addi-
tion, there are the Kurdish Peshmerga 
forces, which perform security missions 
in Kurdistan. Some estimates put the 
number of such militias at thirty five14 and 
others at seventy four,15 although there 
are no reliable sources on this. The spread 
of weapons and power to these militias, 
each a potential fiefdom of its own, raises 
questions about their integration into any 
unified state in the future. 

Box 8-1 The special case of Lebanon

In the Arab region, Lebanon is a marked instance of acute vulnerability to 
intervention from outside. Several times the victim of Israeli occupation, 
it has also experienced the temporary presence of Western forces—the 
US Forces in 1958, and the Americans, French, Italians and British forces 
in 1982—as well as the presence of Syrian forces, at the invitation of the 
Lebanese Government in 1976, which continued to March 2005. Israel has 
occupied parts of Lebanon several times, most forcibly in 1982 in the con-
text of its confrontation with the Palestinian Liberation Organisation (PLO). 
In their 1982 campaign, Israeli forces reached Beirut, but then withdrew to 
southern Lebanon. Although Israel evacuated the area in 2000, its aerial 
assaults and armed incursions continued sporadically afterwards. The 
last Israeli massive offensive against Lebanon, which lasted 33 days, took 
place in the summer of 2006 after Hezbollah crossed the Blue Line sepa-
rating the two countries, killing three Israeli soldiers and seizing two more. 
The tug-of-war between external powers over Lebanon’s domestic affairs 
has at times paralyzed its government and disrupted both the security of 
the nation and that of its people.

Source: The Report team
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The proliferation of militias has 
been encouraged by two major factors: 
the security and political vacuum in the 
country, and the ethnically based selec-
tion processes of the foreign forces, which 
have driven forces fighting over power and 
wealth in Iraq to bolster their autonomy 
in order to obtain what they consider 
their rightful share of both. Moreover, 
not only have the militias taken control of 
public life, they have also seized sources of 
national wealth, such as petroleum, which 
they smuggle out in order to finance their 
activities. 

This lawless situation has had two espe-
cially damaging consequences. The first is 
the deepening of sectarian entrenchment 
as people clamour for protection from 
hostile sects, and the consequent rise 
in levels of violence. The second is the 
disappearance from public life of that 
broad segment of Iraqis whose capacity for 
political organisation and peaceful action 
in support of the idea of a whole nation has 
been paralyzed by violence and terrorism 
(Salah Al-Nasrawi, in Arabic, background 
paper for the report). Indeed, in the 
absence of a general consensus over how to 
handle the military invasion, the concept 
of resistance itself has become distorted 
and tangled. It often reflects confusion 
between a national stance that prioritises 
the struggle to regain independence, and 
the narrow defence of the particular inter-
ests of national groups.

The victims of violence have been as 
diverse as the forms of violence inflicted 
on them. The greatest numbers are found 
among the Iraqi people, of all faiths, creeds 

and ethnicities, who have borne the brunt 
of the situation. But the casualties include 
foreign civilians working in Iraq, whether 
for the UN, or for Arab and other foreign 
embassies, or for private organizations. 
They also include prominent political and 
security officials in the Iraqi government. 
The most vulnerable sectors of the local 
population have been the small religious 
minorities, notably Chaldeans, Assyrian 
Christians, Yazidis, and Sabaeans. These 
communities have been the victims of fre-
quent attacks by car and suicide bombers 
aimed at forcing them out of the country 
(Salah Al-Nasrawi, in Arabic, background 
paper for the report). After several years 
of the US-led invasion, the evidence of 
sectarian polarization is everywhere today 
in Iraq, with sects barricaded in their 
neighbourhoods against attack from oth-
ers and with one sect’s members denying 
or disguising their identities when obliged 
to pass through another’s enclave.

Estimates of mortalities among Iraqis 
from March 2003 to June 2006 vary 
considerably. While Iraq Body Count16 
(IBC), which gathers its information 
from the daily press, lists 47,668 violent 
deaths in the country since the beginning 
of the invasion, a field study17 conducted 
by Burnham et al. that relied on 1,849 
families divided into forty-seven sample 
segments arrived at a figure of 601,027 
deaths due to violence. The Iraq Family 
Health Survey (IFHS),18 a larger and more 
recent national household survey by the 
Iraqi government and the World Health 
Organization (WHO) that took a sample 
of 9,345 families between 2006 and 2007, 
placed the number of violent deaths at 
151,000. Figures 8-1, 8-2 and 8-3 illus-
trate the diverse reckonings of the three 
surveys.

Whatever source is consulted, it is 
evident that mortalities, whether caused 
by deteriorating health conditions or 
violence, soared after the invasion. Based 
on IFHS results, the mortality rate, in gen-
eral, nearly doubled from 3.17 per 1,000 
inhabitants before the invasion to 6.01 per 
1,000 afterwards. The number of violent 
deaths increased ten times, climbing from 
0.1 per 1,000 to 1.09 per 1,000 after the 
invasion. Kurdistan is the only province to 
experience a decline in the mortality rate, 
which dropped slightly from 3.7 per 1,000 
to 3.68 per 1,000 after the invasion. Also, 

Figure 8-1 Number of deaths by violence in Iraq per day, 2003-2006, 
according to three sources

Source: The New England Journal of Medicine 2006.
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deaths by violence—around 0.07 per 1,000 
after the invasion—have been less com-
mon there than in other Iraqi provinces. 
The reason for Kurdistan’s unique situa-
tion is fairly clear: it has been effectively 
autonomous from the central government 
in Baghdad since being declared a no-flight 
zone for Iraqi aircraft more than eleven 
years before the invasion.

In the case of foreign forces, since the 
start of the campaign in March 2003, a total 
of 4,212 US soldiers had died by 3 January 
2009,19 and a total of 178 British Armed 
Forces personnel or Ministry of Defence 
civilians had died by 12 December 2008.20 
Among the Iraqi security forces the death 
rate was considerably higher. According to 
a US Congress report, the estimate of total 
Iraqi Security Forces and Police deaths, 
between June 2003 and November 2006 
was 5,736,21 whereas the total US forces 
killed in the same period came to 2,196.22

From February 2007, however, the 
situation gradually began to improve for 
both Iraqi civilians and troops. According 
to the icasualties.org website,civilian 
casualties declined from 1,598 in August 
2007 to less than 1,000 in September and 
October that year, and to less than 500 per 
month after that.23 In February 2008, the 
civilian toll was 443. Among Iraqi forces, 
in August 2007, the number of war vic-
tims dropped to less than 100 from 232 
the previous month. Apart from October 
2007, the monthly rate has remained lower 
than 100 since then. In February 2008, 
the toll among Iraqi forces was eighty. US 
forces experienced a similar decline in 
fatalities, to less than 100 between July 
and September 2007, and to fewer than 
fifty since October that year. By March 
2008, the total US death toll in Iraq had 
reached 4,000.24 

In all events, the toll of violence in 
Iraq began to fall after September 2007. 
The most important factors contributing 
to this development were a) the rais-
ing of US military strength by 30,000 
troops (the ‘surge’); b) General Petraeus’s 
strategy of relying on Iraqi tribes to hunt 
down non-Iraqi Al-Qaeda fighters; c) the 
increase in, and proper training of Iraqi 
security forces; and d) the truce declared 
by Muqtada Sadr’s Mahdi Army, halting, 
at least at the time of writing, its assaults 
on both US forces and the Badr Brigade. 

Box 8-2 The ever-changing body count in Iraq

In 2007, a leading UK polling group produced a survey indicating that more 
than one million Iraqis have died as a result of the conflict in their country 
since the U.S.-led invasion in 2003. The survey, conducted by Opinion 
Research Business (ORB) with 2,414 adults in face-to-face interviews, 
found that 20 per cent of people had had at least one death in their house-
hold attributable to the conflict, rather than to natural causes. The last 
complete census in Iraq conducted in 1997 found 4.05 million households 
in the country, a figure ORB used to calculate that approximately 1.03 mil-
lion people had died as a result of the war. 

The margin of error in the survey, conducted in August and September 
2007, was 1.7 per cent, giving a range of deaths of 946,258 to 1.12 mil-
lion. ORB originally found that 1.2 million people had died, but decided to 
conduct more research in rural areas to make the survey as comprehensive 
as possible. It subsequently came up with the revised figure. The research 
covered 15 of Iraq’s 18 provinces. Those not covered included two of Iraq’s 
more volatile regions—Kerbala and Anbar—and the northern province of 
Arbil, where local authorities refused them a permit to work.

Source: Human Security Report Project 2008. 

Figure 8-3 Estimated mortality rates from violence in Iraq  
(per 1,000) – two field surveys*, 2003-2006

Source: The New England Journal of Medicine 2006.

* Burham et al. on the left; Iraq Family Health Survey on the right, all three intervals.
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In addition, fortifications surrounding the 
now mono-sectarian quarters have helped 
to keep out other fighting forces and to 
ward off sectarian assaults. It remains to 
be seen how the security situation will 
evolve with the gradual withdrawal of the 
US forces from Iraq and the rise of unfet-
tered and armed militias.

B.	 The Occupied Palestinian Territory 
Fundamental human rights are frequently 
violated in the Occupied Palestinian 
Territory, and such violations have inten-
sified since the outbreak of the Al-Aqsa 
intifada on 29 September, 2000. Most 
threats to Palestinian human security come 
from Israeli forces. However, recently, 
another source of threat to Palestinian 
human security has emerged, originating 
within the Palestinian resistance itself. In 
the absence of a horizon for a political set-
tlement with Israel, differences between 
the Palestinian organisations notably Fatah 
and Hamas have widened, culminating in 
the collapse of the national unity govern-
ment which had brought together the two 
chief factions in the Palestinian national 
authority. The collapse occurred in the 
wake of armed clashes between these two 
camps, resulting in Hamas’s takeover of 
Gaza in June 2007. President Mahmoud 
Abbas subsequently formed a parallel 
government in Ramallah and, since then, 
each camp has claimed the sole right to 
represent the Palestinian people. 

At the time this report was finalized 
in December 2008, the truce between 
Israel and Hamas had ended. Provoked by 
Hamas rocket attacks, Israel launched a 
counteroffensive against Gaza, which had 
already been under siege since Hamas took 
over the strip in June 2007. This campaign, 
which caused an international outcry over 
its use of disproportionate force, resulted 
in a significant number of civilian casual-
ties (notably children and women) among 
a population that had already been impov-
erished by the siege.25 A cease-fire was 
implemented unilaterally by Israel on 18 
January 2009, and later the same day by 
Hamas and other Palestinian factions.

Numerous sources document Israeli 
violations of Palestinian rights to life and 
freedom. This section relies on data from 
the Israeli human rights organisation, 
B’Tselem, whose figures on these viola-
tions are higher than those provided by 

Box 8-3 The campaign against Gaza

From the start of the Israeli military operation in the Gaza Strip on 
27 December 2008 to the cease fire, implemented unilaterally by Israel on 
18 January 2009, and later the same day by Hamas and other Palestinian 
factions, 1,314 Palestinians had been killed of whom 412 were children 
and 110 were women. Many more had been injured, according to the 
Palestinian Ministry of Health. The number of those injured stood at 
5,300, of whom 1,855 were children and 795 were women. Israeli opera-
tions caused extensive damage to homes and public infrastructure, and 
seriously jeopardized water, sanitation and medical services. UN schools 
sheltering displaced persons were hit, humanitarian workers were killed 
and ambulances struck, and the sick and wounded were left trapped and 
unassisted. By 15 January 2009, up to 90,000 people had been displaced 
from their homes. 

Alarming number of children killed and injured: As of 15 January, 
almost 32 per cent of all fatalities (346) were children. Approximately 1,709 
children were wounded, some with multiple injuries. From 3 January to 
14 January, the number of child fatalities increased by more than 340 per 
cent. There are almost 800,000 children in Gaza, comprising 56 per cent of 
Gaza’s population in an area with one of the highest population densities 
in the world.

Rapid increase of internal displacement: The rise in the number of 
Palestinians seeking shelter at UNRWA facilities sharply accelerated after 
the Israeli ground operation began on 3 January. On 8 January, there 
were approximately 16,000 Palestinians staying at UNRWA facilities. By 
14 January, 41 UNRWA facilities were providing shelter for 37,937 displaced 
persons. Although the total number of displaced Palestinians remains 
unknown, Al Mezan Centre for Human Rights has estimated 80,000 – 
90,000 people displaced, including up to 50,000 children.

Source: UN-OCHA 2009.

MoH = Ministry of Health

Ground 
Invasion

01-Jan 03-Jan 05-Jan 07-Jan 09-Jan 11-Jan 13-Jan 15-Jan
0

50

150

100

200

250

300

350

400

Number of Palestinian children killed in Gaza
1 – 15 Jan 2009 (MoH figures)

Sources: UN-OCHA 2009.

02
-0

1-
20

09

03
-0

1-
20

09

04
-0

1-
20

09

0
5-

0
1-

20
09

0
6-

0
1-

20
09

07
-0

1-
20

09

0
8

-0
1-

20
09

09
-0

1-
20

09

10
-0

1-
20

09

11
-0

1-
20

09

12
-0

1-
20

09

13
-0

1-
20

09

14
-0

1-
20

09

0
5,000

15,000
10,000

20,000
25,000
30,000
35,000
40,000

Number of Palestinians in Gaza UNRWA shelters
2 Jan – 14 Jan 2009



171Occupation, military intervention and human insecurity

Figure 8-4 Deaths by violence, 

Source: B’Tselem 2008.

both Palestinian human rights agencies 
and the Palestinian authorities themselves. 
B’Tselem furnishes the following informa-
tion on the numbers of Palestinians and 
Israelis who died from violence in the 
West Bank, Gaza and Israel:

Figure 8-4 shows the breakdown 
by nationality of victim and assailant 
of a total of 5,970 deaths by violence in 
the OPT and Israel between 2000 and 
2008: there were 4,908 fatalities among 
Palestinians and 1,062 fatalities among 
Israelis. B’Tselem also details the incidents 
that led to fatalities, the majority of which 
were among Palestinian civilians, as shown 
in Table 8-1.

Internal strife between clashing 
Palestinian factions also brought about a 
considerable number of Palestinian deaths. 
Yet, the 594 victims of these conflicts 
represent barely 6 per cent of the total of 
those killed by Israelis.26 The purpose of 
this observation is not to belittle the gravity 
of inter-Palestinian violence, but rather to 
place it in its proper perspective. Moreover, 
according to the Palestinian Central 
Bureau of Statistics, the total number of 
Palestinians injured by live ammunition, 
rubber bullets, gas and other weapons 
in the OPT between January 2000 and 
March 2008 amounted at 32,569.27

C.	 Somalia
Somalia has not experienced stability 
since the fall of the Siad Barre regime in 
1991. Years of African, Arab, and UN 

efforts failed to lead to the creation of a 
single government capable of control-
ling the whole country, and in particular 
autonomous Somaliland in the northwest 
and Puntland in the northeast. When the 
current TFG was formed in 2004, it had 
to operate initially out of Baidoa in the 
centre of the country, and only succeeded 
in establishing itself in the capital with the 
assistance of Ethiopian troops. The numer-
ous domestic parties to the violence that 
erupted with the fall of the Barre regime 

Palestinians killed by Israeli civilians

Israeli security force personnel 
killed by Palestinians

Palestinians killed by Israeli security forces

Israeli civilians killed by Palestinians

Foreign citizens killed by Israeli security forces

Foreign citizens killed by Palestinians

Palestinians killed by Palestinians

Type of Incident Occupied Palestinian Territory Israel

Gaza 
Strip

West 
Bank

Total

Palestinian minors killed by Israeli security forces 634 318 952 3

Israeli minors killed by Palestinians 4 35 39 84

Palestinians killed during the course of a targeted killing 279 107 386

Palestinians who were the object of a targeted killing 151 82 233

Palestinians killed by Palestinians for suspected collaboration 
with Israel

11 109 120

Palestinians who took part in the hostilities and were killed 
by Israeli security forces

1,221 467 1,688 60

Palestinians who did not take part in the hostilities and were 
killed by Israeli security forces (not including the objects of 
targeted killings). 

1,382 840 2,222 5

Palestinians killed by Israeli security forces whose role in 
hostilities is not known.

387 484 871 4

Fatal incidents in the Occupied Palestinian Territory and Israel, 2000-2008Table 8-1

Source: B’Tselem 2008.
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include the many militias formed by local 
leaders or “warlords,” the Somali army 
and the ICU forces. The violent clashes in 
Somalia have pitted local militias against 
one another, the ICU against the militias 
and TFG forces, and, finally, Ethiopian 
forces, supported by US aerial assaults, 
against the ICU.

After the Ethiopian forces entered 
Mogadishu in December 2006 to support 
the TFG, the brutal conflict in Somalia 
escalated, which resulted in more dev-
astation in the country and laid waste to 
the capital. The magnitude of the Somali 
crisis at the time of writing dwarfs what 
the country has endured during the last 
decade. According to Human Rights 

Watch, the bloodshed of the past two 
years has done what the previous 16 years 
of statelessness and strife could not—the 
parties fighting to drive one another from 
the capital have largely managed to destroy 
it, along with the lives of many who were 
living there.28 Thousands of civilians have 
been killed. More than 2,200 casualties of 
the fighting were treated in Mogadishu’s 
Medina and Keysaney hospitals between 
the beginning of 2008 and end-September 
that year. Tens of thousands more have felt 
compelled to leave.

Since early 2007, all sides to the con-
flict in Mogadishu have, almost daily, fired 
indiscriminately upon populated residen-
tial neighbourhoods. Mortars, “Katyusha” 

Box 8-4 AbdelQawi A. YusUf* – Somalia, a State under siege

In Somalia, a state is under siege. The entity, which was 
constructed on 1 July 1960 after the unification of the regions 
formerly under British and Italian administration, now risks 
being shattered by the storms assailing it. The transitional 
federal government (TFG) that emerged from the thirteenth 
national reconciliation conference held in 2004 is still strug-
gling to bolster its authority and bring peace and stability 
to Mogadishu and the surrounding areas as it continues to 
wage battle with organised crime rings, anarchists, Islamist 
extremists, and separatists who oppose the restoration of the 
institutions of government in the country.

Under such conditions, Somalia is in danger of reverting 
to that primal state of nature, where, as the British philo
sopher, Thomas Hobbes, put it, the life of man is “solitary, 
poor, nasty, brutish and short”. Indeed, some claim that 
Somalia has already succumbed to this state. How did the 
situation deteriorate so drastically? The primary responsibility 
for safeguarding human security in any country falls upon the 
state and its institutions and agencies of government. But if 
the state itself is unsafe and unstable, it is difficult to conceive 
how it can possibly undertake that role that is so vital to the 
lives of its people.

The state, indeed, shrank after the collapse in 1991 of 
Barre’s military dictatorship. It was reduced to a miniature 
of its past, its authority barely extending beyond the capital 
Mogadishu. The brutal one-man rule that had lasted for more 
than two decades had ended by consigning the state and its 
institutions to the scrap heap of history. Worse yet, the insur-
gents who had taken over the city brought havoc with them, 
committing mass murders and executing civilians for their 
tribal affiliations. Corruption reigned amid the plundering of 
the state and private property. Banks, museums, national 
archives, and government buildings were ransacked while 
industries and state-owned enterprises were dismantled and 
sold abroad. Not even electricity cables and water pipes were 
spared this fate. Anything of value was stolen for the purposes 

of enriching the rival warlords in Mogadishu and financing 
their militias.

From that time forward, Somalia was torn into two zones. 
One became a region of anarchy and lawlessness whose centre 
was in Mogadishu, in which resided the organised crime rings 
and outlaw militia groups called, respectively, the moryaan 
(parasites) and Islamist extremists, who have all made it 
impossible to restore the institutions of state. The second 
zone consists of the self-governing areas in the northeast and 
northwest of the country, known respectively as Puntland and 
Somaliland. Puntland is an officially autonomous state that 
continues to claim it is part of Somalia. On the other hand, 
the popularly elected government of Somaliland declared 
its independence from Somalia in 1992 without securing 
international recognition.

While the secession of Somaliland represents a chal-
lenge to the TFG, it is the TFG’s role in the zone of anarchy 
and lawlessness that poses the greater danger to the state 
establishment in Somalia and to neighbouring states and 
the international community. A host of diverse interests have 
intertwined and taken root in this zone of anarchy. Their rav-
ages range from selling off the remains of foreign enterprises 
to importing food and medicines long past their sell-by dates, 
and from running terrorist military training camps to traffick-
ing in drugs and appropriating public and private assets. 
Consequently, nothing is more feared or more likely to be 
resisted by this armed alliance between organised crime rings 
and Islamist extremists than the restoration of the institutions 
of the state.

Human security will remain a slippery mirage in Somalia 
until the TFG succeeds in restoring government and law 
and order to this zone of anarchy. This will require the con-
certed help of the African Union and the UN and successful 
negotiations with the two self-ruling entities, Puntland and 
Somaliland, with the objective of creating a Somali state on a 
non-centralised and democratic federal basis.

* Somali international legist.
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rockets, and artillery have been used with 
such little precision that those firing them 
have no reasonable expectation of striking 
any military target or avoiding civilian 
casualties.29

According to the Report of the UN 
Secretary-General on children and armed 
conflict in Somalia, children have been the 
victims of armed violence in many regions 
in Somalia, particularly those living in 
Internally Displaced Person (IDP) settle-
ments close to military or government 
buildings.30 In the year between March 
16, 2007 and March 15, 2008, violence 
between TFG and Ethiopian forces and 
anti-Government groups, including 
Al-Shabaab, remnants of ICU and Hawiya 
and other clan militias, led to high civil-
ian casualties, particularly in Mogadishu. 
Over 1,850 people, including 217 children, 
wounded by weapons, were examined by 
one hospital in Mogadishu alone. More  
than 125 children were recorded by  
protection monitors as having been killed 
between 16 March 2007 and 15 March 
2008—up from 82 reported in the pre-
ceding twelve months. The risks posed to 
children in Mogadishu by indiscriminate 
shelling, mortar attacks and gunfire 
increased during the first months of 
2008. Thirty-three children, many under 
10 years of age, were reported seriously 
wounded in the crossfire in just two dis-
tricts of Mogadishu between February and 
mid-May 2008 alone. Child protection 
monitors have reported cases of children 
being injured or killed as a result of cross-
fire, mortar attacks, grenades or the rare 
targeted shooting, while in their homes, 
on the street, in the market, walking home 
from school or playing football.

The conduct of all parties has been 
questionable, in failing to warn civilians 
about potential fighting or to prevent 
looting, and in impeding relief efforts and 
mistreating dozens of people detained in 
mass arrest campaigns. 31

II. Threats to liberty

A further threat to human security in the 
three cases under discussion is unlaw-
ful arbitrary detention, which violates 
the fundamental human right to liberty. 
Many of the acts of arrest, imprisonment, 
detention, and abduction have been 

indiscriminate. This is especially the 
case in Iraq and Somalia, where, again, 
government forces and the militias that 
are locked in combat have all committed 
these violations. 

A. Iraq
The UN Assistance Mission for Iraq 
(UNAMI) reported that, according to the 
Ministry of Human Rights in Baghdad, by 
the end of June 2008, the total number of 
detainees, security internees and sentenced 
prisoners across Iraq stood at 50,595 with 
a peak at 56,320 at the end of March 2008. 
According to this report, out of this total, 
by the end of June 2008, 23,229 detainees 
were in the custody of the Multinational 
Forces; 17,152 detainees held by the 
Ministry of Justice; 613 detainees held by 
the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs; 
5,535 held by the Ministry of Interior 
and 1,060 by the Ministry of Defence.32 
Furthermore, according to Human Rights 
Watch (HRW), the Multinational Forces 
(MNF) in Iraq, were, as of May 12, 2008, 
holding 513 Iraqi children as “imperative 
threats to security,” and have transferred 
an unknown number of other children to 
Iraqi custody. HRW also notes that chil-
dren in Iraqi custody are at risk of physical 
abuse.33

According to HRW,34 the swell in the 
total number of detainees across Iraq 
and those held by the MNF as reflected 
in Table 8-2, resulted from Iraq’s broad 
counter-terrorism legislation, which has 
been the main legal basis for arrests and 
prosecutions stemming from the Baghdad 

Time period Total number of detainees, 
security internees  

and sentenced prisoners  
across Iraq

Number of detainees  
held by the Multinational 

Forces (MNF-I)

1 Jan – 28 Feb 2006 29,565 14,229

1 Mar – 30 Apr 2006 28,700 15,387

1 May – 30 Jun 2006 25,707 12,616

1 Jul – 31 Aug 2006 35,542 13,571

1 Sept – 31 Oct 2006 29,256 13,571

1 Nov – 31 Dec 2006 30,842 14,534

1 Jan – 31 Mar 2007 37,641 17,898

1 Apr – 30 Jun 2007 44,325 21,107

1 Jan – 30 Jun 2008 50,595 23,229

Source: UNAMI 2006, 2007, 2008. (See Statistical references)

Total number of detainees across Iraq and detainees held  
by the Multinational Forces, 1 January 2006 – 30 June 2008

Table 8-2

Children have 
been the victims 
of armed violence 
in many regions 
in Somalia
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Detention, 
imprisonment, 

and kidnapping 
are the second 

most serious 
human rights 

abuse in the OPT

Approximately 
10,000 remain 

in custody in 
some thirty 

detention centers

Security Plan.35 The security plan, 
launched in conjunction with the US troop 
surge of 2007, rapidly expanded detainee 
populations in Iraqi and MNF custody. 

The cruelty of conditions of imprison-
ment and captivity in Iraq has become 
public knowledge. In June 2007, UNAMI 
expressed concern about the internment 
of suspects in MNF custody for prolonged 
periods without judicial review of their 
cases, and administrative review proce-
dures that do not grant detainees due 
process in accordance with internationally 
recognized norms.36 Some of the prisons 
operated by the Iraqi ministries had been 
secret establishments unearthed by the 
US forces which, in turn, sometimes 
practiced forms of torture that stirred 
international outrage when the media in 
the United States published reports and 
photographs of acts committed in Abu 
Ghraib prison. In February 2007, the Iraqi 
prime minister issued orders granting 
military leaders broad powers to detain 
individuals and restrict their freedoms of 
expression and assembly. The authority 
to arrest without warrant was only one 
of the powers granted to military leaders 
in the name of preventing further escala-
tion of the conflict. Prison conditions and 
practices have been among factors adding 
to political tension in Iraq, which finally 
moved the foreign military authorities 
and the Iraq government, in late 2007, to 
begin to eliminate secret jails and clean up 
prison procedures.

Kidnapping is another violation of 
liberty. The UNAMI report of May-June 
2006 notes that this has become one 
of the most widespread crimes in Iraq. 
Kidnappers normally request significant 
amounts of money from the victims’ 
families, or, if the victims are foreigners, 
make political demands on their countries 
of origin. Many hostages are killed even 
after ransom is paid. Foreign hostages are 
killed if their country does not meet the 
kidnappers’ demands, or to settle a score 
with the government of the country con-
cerned. UNAMI has also received reports 
of sectarian connotations connected with 
some kidnappings, as well as alleged collu-
sion between kidnappers and the police. 37

B.	 The Occupied Palestinian Territory
Detention, imprisonment, and kidnap-
ping are the second most serious human 

rights abuse in the Occupied Palestinian 
Territory. Amnesty International confirms 
that Israeli authorities have arrested many 
thousands of Palestinians since the turn 
of the century. Approximately 10,000 
remain in custody in some thirty detention 
centers, according to Palestine’s Ministry 
of Prisoners’ Affairs.38 Some have been 
deprived of their liberty for many years. 
The rulings were handed down by military 
courts whose procedures failed to meet 
international standards for fair trial. Fewer 
numbers—about 700 individuals detained 
in October 2006 according to Amnesty 
International estimates—are under admin-
istrative custody, which is to say, detained 
without being charged and without the 
intention of being brought to trial. 

Israeli military command is the 
authority empowered to issue orders for 
administrative detention, the terms of 
which can last up to six months and are 
renewable without limit. While the Israeli 
government claims that this measure is 
founded on Article 78 of the fourth Geneva 
Convention on the protection of civilians 
in time of war, which allows an occupying 
power to inter persons for “imperative rea-
sons of security,” Amnesty International 
believes that Israel’s treatment of admin-
istrative detainees is inconsistent, not only 
with international human rights standards, 
but also with the very convention it cites. 
Israel has exploited the provisions of 
Article 78 by turning what was intended 
as an exceptional precautionary measure 
into a routine instrument for punishing 
persons suspected by the military of work-
ing against Israeli interests.39

On the other hand, Amnesty Inter-
national also points out that, in the OPT, 
the governments in the West Bank and 
Gaza have both abused the right to liberty 
of the Palestinians under their author-
ity, especially following the armed clash 
between Fatah and Hamas in 2007. In 
the West Bank, there has been a marked 
deterioration in the human rights situ-
ation. Arbitrary detention of suspected 
Hamas supporters by Palestinian Author-
ity security forces has become routine and 
detainees are often subject to torture or 
other ill-treatment. Similarly, in Gaza, 
arbitrary detentions and torture or other 
ill-treatment of detainees by Hamas 
forces are now widespread and the initial 
improvements in the security situation 
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that followed Hamas’s takeover are fast 
being eroded.40 

C.	 Somalia
As formidable as the threats to human 
security in Somalia remain, restricting the 
freedom of civilians has not necessarily 
taken the form of arrest and imprisonment. 
This is hardly an indication of the rule of 
law but rather of its opposite, a lawless 
situation where dysfunction character-
izes even the workings of oppression, and 
where warring factions frequently resort 
to more violent forms of persecution. In 
most of the country, judicial systems are 
not well established, are not based on 
codified law, do not work, or simply do not 
exist. Against this background, informa-
tion in the African press and from human 
rights organisations does not suggest a 
markedly high rate of arbitrary detention 
and imprisonment, although internment 
without trial and mistreatment of pris-
oners are practiced by all parties to the 
Somali conflict. In Mogadishu, dissidents 
have been imprisoned for opposing the 
government and on suspicion of conduct-
ing anti-Islamic activities. In Somaliland, 
the government has arrested journalists 
and harassed others. Public floggings of 
convicted or suspected offenders are a 
common occurrence. 41

According to Human Rights Watch, 

TFG police personnel have frequently 
arrested residents of Mogadishu on suspi-
cion of links to the insurgency.42 Persons 
who are arrested as suspected insurgents 
often face abusive interrogation at the 
hands of TFG officers. 

III.	Threats to economic conditions 
and livelihoods

In all three cases examined here, occupa-
tion and military intervention and the 
different forms of violence they spark have 
been highly detrimental to economic con-
ditions, as this section illustrates.

A.	 Iraq
Under conditions of insecurity, internal 
strife, and the impacts of the hasty eco-
nomic transition that Iraq was launched 
on after 2003, the Iraqi economy cannot 
be expected to revive sufficiently in the 
short term. The former Baath regime 

had clearly wasted Iraq’s resources and 
left behind an economy ruined by years 
of wars, sanctions, economic mismanage-
ment, fitful development, infrastructural 
and institutional collapse, and meagre 
opportunities for private enterprise. (Salah 
Al-Nasrawi, in Arabic, background paper 
for the report)

Even so, bad as Iraq’s economic legacy 
was, it does not compare to the economic 
breakdown that followed the US-led 
invasion of Iraq. The slight recovery that 
has occurred since mid-2007 has not had 
a tangible impact on general standards 
of living. World Bank figures indicate 
that Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in 
Iraq dropped at a rate of 11.4 per cent 
annually between 2000 and 2006. This 
deterioration was a consequence of a drop 
in industrial production by 17 per cent 
annually and a 3.6 per cent decline in 
agricultural production. Production in the 
manufacturing industries fell by 12.8 per 
cent annually.43

A study on Iraq by the Council on 
Foreign Relations in the United States 
describes the economy as hobbled by 
rampant unemployment, sluggish growth, 
and sub-par oil revenues.44 Of the nearly 
$20 billion of US-appropriated funds to 
jump-start the private sector in Iraq, only 
$805 million had been spent by mid-2007. 
Meanwhile, GDP growth remains at about 
4 per cent, although estimates vary. In 
part, this is due to the fact that Iraqi oil rev-
enues, estimated at $3 billion per month, 
are considerably less than the potential of 
the country’s enormous reserves.

According to the International Labour 
Organization (ILO), data from different 
sources covering the period from 2004 
to the end of 2006 suggests that as many 
as 1.3 to 2 of the 7 million-strong labour 
force were unemployed.45 Unemployment 
among the young (15-24 years), at around 
30 per cent, has been nearly double the 
overall unemployment rate. 

Oil market sources say that while Iraqi 
oil production has begun to climb again, 
as of March 2008 it had not yet reached 
this target. Oil production rose from 
2.290 million barrels per day in January 
2008 to 2.4 million barrels per day in 
February 2008 but then fell off to 2.37 
million barrels per day in March 2008.46 
The study does note some positive trends 
in the Iraqi economy. It cites the claims 

Internment 
without trial and 
mistreatment 
of prisoners are 
practiced by all 
parties to the 
Somali conflict

Gross Domestic 
Product  in Iraq 
dropped at a rate 
of 11.4 per cent 
annually between 
2000 and 2006
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of some analysts that the actual growth 
rate is about 17 per cent, that salaries have 
doubled since 2003, that cheaper goods 
are now available in the market and that 
the numbers of mobile phone subscribers 
and internet users have skyrocketed. The 
study also notes that the economy of the 
Northern Kurdish zone is prospering. 
Nevertheless, it concludes that, on the 
whole, standards of living are still lower 
than they were before the invasion and 
that pre-war oil production peak levels 
were higher than in 2007, four years after 
the invasion.

The Council on Foreign Relations 
study attributes Iraq’s poor economic 
performance to four factors, all connected 
with the military intervention:47

1.	 Lack of security: private investors 
continue to stay away because of the 
high-risk security situation and because 
the precautions it demands increase 
transport time, production costs and 
the costs of doing business in general.

2.	 Oil smuggling: lack of controls and 
smuggling contribute to sub-optimal 
oil production levels. A May 2007 
report by the US Government 
Accountability Office estimates that 
oil valued at between $5 million and 
$15 million—or roughly between 
100,000 and 300,000 barrels per day—
has been siphoned off daily since 2003 
as result of collusion between corrupt 

officials, smugglers, and insurgents. 
Smugglers can earn as much as $5 mil-
lion per week in parts of southern 
Iraq. Although about $7.4 billion has 
been spent to rebuild Iraq’s electricity 
and oil sectors, output in both sectors 
remains below pre-war levels.

3.	 Bureaucratic inertia: given high levels 
of insecurity, rampant corruption and 
a fragmented society, government 
agencies cannot perform efficiently. 
The problem is further exacerbated by 
a high turnover of public employees, 
which began with the dismantling 
of the government by the Bremer 
administration, and the lack of skilled 
technocrats.

4.	 Brain drain: conditions generated by 
the military intervention have caused 
an estimated two million Iraqis to 
flee the country, many of them highly 
skilled professionals such as engineers 
and doctors. Some estimates indicate 
that 40 per cent of Iraq’s professional 
class has fled the country. In addition, 
an aspect of the violence rooted in 
class divisions is the singling out of 
professionals by militias. Around two 
thousand Iraqi physicians have been 
killed since 2003, for example. Also, 
according to UNICEF, enrolment in 
Iraqi schools has dropped 45 per cent 
between 2005 and 2007 owing to 
“missing teachers.”
Another study attributes the economic 

deterioration in Iraq directly to the actions 
of US forces.48 The country’s poor eco-
nomic performance, it observes, is also due 
to the destruction of Iraqi infrastructure 
during the first Gulf War and the war on 
Iraq in 2003. The damages resulting from 
the Second Gulf War such as repeated 
attacks on power generators as well as 
other facilities have complicated the task 
of infrastructure reconstruction following 
the invasion in 2003. 

An Iraqi researcher has detailed the 
effects of rampant corruption in Iraq. In 
his view, the corruption that took hold 
after the invasion of Iraq in 2003 drove 
the country to ruin (Salah Al-Nasrawi, in 
Arabic, background paper for the report).49 
Within weeks, corruption began to spread 
at an unprecedented rate such that, by 
2008, Transparency International ranked 
Iraq second from the top of 180 nations in 
terms of public sector corruption.50 

Figure 8-5 The trend in Iraq’s oil production (millions of barrels a 
day), 2000-2007

Source: EIA 2008.
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B.	 The Occupied Palestinian Territory
Forty one years of occupation, as well as 
the expansion of Israeli settlements, have 
prevented Palestinians from controlling 
their own affairs, and render illusory any 
notion of the economy as a means of meet-
ing their most basic needs.

According to a report of the UN 
Secretary General to the United Nations 
General Assembly in May 2008, Israeli 
settlement construction in the West Bank 
has taken place under every Government 
since the 1967 Arab-Israeli war.51 In 2007, 
there were more than 450,000 settlers liv-
ing in 149 settlements in the West Bank, 
including East Jerusalem. According to 
United Nations sources, almost 40 per 
cent of the West Bank is now taken up 
by Israeli infrastructure associated with 
the settlements, including roads, barriers, 
buffer zones and military bases.52 

In June 2002, Israel began construc-
tion of a wall on the line separating it 
from the West Bank. When complete, 
approximately 10.2 per cent of West 
Bank territory, including East Jerusalem, 
will be isolated by the wall and physi-
cally connected to Israel.53 In 2004, the 
International Court of Justice issued an 
advisory ruling that the wall violated 
international law. Meanwhile, Israeli 
authorities continue to violate Palestinian 
Authority (PA) autonomy by controlling 
transportation networks, border crossings, 
the airport, and extensive portions of land. 
In addition, they restrict the Palestinians’ 
freedom of movement by forcing them to 
pass through checkpoints. By September 
2007, the West Bank had 607 such check-
points54 where Palestinians, regardless of 
the urgency of their needs, were forced to 
stand for long hours in inspection queues 
before being allowed to go on to their 
destinations.55 

Other Israeli practices have impaired 
the Palestinians’ ability to conduct their 
economic affairs in a stable and predictable 
way. This applies as much to wage earners 
as it does to business owners. Prominent 
among such practices is the policy of 
closures in the OPT, which paralyses the 
movement of people, goods and services at 
many levels. Another detrimental practice 
is the withholding of disbursals to the PA 
from tax revenues levied by Israel. There is 
also the total embargo that Israel imposed 
on Gaza following Hamas’s electoral 

victory in January 2006, an embargo Israel 
tightened further in the wake of the fissure 
between Hamas and Fatah in 2007.

A 2008 World Bank study on the costs 
of the closures regime in the West Bank 
and Gaza explains that this policy imposes 
three types of restrictions on the movement 
of Palestinians: internal closures, which 
restrict free mobility inside the West Bank 
and Gaza; external closures, which restrict 
access from the West Bank and Gaza to 
Israel and Jerusalem; and external interna-
tional closures, which restrict access from 
the West Bank to Jordan and from Gaza 
to Egypt.56 To drive home the extent of 
the closures regime, the report notes that, 
in November 2005, there were more than 
600 physical barriers (more than ten per 
square kilometre), consisting of 61 full-
time and 6 partially staffed checkpoints, 
102 roadblocks, 48 road gates, 374 earth 
mounds, 28 earth walls and 61 trenches.

 

Number 
of partly 
damaged 
buildings

Number of 
completely 
damaged 
buildings

Number of 
damaged 

public 
buildings

Number of 
damaged 
security 

buildings

Total

West Bank 42,752 2,855 155 83 45,845

Gaza Strip 26,578 5,248 88 … 31,914

Palestinian 
Territory

69,330 8,103 243 83 77,759

Source: PCBS 2008.

Number of damaged buildings in the Occupied Palestinian 
Territory between 2000-2007 by type of damage

Table 8-3

Figure 8-6 How Israel controls 
Palestinian roads, November 2004

Source: World Bank 2008.
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Closures fragment the Palestinian 
economic space. Cut off by impediments 
to mobility, and unable to predict when 
closures will occur, Palestinian villages 
and towns struggle to survive on whatever 
resources they have. The frequent revoca-
tion of permits for West Bank and Gaza 
residents working in Israel diminishes 
their income, as does the reduction of 
working days for labourers unable to reach 
their jobs in Israel or in the West Bank. 
Closures also make it difficult for busi-
nesses to obtain the intermediate supplies 
they need to produce goods, and to market 
them in areas other than their own.

The World Bank study estimates that 
a single full-day closure inflicts a $7 mil-
lion dollar income-related loss in the West 
Bank and Gaza. For 2001 to 2005, the 
total employment-related loss is estimated 
at $2.4 billion and the total closure-
related loss is estimated at $928 million, 

which comes to a total estimated loss of 
$3.3 billion for that period, or the equiva-
lent of 58 per cent of the total foreign aid 
provided to the PA. 

The economic costs of closures go 
beyond their impact on income. Production 
costs rise sharply when closures force goods 
to move via long detours, or when they 
block commerce altogether. According to 
the World Bank study, between 2000 and 
2005, transportation costs from Ramallah 
to Bethlehem soared by 348 per cent; from 
Ramallah to Nablus by 105 per cent; and 
from Ramallah to Jenin by 167 per cent.57 

Such handicaps reduce the competitive-
ness of the Palestinian economy and deter 
investment. 58 

It is thus hardly surprising that poverty 
and unemployment are widespread among 
Palestinians. The Human Development 
Report 2007/2008 records that, from 1990 
to 2005, the West Bank and Gaza regis-
tered a negative annual per capita GDP 
growth rate of -2.9 per cent. It further 
records that, between 1996 and 2005,59 
unemployment affected more than a 
quarter of the labour force (26.7 per cent) 
and that the ratio of unemployed women 
to men was 71 per cent.60

A 2003 World Bank report on the state 
of the Palestinian economy two years after 
the Al Aqsa intifada noted a sharp decline 
in all major economic indicators.61 By the 
end of August 2002, per capita income 
had dropped to half its 2001 level, jobless-
ness affected half of the labour force, and 
infrastructure had sustained $728 million 
worth of damage. Moreover, Palestinian 
exports were down by half, imports by a 
third, and the volume of investment, at 
$140 million, was then less than a tenth 
of its 1999 level, when it had reached 
$1.5 billion. The report added that the 
chief cause of the Palestinian crisis was 
Israel’s blockade.

Another report, from the International 
Labour Organisation in 2008, observes 
that one in three people of working age 
(15 years and above) was employed full or 
part time in the OPT. Annual per capita 
GDP stabilised in 2007 at $1,178, which 
is some 27 per cent below its historic peak 
of 1999. In November 2007, extreme pov-
erty affected 40 per cent of the population 
in Gaza and 19 per cent in the West Bank, 
lower than the levels of the previous year 
owing mostly to the resumption of wage 

A single full-day 
closure inflicts a 
$7 million dollar 

income-related 
loss in the West 
Bank and Gaza

Figure 8-7 Lockdown in the Occupied 
Palestinian Territory, 1993-2004

Source: World Bank 2008.
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Figure 8-8 Unemployment in the Occupied 
Palestinian Territory 1996-2004

Source: World Bank 2008.
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payments to civil servants which Israel 
had cut off following the Hamas electoral 
victory.62

The Palestinians have paid a heavy 
price for exercising their democratic 
rights via the ballot box. After the peace-
ful January 2006 election which put 
Hamas in power, international financial 
aid stopped flowing. Although this aid 
has become available again to the Fatah 
government in the West Bank since the 
break with Hamas, there has been no radi-
cal improvement in economic conditions, 
primarily because of Israel’s repeated 
incursions into these areas. What is new, 
however, is the punishment that Israel has 
inflicted on Gaza following the Hamas 
takeover in the strip. Such punishment 
has taken the form of a total blockade, 
obstructing all communication with the 
outside world for whatever purpose. The 
measure has induced the collapse of most 
industrial and agricultural activity in the 
area, disrupted essential infrastructure and 
services through frequent and long power 
shortages, and further damaged water 
quality. The Israeli assault on Gaza that 
began on December 27, 2008 created mas-
sive infrastructural damage and marked a 
new level of violence in the treatment of 
Palestinian civilians.

C.	 Somalia
The country collapsed in 1991 after the 
overthrow of Siad Barre, into a stateless 
existence, with Somaliland and Puntland 
as the two northern secessionist regions. 
This collapse outlasted US and interna-
tional military intervention in the early 
1990s. Over the past few years, an attempt 
at unification was made, with ideological 
underpinnings, led by the so-called Islamic 
Courts Union in an effort to extend cen-
tral authority over most of Somalia. The 
efforts, however, were thwarted by an 
outright military intervention by Ethiopia 
in December 2006 to support the TFG. 
Despite such efforts at ‘unification’, the 
Somali state is a fragile construct that risks 
reverting to the kind of failed state it was 
known as in the preceding two decades.

The record of Somalia’s central govern-
ment since the 1960s and 1970s shows 
that, owing to a low resource base, the gov-
ernment either relied on foreign assistance 
(the Soviet Union at the time) or adopted 
highly inefficient economic policies (in the 

Box 8-5 Piracy in Somalia

Piracy off the coast of Somalia is growing at an alarming rate and 
threatens to drastically disrupt international trade. It provides funds that 
feed the vicious war in Somalia and could potentially become a weapon 
of international terrorism or a cause of environmental disaster. Up to 
30 September 2008, 63 actual and attempted hijacks had been recorded 
by the International Chamber of Commerce (ICC) and the International 
Maritime Bureau (IMB). Since end-2007, piracy activity has shifted 
away from the Mogadishu port area and into the Gulf of Aden. Some 
16,000 ships a year pass through the Gulf of Aden, carrying oil from the 
Middle East and goods from Asia to Europe and North America. So one 
of the most important trade routes in the world is now threatened by the 
chronic instability in Somalia.

Piracy has been a problem in Somali waters for at least ten years. 
However, the number of attempted and successful attacks has risen 
over the last three years. The only period during which piracy virtually 
vanished around Somalia was during the six months of rule by the Islamic 
Courts Union in the second half of 2006. This indicates that a functioning 
government in Somalia is capable of controlling piracy. After the removal 
of the courts, piracy re-emerged. With little functioning government, long, 
isolated, sandy beaches and a population that is both desperate and used 
to war, Somalia offers a perfect environment for piracy to thrive.

Puntland, the semi-autonomous region in the northeast of the country, 
appears to be the base for most pirates in Somalia. It is one of the poorest 
areas of Somalia, so the financial attraction of piracy is strong. Somalia’s 
fishing industry has collapsed in the last fifteen years and its waters are 
being heavily fished by European, Asian and African ships. Some pirates 
have claimed that they are involved in protecting Somalia’s natural 
resources and that ransom payments should be viewed as legitimate 
taxation. In a region where legitimate business is difficult, where drought 
means agriculture is nothing more than subsistence farming, and instability 
and violence make death a very real prospect, the dangers of engaging in 
piracy must be weighed against the potentially massive returns. 

In late 2007, the danger of Somali waters forced the World Food 
Programme (WFP) to suspend food deliveries by sea (the route by which 
ninety per cent of all WFP food deliveries for Somalia is delivered since 
transport by land is just as risky and is impractical for conveying large 
quantities of food aid). In November 2007, through the implementation 
of a naval escort system, WFP was able to resume its food deliveries to 
Somalia. Since then, although no pirate attacks have been reported, naval 
escorts for ships carrying WFP food continue to be absolutely essential to 
ward off the ever-present threat of piracy. In a country without a functioning 
central government that is suffering from drought and war, and with over a 
million internally displaced people, imported food aid is essential.

While pirates themselves keep the majority of the funds they generate, 
a significant amount is passed on to important locals, some of whom are 
involved in the ongoing war. These regular injections of cash undoubtedly 
help to finance the war. Eradicating piracy will not stop the war, but it 
may reduce the money available for arms purchases. The lack of maritime 
security also allows a busy people- and arms-smuggling trade to flourish 
and encourages illegal fishing in Somali waters. Large oil tankers pass 
through the Gulf of Aden and the danger exists that a pirate attack could 
cause a major oil spill in what is a very sensitive and important ecosystem. 
As pirates become bolder and use ever more powerful weaponry, a tanker 
could be set on fire, sunk or forced ashore, any of which could result in an 
environmental catastrophe that would devastate marine and bird life for 
years to come.

Source: Middleton 2008.
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post-socialist period starting from 1980). 
Public infrastructure, including electricity 
production, has been destroyed and, in the 
absence of a central government, key pub-
lic institutions do not exist. On the other 
hand, the comparative stability of the 
breakaway state, Somaliland, has allowed 
the economy in the north to experience a 
relative revival.

According to the World Bank, in 2002,63 
in Somalia overall, the distribution of total 
unemployment rates amounts to 65.5 per 
cent (urban), 40.7 per cent (rural) and 
47.4 per cent (national).64 These figures 
are only indicative, as they do not take into 
account the extent of under-employment, 
seasonal unemployment, etc.

The proportion of population living in 
extreme poverty is estimated as 43.2 per 
cent for Somalia, for the year 2002. The 
extreme poverty in urban areas is 23.5 per 
cent and in rural and nomadic areas 53.4 per 
cent. In absolute terms, the population 
living in extreme poverty is estimated as 
2.94 million, consisting of 0.54 million in 
urban and 2.4 million in rural and nomadic 
areas. General poverty estimates based on 
the number of people living on $2 per day 
are 73.4 per cent for Somalia, consisting of 
60.7 per cent for urban and 79.9 per cent 
for rural and nomadic areas. According to 
this measure, 5 million people in Somalia 
live in poverty; 1.4 million in urban and 
3.6 million in rural and nomadic areas.65

IV.	Threats to people’s access to food, 
health and education

With the violence, poverty, unemploy-
ment, and displacement of persons that 
accompany occupation and military 
intervention, people’s opportunities to 
obtain sufficient food, appropriate health 
care, and adequate housing inevitably 
crumble.66

A.	 Iraq
In Iraq, the worsening food crisis, which 
had reached worrisome proportions under 
sanctions, and the failure of the oil-for-food 
programme, led to a sharp rise in starva-
tion. Indeed, the extent of the situation 
required international agencies and organi-
zations to respond with emergency food aid 
to the Iraqi people. Foremost among these 
were the World Food Programme (WFP) 

and Oxfam. By the beginning of 2008, 
the WFP launched a 12-month emergency 
operation worth US$126 million to provide 
food assistance for up to 750,000 Internally 
Displaced Persons (IDPs).67 Oxfam, which 
initiated a similar programme, estimated 
the number of people unable to obtain food 
in Iraq at four million.68

The invasion of Iraq came on top of 
twelve years of sanctions and, before then, 
the Iraq-Iran war, both of which damaged 
Iraq’s ability to sustain and operate health 
care services. Before the invasion, the 
infant mortality rate was 102 per 1,000, 
the maternal mortality rate was 291 per 
100,000, and the malnourishment rate had 
climbed to 19 per cent of the population. 
Five years later, the state of health in Iraq 
had worsened as a result of several factors 
(Samer Jabbour and Iman Nuwayhid, in 
Arabic, background paper for the report).

Firstly, the security breakdown in 
the immediate aftermath of the invasion 
unleashed a wave of pillaging and plunder-
ing that did not spare hospitals and medical 
centres. Secondly, the continuing violence 
and counter-violence gravely disrupted the 
health system while creating new pres-
sures on hospitals, clinics and paramedical 
services. As mentioned earlier, estimates 
of mortalities from this violence between 
March 2003 and June 2006 range from 
about 47,00069 to nearly 600,00070 and the 
numbers of wounded were much greater 
than these figures. Thirdly, standards of 
living fell sharply: a survey conducted in 
Iraq in 2004 found that 54 per cent of the 
families polled had access only to non-
potable water, 78 per cent suffered daily 
power blackouts, and 36 per cent did not 
have appropriate sanitary facilities in their 
homes.71 Fourthly, according to a joint 
report by the World Health Organisation 
and its Middle East bureau72, a total of 
18,000 doctors—a quarter of the total 
number of Iraqi doctors—and unknown 
numbers of nurses, dentists, and pharma-
cists have left Iraq. (Samer Jabbour and 
Iman Nuwayhid, in Arabic, background 
paper for the report). 

Damage, neglect and violence since 
2003 have devastated Iraq’s health sector. 
Public hospitals suffer from chronic sys-
tems failures: elevators, heating systems, 
air conditioning and sewage systems all 
frequently break down, decrepit kitchens 
and laundry rooms cannot keep up with 
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mounting needs, and a lack of medicines, 
equipment and materials often brings 
emergency wards and operating theaters 
to a halt. These are common challenges in 
all health institutions in Iraq, even those 
formerly well equipped.73 A report by the 
Committee of the International Red Cross 
(ICRC) states that Iraqi hospitals are over-
flowing with more caseloads than they can 
handle, swollen further by victims of street 
violence.74 Many lack sufficient medicines 
and medical supplies. Half of those admit-
ted to hospitals following outbreaks of 
violence die because specialized medical 
teams and blood are unavailable.

Primary health care centres are 
also clogged and under-supported by a 
centralized health system that has col-
lapsed. Efforts are in progress to put the 
system back on its feet under extremely 
difficult circumstances. Child health has 
been markedly affected; however, condi-
tions have also been harsh on adults. 
Widespread insecurity, combined with 
the inability to obtain adequate health 
services, has led to delays or gaps in 
treating non-communicable diseases. Not 
surprisingly, symptoms of trauma associ-
ated with violent circumstances are on the 
rise in Iraq. Anxiety and depression are 
common in most communities in Iraq, and 
mental illness will probably rise in the face 
of continued disruption of the social fabric 
and of the protection offered by the family 
and local community. It is noticeable—
and regrettable—that most reports on the 
state of psychological health focus almost 
exclusively on the foreign forces (Samer 
Jabbour and Iman Nuwayhid, in Arabic, 
background paper for the report). 

According to a report by Save the 
Children, 122,000 Iraqi children died 
in 2005 before reaching the age of five.75 
Medical reports have cautioned that such 
diseases as pneumonia, malaria, measles, 
and dysentery form the primary cause of 
children’s deaths in Iraq.

Another growing phenomenon is the 
employment of minors, which conflicts 
with international conventions regarding 
the employment and use of children at 
work. Several international, regional, and 
Iraqi reports, including some by human 
rights and civil society organisations, 
affirm that underage employment in Iraq 
has spread considerably, even among chil-
dren below ten, and in activities unsuited 

to their age and physical makeup. It has 
become a familiar sight to see children 
cleaning streets, especially now that the 
municipality of Baghdad and other munic-
ipalities have hired minors as “sanitation 
workers” for less than a dollar a day, which 
has lured innumerable children away from 
school.

A third grave development affecting 
children is the rise in truancy and school 
drop-out rates. Circumstances of material 
need and abject poverty are responsible, 
but these are aggravated by the danger-
ous security conditions. The rising levels 
of violence and terrorism, and especially 
ethnic and sectarian cleansing, have forced 
hundreds of thousands of families to leave 
their homes and take refuge in other areas 
which have no provisions for additional 
children.

Children are pressed into strenuous 
and dangerous activities, such as construc-
tion work, domestic services and, recently, 
as gangs of body guards, or in public or 
privately owned workshops and factories. 
The human rights office of the UNAMI has 
warned, in a special report, of a humanitar-
ian catastrophe against the children of Iraq, 
who suffer from cruel social and health 
problems and from declining levels of edu-
cation.76 The report appealed for efforts to 
guarantee a suitable standard of living for 
children that will reflect positively on their 
life in general and the life of society as a 
whole. Other reports tell of addictions that 
have become widespread among minors, 
such as drugs, various intoxicants, and 
cigarettes. According to one, at the end of 
2004, more than a million minors work in 
harsh circumstances and are exposed to 
sexual abuse and violence.

Scenes of violence and war daily over-
shadow growing children’s lives. Ethnic 
and sectarian tensions, cleansing and 
evacuation operations, daily murders over 
identity, and unidentifiable headless bodies 
may not immediately endanger children 
but will certainly scar their psyches, affect 
their relations with others and leave them 
feeling more insecure in future.77 

B.	 The Occupied Palestinian Territory
In the West Bank and Gaza, economic 
decline is clearly reflected in the food 
supply situation. According to the ILO, 
approximately half of all Palestinian house-
holds are dependent on food assistance 
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provided by the international community. 
Some 33 per cent (or 0.7 million people)of 
what was formerly a middle-income soci-
ety in the West Bank now relies on food 
aid. Worse still, the figure for Gaza stands 
at 80 per cent of households, or 1.3 mil-
lion people. 

Prevailing health conditions simi-
larly reflect a slumping economy. The 
United Nations Relief and Works Agency 
(UNRWA) and the Israeli authorities 
were in charge of health conditions in the 
West Bank and Gaza until this responsi-
bility was transferred to the PA in 1994. 
In spite of forty one years of occupation, 
Palestinians, in 2004, enjoyed reasonable 
levels of health: an average annual income 
of $1,026, a 91 per cent literacy rate, a life 
expectancy of 72, a low infant mortality 
rate (20.5 per 1,000 births)78 and a low 
maternity mortality rate (11 deaths out of 
100,000 live births). The reason for this 
is to be found in the Palestinian spirit of 
solidarity and the support given by civil 
society to health care centres and other 
medical institutions. However, these 
conditions began to deteriorate after 2003 
with the outbreak of the Al-Aqsa intifada, 
the construction of the separation wall, and 
the blockade of Palestinian territories.

Together, the wall, along with the check 
points, road barriers, and blockades that 
stifle Palestinian towns and villages, have 
cut off access to 41 health care facilities and 
obstructed access to others, as well as to 
schools and places of work. Thirty six per 
cent of these health care facilities reported 

that many of their patients can no longer 
reach them, 53 per cent reported receiving 
additional patients diverted to them by the 
blockade, 63 per cent encountered delays 
in providing emergency services, and 55 
per cent of them had difficulty obtaining 
medicines for the treatment of chronic 
illnesses. When completed, the wall is 
expected to isolate a total of 71 clinics and 
will become a barrier even to Palestinian 
ambulances which are forbidden to enter 
in the area between the wall and the 1967 
Green Line (Samer Jabbour and Iman 
Nuwayhid, in Arabic, background paper 
for the report).

In the Occupied Palestinian Territory, 
the absence of a budget in 2006 and 
the Western boycott of the Palestinian 
government caused an acute educational 
crisis. This was aggravated by the strike of 
employees in the education sector in pro-
test against non-payment of wages, which 
deprived public school children of their 
right to education and forced some 2,000 
higher education students to interrupt 
their studies for about two months.79

From 2000 to 2005, according to the 
Palestinian Ministry of Higher Education, 
300 schools were closed down and eight 
universities bombed. In March 2004, the 
Palestinian Centre for Human Rights 
reported that seventy-three educational 
institutes, including occupational training 
institutes, were destroyed in Gaza. Also, 
according to these records, the University 
of Hebron and the Hebron Polytechnic 
were kept closed throughout 2003, to 
the detriment of 60,000 Palestinian stu-
dents. In the same year, the University of 
Jerusalem was threatened by the construc-
tion of a wall that would have divided the 
university and appropriated a third of its 
land. Only after an international campaign 
against this violation was the wall relocated 
outside the university compound.80

Roadblocks and similar obstacles to 
freedom of movement have also had an 
impact on education in the Occupied 
Palestinian Territory. For example, 
between April 2001 and December 2003, 
the earth mound barrier on the Sarda road 
from Ramallah to Birzeit University in the 
West Bank caused such delays that com-
muting times for students and professors 
doubled; occasionally the Israeli authori-
ties would prohibit passage altogether. 
Because of this, two-thirds of the second 

Figure 8-9 Food aid dependence and extreme poverty, West Bank 
and Gaza, 2007

Source: ILO 2008.
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2001/2002 academic term were lost, 
forcing a two-month extension at the 
expense of the summer term.81 Birzeit was 
thus unable to fulfil its role as an institute 
open to all members of the same nation, 
because most of its students were unable 
to reach their university. From 2000 to 
2005, Gazan enrolment at the university 
dropped from 400 to thirteen. In the 
2004/2005 academic year, the enrolment 
rate of students from Jenin and Nablus in 
the northern West Bank dropped from 
120 per year to zero.82 

In addition, throughout the Territory, 
primary school enrolment has been eroded 
by frequent obstacles to pupils’ access.

The real fear is that, with these 
reductions in attendance and enrolment, 
Palestinian schools and universities will 
become increasingly unable to contribute 
to the development of Palestinian society 
as a whole.83

C.	 Somalia
The ongoing civil conflicts in Somalia, 
coming on top of widespread poverty, 
weak infrastructure and poor health 
conditions, have gravely impacted health 
conditions. Mortality rates among infants, 
children under five and women during 
birth in Somalia are among the highest 
in the world: 90 infant deaths per 1,000 
births in 2006, 145 deaths per 1,000 
children below the age of five in 2006 
and 1,400 women per 100,000 live births 
in 2005.84 Dehydration from illnesses 
related to dysentery, pulmonary ailments, 
and malaria are among the chief causes 
of death for infants and young children, 
accounting for more than half of children’s 
deaths. Inoculations against the major 
paediatric diseases covered only 20 per 
cent of children in 1998. Malnourishment 
and anaemia are also widespread. 

In Somalia, average life expectancy 
at birth was under 47 in 2006.85 The 
country has the world’s highest rates of 
tuberculosis infection, at 374 cases per 
100,000 inhabitants. In 2003, there were 
more than 30,000 cases of malaria. In 
addition, numerous cases of polio were 
discovered that year and, by 2006, it had 
become impossible to stem the spread 
of that disease. The country has always 
lacked resources and systems for providing 
primary health care. However, the situa-
tion is even worse at present, as there are 

only four doctors, less than one dentist, 
less than one medical assistant, and nine 
nurses for every 100,000 persons. Somalia 
could well lose some of the health care 
workers who remain, for many must be 
eager to emigrate in search of a safer life 
and better income (Samer Jabbour and 
Iman Nuwayhid, in Arabic, background 
paper for the report).

World Food Programme statistics 
indicate that a large proportion of the 
population suffers undernourishment. 
More than a fifth of the undernourished 
are located in severe food insecurity areas 
such as the Juba Valley and the Gedo, 
Bakol, and Bay regions of the south. There 
are approximately 1.53 million recipients 
of food relief across Somalia.86 

In education, primary school net enrol-
ment dropped to 22 per cent of school-age 
children during 2000-200687, which 
lowered the adult literacy rate to 19.2 per 
cent.88 According to a survey conducted 
in 2002 by UNDP and the World Bank, 

Somalia has one of the lowest school enrol-
ment rates in Africa.89 The primary school 
enrolment survey undertaken by UNICEF 
estimated the number of pupils enrolled 
in grades 1-8 as 286,808, consisting of 
64 per cent boys and 36 per cent girls for 
2002. These enrolment figures were used 
to estimate the primary school enrolment 
rates for boys and girls with the estimated 
population for the corresponding age 

Figure 8-10 Fewer Palestinian children make it to school, 2000-2005

Source: World Bank 2008.
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groups. The overall primary school enrol-
ment rate is 16.9 per cent for Somalia, 
20.8 per cent for boys and 12.7 per cent 
for girls. Moreover, thousands of orphaned 
and homeless children have been left to 
struggle alone against brutal conditions. 
Among the young, the recruitment of 
children by militias is widespread, a sad 
development that is recorded in UN reports 
and which is discussed in Chapter 4.

Somalia’s overall adult literacy rate is 
one of the lowest in the world and varies 
from 34.9 per cent in urban areas to 10.9 
per cent in rural and nomadic regions. 
The female adult literacy rate in the latter 
regions is as low as 6.7 per cent. This partly 
reflects the lack of educational opportuni-
ties after the civil war, particularly in 
remote areas, where a large proportion of 
the school-age population missed out on 
opportunities for basic education. 

V.	 Threat to the environment

As a form of warfare, occupation and mili-
tary intervention can impact ecosystems in 
two key respects. The environment, itself, 
may be a source of the conflict in that it 
contains the resources over which compe-
tition may arise and intensify into armed 
conflict. At the same time, the environment 
itself can be damaged by warfare arising 
from this competition or other causes of 
conflict. For example, warfare harms the 
environment through the destruction of 
agriculture and infrastructure, which the 
state must rehabilitate after the cessation 
of hostilities at considerable cost. But even 
after the fighting ends, the environment is 
still at risk from the detritus of war, such 
as undetonated bombs, discarded weap-
ons, collapsed buildings, sunken ships 
and crashed airplanes, not to mention 
landmines and toxic debris released into 
the water or air.

A.	 Iraq
The 2003 war led to occasional uncon-
trolled dumping of municipal waste into 
the streets, owing to the failure of col-
lection systems, looting or restrictions. 
In addition, the conflict generated large 
volumes of demolition waste from bomb- 
damaged buildings (potentially impacted 
by depleted uranium and asbestos) and 

military hardware (vehicles, unexploded 
ordnance, and depleted uranium).90

During the war in Iraq, water, air, 
and soil were all contaminated by various 
pollutants. In addition to the dumping of 
war debris into the Tigris, frequent power 
blackouts obstructed water supplies, forc-
ing people to turn to unsafe water sources. 
An example of air pollution in wartime 
occurred on 20 March 2003 when Iraqi 
authorities set fire to the Al-Rumeila 
oilfield in order to cloud the sights of 
attacking aircraft. The smoke from the 
oilfields could be seen from Kuwait. Iraqi 
authorities employed this tactic in other 
locations. The heavy smoke contained 
noxious substances that affected the 
health of civilians and combatants alike. 
Trenches dug during the war exposed the 
soil, subterranean water resources, and 
drinking water to contamination.91 

B.	 The Occupied Palestinian Territory
Israeli policies have negatively affected the 
environment in the territories. Among the 
gravest impacts is the enormous attrition 
of Palestinian water resources, which has 
undermined general water conditions. 
The annual water deficit in the West Bank 
and in Gaza is as high as 50 million cubic 
metres a year and water pollution rates are 
high. In 90 per cent of the water supplies, 
chloride concentrations range from 250 
to 2,000 millilitres/litre (international 
standards stipulate that levels should not 
exceed 250 millilitres per litre) while 
nitrate concentrations also exceed the 
internationally acceptable level of 50 
millilitres/litre.92 

Israel’s actions have also contributed to 
the deterioration of the Palestinian envi-
ronment through its neglect of wastewater 
systems in the territories and its failure 
to meet international health standards in 
this regard. Settlements pour millions of 
cubic metres of wastewater into riverbeds 
and elsewhere on Palestinian land. In the 
West Bank alone, settlements inhabited 
by some 350,000 settlers pump out 
40 million cubic metres of waste water 
a year, compared to 33.72 million cubic 
metres produced by the entire Palestinian 
population in the West Bank. In Gaza, 
wastewater flows into sandy areas or is 
removed by tanker trucks and pumped 
into Wadi al-Salqa, Wadi Gaza, and other 
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riverbeds. However, a considerable portion 
of it flows into the Mediterranean or seeps 
into the ground, mixing with the water in 
subterranean reserves.93 

The occupation authorities have 
constructed a wastewater collection sta-
tion in Beit Lahya in the Northern Gaza 
Governorate. The facility is adjacent to 
large residential complexes. The Mizan 
Human Rights Centre reports that the 
station stands atop the largest and once 
highest quality aquifer in Gaza. The 
aquifer is now polluted, ruining pros-
pects for agricultural development and 
cultivation.94 

C.	 Somalia
The military intervention in Somalia 
came on top of, and further accelerated, 
a breakdown of legislative and traditional 
controls over the use of and access to 
natural resources. According to the World 
Conservation Union, group struggles, land 
grabs and pressures on resources have long 
ravaged Somalia and visibly degraded its 
environment.95 The damage, which suc-
cessive foreign interventions and conflicts 
have aggravated, is reflected in advancing 
deforestation near, but no longer limited 
to, populated areas; in the over-fishing of 
selectively targeted marine species by for-
eign fisheries operating illegally offshore; 
in desertification hastened by over-grazing 
and the mismanagement of land tenure in 
a chaotic and predatory political and mili-
tary context; and in the rise of a rapacious 
charcoal trade, mainly to Gulf countries, 
that is responsible for accelerating defores-
tation and thus worsening annual flooding 
and soil erosion. 

The charcoal trade in Somalia takes a 
heavy toll on the acacia forests of southern 
Somalia which provide ecological stability 
for pastoralists. Profiteering traders clear 
entire swaths of forest mostly for shipment 
abroad. Turning cut wood into charcoal is 
a dirty process that pollutes the local air. 
In 2000, total charcoal production was 
estimated to be 112,000 metric tons; by 
2005, it was estimated at 150,000 metric 
tons of which approximately 80 per cent 
is destined for stoves in the Gulf States, 
while only 20 per cent is for domestic con-
sumption.96 Another cruel exploitation of 
Somalia’s lawless situation has been the 
dumping in local waters of toxic waste 
from pesticides used in Europe.

Conclusion

This chapter has illustrated the expo-
nential impacts of military intervention 
on human security in three Arab cases. 
In the Occupied Palestinian Territory, 
Iraq and Somalia, occupation and mili-
tary intervention have exacted a heavy 
price in terms of lost lives and freedoms, 
with negative repercussions on income, 
employment, nutrition, health, education 
and the environment. They have sparked 
both legitimate resistance and a cycle of 
violence and counter-violence that engulfs 
occupied and occupier alike and that spills 
over into adjacent countries, disrupting 
human and national security across a 
wider front.

 Prospects for settling the three major 
conflicts are very largely governed by the 
will of non-Arab parties. Yet Arab states 
have a role to play. Even when Arab gov-
ernments have adopted unified positions 
on some of these questions, they have 
failed to abide by the commitments they 
have consequently undertaken, or to put 
their resolutions into effect.

The question posed by current condi-
tions is, what action should be taken to end 
military intervention? It is useful to recall 
that, in all three cases, with all their dif-
ferent circumstances, the invading powers 
or occupying authorities have acknowl-
edged that their presence or occupation is 
temporary. The government of Israel has 
not refuted the concept of two states, one 
Israeli, the other Palestinian, living side 
by side. The withdrawal of United States 
troops from Iraq is expected to become 
effective by the end of 2011,97 and Addis 
Ababa announced that its mission was 
completed in December 2008.98 

Nevertheless, serious efforts are 
required to translate elusive intentions 
into tangible plans, particularly in the case 
of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict where 
Israel’s military dominance creates an 
imbalance in attempts to negotiate a settle-
ment and where special diplomatic efforts 
are required to overcome suspicions, acts 
of provocation and hostilities on both 
sides. In the case of Iraq, the agreement 
between the US and the Government on 
the withdrawal of US troops points in the 
right direction. Similarly, Ethiopia’s with-
drawal from Somalia sets the stage for new 
diplomatic initiatives. 
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But in all three cases, hard questions 
remain about the reconstruction of state 
institutions, society and the economy in 
the post-conflict phases in these coun-
tries. The Iraqi factions have yet to meet 
within the framework of a comprehensive 
political process, reconciliation efforts in 
Somalia are going around in circles, and 
the dispute between Fatah and Hamas 
has not been resolved. New attempts to 
build peace in the region should start with 
a fresh dialogue on the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict and involve neighbouring coun-
tries such as Syria. Moreover, priority 
must be given to removing obstacles to 
the development process in the Occupied 
Palestinian Territory. As a New York 
Times editorial put it: “In the West Bank, 
that means freezing further settlement 
construction and expansion. It means lift-
ing roadblocks between Palestinian cities 
and towns that are not needed for security. 
In East Jerusalem, it means stopping the 
humiliating eviction of Palestinians. And 
in Gaza, it means expanding exceptions 

to the blockade to allow the import of 
cement and reconstruction materials.”99

The situation in the region throws into 
strong relief the responsibility the UN 
must bear with regard to the fate of the 
countries under occupation or subject to 
military intervention. Yet, on the ques-
tions of Iraq and the Occupied Palestinian 
Territory, the UN has been marginalized. 
On Somalia, it has once more resumed 
intensive efforts to restore stability and 
more humane conditions, which however 
requires the cooperation of all vested 
interests. The fact remains that the only 
impartial framework for realising human 
and national security in the three cases is 
that provided by the UN. The League of 
Arab States could acquire greater cred-
ibility and efficacy if it cooperates with 
the international organisation towards this 
end. However, for that to happen, global 
and regional powers must summon the 
will to leave the field open for the UN and 
the League of Arab States to remedy the 
extensive damage on the ground.
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This Report began by defining human security as “the liberation of human 
beings from those intense, extensive, prolonged, and comprehensive threats to 
which their lives and freedom are vulnerable”. The first chapter proposed that 
this definition, and the concept from which it flows, have particular relevance to 
Arab countries at this juncture, and can help to prioritize components of their 
development strategies and plans. Human security protects human development 
during political, societal and economic downturns such as those the region has 
experienced in recent years and which continue to curtail its prospects. Human 
security is distinct from state security yet the one is not necessarily at odds 
with the other. Indeed, state security is necessary for individual human security. 
Contradictions are however incurred when the state pursues absolute notions of 
national security at the expense of citizens’ basic rights and freedoms or when 
its practices flout the rule of law. At that point, the state ceases to be a principal 
means of ensuring human security, and becomes part of the problem.

Chapter 9
Concluding 
reflections

Putting people’s security first

Threats to human security are multidimen-
sional and interdependent, with compound 
effects. They originate in a diverse array of 
sources, ranging from the natural world, 
to authoritarian states, to the ambitions 
of regional and international powers. They 
can be associated with local actors, such as 
state security forces or insurgents, as well 
as regional and international actors such 
as human trafficking networks or occu-
pying military forces. And they can be 
aggravated by universal phenomena, such 
as globalisation, which has increased the 
cross-border transmission of risk factors 
affecting human security. 

Some of the actors identified in this 
Report have been part of the problem, but 
could be part of the solution through shifts 

in course. Others, including the emerging 
Arab civil society, as well as regional and 
international bodies, could do still more to 
contribute to solutions through continued 
and constructive engagement with the task 
of building human security. The preceding 
chapters have suggested various policy ori-
entations that different actors could adopt 
within their respective spheres of action, 
outlining specific steps that can be taken 
to reduce threats across all dimensions of 
human security.

The Report’s analysis has illustrated 
that the concept of human security pro-
vides a framework for re-centring the Arab 
social contract and development policy on 
those vital yet neglected priorities that 
most affect the wellbeing of Arab citizens. 

Human security 
protects human 

development 
during political, 

societal and 
economic 

downturns

Some of the actors 
have been part of 
the problem, but 

could be part of the 
solution through 

shifts in course
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While the state of human security is not 
uniform throughout the Arab countries, 
none can claim to be free from fear or 
free from want and many are affected by 
spillovers from insecurity in neighbour-
ing countries. The Report has therefore 
underscored the central importance of:

Protecting the environment:•	  The preser-
vation and enhancement of the land, 
water and air that sustain the Arab 
peoples’ very existence under rising 
national, regional and global environ-
mental, population and demographic 
pressures;

Strengthening the rule of law:•	  The guar-
antees of essential rights, freedoms and 
opportunities without discrimination 
that only a well-governed, accountable 
and responsive state ruled by just laws 
can provide; and the mitigation of iden-
tity conflicts rooted in competition for 
power and wealth that becomes pos-
sible when such a state wins the trust 
of all citizens; 

Safeguarding the rights of the vulner-•	
able: The recognition by the state and 
society of the abuse and injustice that 
vulnerable groups, especially women, 

Box 9-1 Rami G. Khouri – The year that was

The core weaknesses, distortions and dysfunctionalities of 
the Arab world all seemed to worsen during the past year. 
Here are the major trends that I believe define our region 
these days, and will persist for some years to come.

A strange combination of self-assertion and reliance on 
foreign actors is the major characteristic of the Arab world, 
reflecting the massive polarization of our societies into two 
opposing camps.

On the one hand, many in our region continue to look 
abroad for protection or salvation, in the form of countries, 
ethnic groups or political movements that rely on foreign 
patronage for their survival more than they do on their own 
people. We remain deeply mired in a colonial-era mentality in 
many respects. The massive attention paid to awaiting the new 
Middle East policies of the Obama administration in the United 
States is the most dramatic manifestation of this trend.

On the other hand, the single most important change in 
the Arab world in the past two decades has been the attempt 
by several hundred million people to break away from this 
“vassals-of-the-West” mentality, and to assert their own 
identity and interests. The various Islamist movements in the 
region have been the main vehicles for such self-assertion, 
but these movements have not been able to translate their 
proven credibility into coherent state-building momentum.

Islamists remain primarily defensive and reactionary 
movements—very effective at confronting Western powers, 
Israel, and some domestic forces, but lacking any proven 
capacity to address mass needs in sectors such as job cre-
ation, environmental protection and political modernization.

Formerly integrated and cohesive societies throughout 
the Middle East continue to fracture into four main compo-
nents: state-run bureaucracies with a heavy security element; 
the private sector with a heavy, globalized consumer dimen-
sion; assertive traditional identities (mainly Islamism and 
tribalism); and assorted criminalized groups, including youth 
gangs, militias, illegal migrants, drugs networks, and struc-
tured theft networks that live off government resources. These 
four different sectors of society coexist relatively comfortably 

with one another, each occupying its own space in society and 
relying on its own resources.

The big loser in this trend has been the cohesion and 
integrity of the modern Arab state, which has broadly failed to 
develop a viable sense of citizenship among its nationals.

Political liberalization and democratization are dormant 
for the time being. These remain buried beneath the stultifying 
weight of corruption-riddled Arab security states, emotion- 
and fear-driven mass movements, and the debilitating impact 
of Israeli, American, and other foreign interventions.

Like nationalism, genuine politics and the peaceful 
electoral contesting of power in the Arab world are victims of 
our own excesses. As economic stress throughout the Middle 
East increases in the wake of the current global downturn, 
prospects for political democratization will further recede on 
the regional priority list.

As a consequence of these trends, major political issues of 
importance to the people of this region are increasingly incon-
sequential to most people and powers around the world.

The worst ramifications of the Middle East’s dysfunctions—
terrorism, illegal migration, ethnic strife, corruption, police 
states, and assorted atrocities perpetuated by both state and 
private actors—are only occasional irritants for the rest of the 
world, not pressing strategic threats. We have marginalized 
ourselves as serious players on the global political stage and 
now assume the role of nagging annoyances and miscreants.

The oldest and most powerful driver of discontent, dis-
equilibrium, and radicalism in our region—the Arab-Israeli 
conflict—remains totally stalemated, more an object of 
insincere and unconvincing “peace process” rhetoric than 
any genuine sense of diplomatic urgency. It is also now more 
difficult to resolve than ever, given complicating new factors.

This is a depressing list of broad trends in the Arab world—
but also a volatile one that the people and states of the region 
cannot withstand for many more years. The good news is that 
these trends are all the consequences of man-made decisions 
and policies that can all be corrected by more constructive 
and equitable policies in the future.

Source: Khouri 2009.
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children, and refugees encounter each 
day across the region, and the resolve 
to improve their legal, economic, social 
and personal conditions; 

Reorienting the economy:•	  The will to 
address the weak structural underpin-
nings of the Arab oil economy, reduce 
income poverty and move towards 
knowledge-based, equitable and diver
sified economies that will create the 
jobs and protect the livelihoods on 
which coming generations will depend 
in the post-oil era. The global financial 
and economic crisis that set in during 
the finalization of this Report only 
increases the urgency of this need; 

Ending hunger:•	  Ending persisting hun-
ger and malnutrition, which continue 
to erode human capabilities, cut short 
millions of lives and set back human 
development in all sub-regions, but 
especially the poorest. As the recent 
food crisis made clear, the economics 
of food security in the global economy 
may call for a new realism in defining 
food security in the region, which needs 
to focus less on attaining absolute food 
sovereignty and more on achieving suf-
ficiency in essential commodities for 
all members of society.

Boosting health:•	  The promotion of 
health for all as a human right, a pre-
requisite for human security and an 
instrumental enabler across the gamut 
of human functioning. The significant 
progress that Arab countries have made 
in this field is being undercut by policy 
and institutional failures that produce 
disparities in access, affordability and 
quality, and by the growing health 
threats from serious diseases such as 
HIV/AIDS, malaria and tuberculosis.

Resolving and preventing conflicts:•	  
Long-standing conflicts in the region, 
including those related to interventions 
by international and regional powers, 
have proven to be destructive to human 
security and human development. 
Such conflicts have inflicted enormous 
damage through the use of force 
against populations and the disregard 
for civilian lives. These hostilities have 
caused untold human suffering and 

chaos, stained the image of the powers 
implicated in them and undermined 
the fragile progress of political reform 
in the region by bolstering extremist 
forces and driving moderate voices out 
of the public arena. Progress in human 
security requires an end to these con-
flicts and the initiation of post-conflict 
recovery.

The environment:  
protecting tomorrow today

Population and demographic pressures 
increase demand for critical resources 
such as energy, water, and arable land, 
all of which are under mounting stress in 
the Arab region. Acute natural resource 
scarcity, in turn, can contribute to eco-
nomic stagnation, increased migration, 
and competition among social groups and 
countries. The latter can spill over into 
social conflicts, especially when exploited 
for ideological ends. Unless patterns of 
development address the issue of sustain-
ability, the region’s future growth and 
human security could be undermined.

A marked youth bulge such as that 
found in the region presents an additional 
and special challenge. Youth represents 
the future of any people, the largest 
investment any nation can make in its own 
development, and a central issue for policy 
makers. Young people consume resources 
and require substantial investments, 
notably in education, before they become 
economically productive. And if youth 
remain unemployed for long periods, this 
unproductive stage of life can become 
fraught with frustration and personal 
insecurity, while also taxing family sav-
ings, the economy and the resource base. 
All Arab countries urgently require com-
prehensive population and development 
policies, aimed at capturing the demo-
graphic dynamism of its young population, 
a ‘window of opportunity’ that has so far 
eluded the region. The steady decline in 
fertility rates across the region must be 
maintained through social policies aimed 
at overcoming rigid gender roles and bar-
riers to women’s advancement, as well as 
development policies targeting productive 
job creation, and education policies for 
building human capital geared to contem-
porary job markets.

The marked youth 
bulge presents 
an additional and 
special challenge

Arab countries 
urgently require 
comprehensive 
population and 
development 
policies
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Arab countries have not shown a level 
of environmental stewardship that is 
consistent with protecting environmental 
security. Indeed, only three Arab coun-
tries score among the top 100 countries on 
the Environmental Sustainability Index, 
a composite measure that ranks countries 
by their plans for managing environmen-
tal and natural resources and population 
and development. Significantly greater 
efforts are required to formulate and 
implement national sustainable develop-
ment strategies and to monitor the state 
of the environment within and across 
countries. Arab governments have several 
means available to them to encourage the 
participation of key social forces and the 
private sector in environmental protection 
efforts. Such means include the taxation 
system, incentives to use environmentally 
friendly technology, campaigns to adopt 
non-polluting renewable energy sources, 
policies that encourage sustainable uses of 
energy sources, the encouragement of mass 
transport over private automobiles, and 
the implementation of strong measures to 
combat desertification and deforestation.

Water scarcity is one of the most acute 
environmental challenges facing the Arab 
region, which is the most water-scarce of all 
regions in the world. This challenge needs 
to be met by applying Integrated Water 
Resources Management (IWRM) princi-
ples to development policies, institutional 
frameworks and the regulation of water 
supply and demand. These principles call 
for the integrated management of land and 
water resources and other related natural 
resources in a coordinated approach that 
aims to maximize socio-economic welfare 
in an equitable manner without sacrificing 
the sustainability of ecological systems.1

Environmental issues are global in 
nature and initiatives to address them need 
to be global as well. The Arab countries 
have taken part in the global concern for 
environmental security and ratified most 
international environmental conventions. 
While the larger share of responsibility 
for some critical aspects of climate change 
lies with the highly industrialized coun-
tries, the Arab countries can make their 
contribution by implementing their com-
mitments under these conventions and by 
developing strong national and regional 
authorities, early warning systems and 
action plans to address water scarcity, 

desertification, air pollution and land deg-
radation on a regional scale. It would be 
advisable for Arab countries to introduce 
various climate change adaptation and 
mitigation measures through the formula-
tion of “disaster risk reduction strategies 
and risk management practices” as a critical 
element for adaptation.2 Chapter Two of 
this report provided several programmatic 
recommendations in these areas. 

In this context, the major recom-
mendations of the October 2008 Annual 
Conference of the Arab Forum for Environ-
ment and Development, which convened 
to examine the findings of the report, 
‘Arab Environment: Future Challenges’, are 
timely and relevant.3 In addition to recom-
mending specific national environmental 
plans and programmes, the Conference 
called for serious action on the following 
cross-sectoral challenges: 
“a)	Environmental institutions: environmen-

tal institutions must be strengthened 
financially and empowered with execu-
tive authority to plan, coordinate, and 
enforce legislative programmes for 
environmental protection as well as 
provide the long-term planning neces-
sary to cope with global changes, such 
as changing economic growth patterns 
and the use of crops for the produc-
tion of fuels and its effects on food 
availability, national oil incomes and 
development plans in general. 

b)	 Integration of environmental consider-
ations into development planning: the 
incorporation of market mechanisms, 
natural resources and ecological 
accounting principles and the various 
types of environmental assessment 
(strategic, cumulative, project) are 
urgent needs. 

c)	 Environmental legislation: provisions 
should be included in Arab environmen-
tal legislation that commit to harnessing 
market forces and mechanisms for 
compliance with environmental law. 
Other provisions must be incorporated 
to professionalize environmental occu-
pations and vocations in a manner that 
permits only those who are qualified 
to practice. Finally, environmental 
legislative mandates and laws must be 
made effective and any impediments 
to enforcement have to be removed. 

d)	 Education: the revamping of aca-
demic curricula aimed at including 
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Considerable 
hopes are pinned 
on the civil state 
as the overarching 
champion and 
guarantor of 
human security

environmental education at all levels, 
and at raising the level of environmen-
tal commitment in students, is a major 
priority. 

e)	 Scientific research: allotting more funds 
for environmental research. Moreover, 
researchers and centers of research 
networks need to be created at the 
national and regional levels. 

f)	 Communications and media: envi-
ronmental training programmes for 
reporters and media experts should 
be developed. In addition, committing 
space and programmes in the print 
and audio-visual media is needed in 
order to raise public awareness about 
environmental degradation, the costs 
and benefits of environmental protec-
tion, and the rational use of natural 
resources.”

The State: solution or problem?

Considerable hopes are pinned on the 
civil state—one which is ruled by laws 
that respect civil and political rights—as 
the overarching champion and guarantor 
of human security. However, the Report 
has emphasized that the expectations of 
citizens in Arab countries for the pro-
tection of their rights and freedoms are 
seldom fulfilled on the ground, even if 
the distance between hopes and reality 
is not the same in all Arab states. Arab 
leaders recognized clearly the impor-
tance of rule of law and political rights 
in the Declaration on Modernization and 
Reform, launched at the Tunis Summit 
in 2004.4 Since that time, however, only 
slight improvements have been achieved. 
Accordingly, the recommendations of the 
Arab Human Development Report 2004, 
Towards Freedom in the Arab World, are 
still relevant today.5 

All Arab countries need to widen and 
deepen democratic processes to enable 
citizens to participate in framing public 
policy on an equal footing. A political sys-
tem controlled by elites, however decked 
out with democratic trappings, will not 
produce outcomes conducive to human 
security for all citizens, irrespective of 
class, creed, gender, and ethnic/tribal 
affiliation. It is therefore imperative to 
restructure the social contract and modes 
of political interaction on the basis of 

equal rights and opportunities in order to 
forge cohesive bonds of citizenship among 
individuals in society. These bonds must 
be regulated by the state as the institu-
tion that stands above societal groupings, 
transcending the tribe and its elders, the 
ethnic group and its leaders, and the sect 
and its preachers. This is the state for all 
its citizens, the protector of their personal 
and human security, and the guarantor of 
their individual and human rights.

Such a state would unambiguously 
affirm its commitment to the international 
understanding of human rights. It would 
not merely ratify international conventions, 
but also would reflect their provisions in 
national legislation, and remove regulatory 
and legal obstacles to their meaningful 
implementation. This state would also 
embody a clear separation of powers: 
the concentration of all authority in the 
executive would give way to public over-
sight and checks and balances provided by 
an independent judiciary and a genuinely 
representative and empowered legislature. 

Box 9-2 Arab leaders commit to advance political reform  
in their countries

We, the Leaders of the Arab States, meeting at the Summit Conference of 
the Arab League Council in its 16th ordinary session held in Tunis, assert 
our firm determination:
•	 To materialize our common will to develop the system of joint Arab 

action, through the Tunis Summit resolution to amend the Arab 
League Charter and to modernize its work methods and its specialized 
institutions, based on the various Arab initiatives and ideas included 
in the proposals put forward by the Secretary General as well as on 
a consensual and coherent vision and on a gradual and balanced 
approach. 

•	 To reaffirm our states’ commitment to the humanitarian principles and 
the noble values of human rights in their comprehensive and inter-
dependent dimensions, to the provisions of the various international 
conventions and charters, and to the Arab Human Rights Charter 
adopted by the Tunis Summit, as well as to the reinforcement of the 
freedom of expression, thought and belief and to the guarantee of the 
independence of the judiciary. 

•	 Endeavour, based on the Declaration on the process of reform and 
modernization in the Arab world, to pursue reform and modernization 
in our countries, and to keep pace with the rapid world changes, by 
consolidating the democratic practice, by enlarging participation in 
political and public life, by fostering the role of all components of the 
civil society, including NGOs, in conceiving of the guidelines of the 
society of tomorrow, by widening women’s participation in the politi-
cal, economic, social, cultural and educational fields and reinforcing 
their rights and status in society, and by pursuing the promotion of the 
family and the protection of Arab youth. 

Source: LAS 2004. 
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continuous attention and development. 
If the pledges of Arab constitutions and 
international instruments are to be taken 
seriously, legislative bodies in the Arab 
countries must be willing and empowered 
to deal with the judiciaries directly and as 
a co-equal branch of government, rather 
than only through the mediation of the 
executive branch. Executive authorities 
throughout the region must make a similar 
commitment to treating the judiciary as a 
co-equal branch.

Empowered legislative branches: Despite 
the wide range of constitutional powers 
granted to the legislative bodies in the Arab 
countries, parliaments generally play a sub-
ordinate role. And where parliaments are 
able to establish a degree of independence 
from the executive, they are generally 
unable to use it as effectively to control 
the legislative process. Two areas should 
be considered in order to address the legal 
incapacitation of parliamentary bodies in 
Arab countries. First, the electoral process, 
which is often designed in such a way as 
to limit the possibilities for parliamentary 
independence—for elections, too, remain 
in the grip of the executive in Arab coun-
tries. Elections are generally overseen by 
the Ministry of Interior, which often leads 
to some mistrust because of the Ministry’s 
traditional emphasis on issues of internal 
security. And election rules beyond the 
balloting itself are often tailored to favour 
specific results. Impartiality both in gen-
eral electoral procedures and in balloting 
itself is important. But perhaps still more 
significant than the procedures themselves 
is the general political climate in which 
elections take place: pluralism has been 
the exception rather than the rule in the 
Arab region, so that voters in parliamen-
tary elections often face a constricted set 
of choices. The process of regularly modi-
fying electoral laws must end. The second 
aspect of parliamentary bodies in Arab 
countries that requires changing is their 
lack of ways and means to hold executive 
authorities truly accountable.

Reform of the security sector: In many 
cases, the State itself can be the source of 
violence, yet remains central to the abil-
ity to control violence. This is the case 
in many Arab countries. The dominant 
internal security thinking in the Arab 

The security sector would be reformed 
along principles of professionalism and 
public service. And this state would also 
prize its independence in fashioning its 
policies, mediating external and internal 
social pressures and winning the approval 
and support of its own people. It would, in 
short, be a legitimate state, distinct from 
the various interests in its political space, 
and distinguished by its citizens’ voluntary 
acceptance of the principles by which they 
are governed. In order to bring about such 
a state, progress will be needed in the fol-
lowing areas: 

Citizenship: Citizenship in the Arab 
region must be made more equal and 
meaningful. Human beings are born into 
different circumstances, with varied access 
to options to expand their capabilities, but 
all are entitled to the same basic rights. 
The right of citizenship should be identi-
cal for all persons living in a given country, 
regardless of ethnic origin, religious belief, 
gender, health, culture, wealth or any other 
personal attribute. Part-and-parcel of such 
equality is also the recognition and accep-
tance of diversity, in all its components, 
which derives from the same basic human 
right. The implementation of these basic 
rights requires both the recognition of citi-
zenship for all and measures to address the 
entire range of resources, services, protec-
tions and opportunities available to these 
citizens, and how these are distributed. 
Many studies have shown that discrimi-
nation and socioeconomic inequality are 
detrimental to human security and human 
development. Equality, by contrast, is an 
essential means of mobilizing and enhanc-
ing human capabilities and performance in 
all dimensions of development. 

Independent judiciaries: Judicial inde-
pendence is critical to improve human 
security in the Arab countries. First, 
protection of human rights depends on 
a robust, fair, and independent judiciary 
willing to hold all political and social 
actors accountable under legal and con-
stitutional protections. Second, judicial 
independence facilitates political stability 
and fairness. Finally, judicial independence 
is vital for the development of healthy, 
sound, and inclusive economies. Judicial 
independence is not achieved through 
static institutions only; it also needs 
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countries remains heavily influenced by 
the traditional approach to security, with 
the disadvantage that security is conceived 
in a very narrow sense and hence does not 
address major imbalances. As an instru-
ment for regime stability, the security 
sector in the Arab countries is subject to 
tight political control of the government, 
which compromises the former’s integrity 
and ability to guarantee the safety and 
security of all those living within the 
state’s boundaries. Arab societies are also 
increasingly facing threats that are trans-
national and collective in nature, including 
arms and drug trafficking, international 
crime and the allocation of scarce natural 
resources such as water among countries. 
Such threats require a rethinking of overall 
security policy, as well as of roles and mis-
sions, procurement, training, and resource 
allocation. Security needs to be approached 
from the perspective of protecting individ-
uals and communities of individuals from 
violence. Security decisions in the Arab 
countries have to be analyzed and weighed 
in relation to their impact on development 
and social cohesion.

The core objectives of security sector 
reform are the development of affordable 
security bodies capable of providing secu-
rity, and effective oversight mechanisms 
consistent with democratic norms. The 
security sector must be subject to a system 
of checks and balances at state level. Civil 
management and oversight of these forces, 
as well as the disengagement of security 
agencies from politics and from other 
non-security roles, are required for the 
transparent and accountable management 
of the security sector. In post-conflict Arab 
countries, the reform of this sector has to 
tackle a third objective, namely to address 
the legacies of past conflicts including 
disarmament, demobilization and rein-
tegration of former combatants, judicial 
reform in the form of transitional justice, 
the proliferation of small arms and light 
weapons, and anti-personnel landmines.6

Civil Society: Successful institutional 
reforms are characterized by demand for 
change across the board, not merely change 
instituted at the top. The role of civil 
society organizations in promoting insti-
tutional reform has been often addressed 
in Arab reform strategies, such as in the 
Tunis Declaration and the Alexandria 

Declaration.7 However, non-state partici-
pation in reform goes beyond civil society 
organizations. It also embraces the private 
sector. Arab countries are facing a new 
reality where business sectors are being 
increasingly represented at several levels 
of the legislative and executive arenas and 
have become influential in the formula-
tion of public policies, especially those 
relating to economic and social affairs. 
Experiences with democratization outside 
the Arab region have often been associ-
ated with the growing political weight of 
the business sector and its partnership 
with ruling elites in the management of 
society and politics. Although these alli-
ances have sometimes simply involved the 
co-opting of business elites as junior part-
ners of the state, in many cases they have 
pushed state authorities to consider public 
governance, rule of law, accountability, 
and transparency, as founding principles. 
The rise of the Arab private sector and its 
growing political influence will very likely 
stimulate the democratic transformation 
of social and political environments.8

Towards increased security  
for vulnerable groups

Violence against women is not a phenom-
enon particular to the Arab countries, 
although some forms of it, namely honour 
crimes and female genital mutilation 
(FGM), are more acute in some Arab 
countries than they are in other countries 
of the world. However it is the institutional 
and cultural vulnerability of women that 
does constitute an Arab specificity. More 
particularly, the family in the Arab region 
continues to be the first social institution 
that reproduces patriarchal relationships, 
values and pressures through gender dis-
crimination. Arab states should provide 
women the means to ensure and guarantee 
their human rights and security. In line 
with the calls in previous Arab Human 
Development Reports for comprehensive, 
rights-based societal reforms, the rise of 
Arab women requires the total respect 
for the rights of citizenship of all Arab 
women, the protection of women’s rights 
in the area of personal affairs and family 
relations, as well as guarantees of total 
respect for women’s personal rights and 
freedoms—and in particular their lifelong 
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neglect of their basic rights as human 
beings. In many Arab countries, vulner-
able groups are subjected not only to 
institutional discrimination but also to the 
prejudices of the population at large. Such 
vulnerability is not confined to women; it 
extends to other marginalized groups such 
as minorities, the elderly, youth, children, 
disabled persons, internally displaced 
persons (IDPs) and refugees. The neglect 
and marginalization of these vulnerable 
groups is a blemish on the human rights 
records of Arab countries, which must be 
removed without prevarication or delay.

In many Arab countries, refugees and 
IDPs suffer from institutional and societal 
discrimination and are treated as second-
class residents. In accordance with human 
rights principles and in order to ensure 
the human rights of all asylum seekers on 
their territories, Arab states are strongly 
urged to: 

Ratify the Convention relating to the •	
Status of Refugees. At the time of the 
preparation of this Report, Jordan, 
Lebanon and Syria had still not ratified 
this important treaty.
Tackle root causes of war and conflict •	
and support peace-building initiatives 
involving grass-roots actors, NGOs 
and governments in the region.
Focus on integrated projects to incorpo-•	
rate both long and short-term residents 
of refugee settlements, which would 
help to alleviate some of the pressures 
on the resources and infrastructures of 
Arab cities that are being strained by 
arriving refugees.
Implement the rehabilitation of •	
refugee camps and their design as an 
urban space, not only with reference 
to their political and social status, but 
also to becoming an integrated part of 
the city. Urban master plans based on 
rehabilitation should take into account 
the physical, socio-economic, and 
cultural fabric of the concerned spaces. 
A bottom-up participatory approach 
should be used to outline the differen-
tiated needs of the refugee population: 
women, men, children, people of dif-
ferent income levels, etc.
Ensure that labour, social welfare, and •	
justice ministries, as well as national 
human rights bodies, are fully engaged 
in monitoring and promoting the 
human rights of asylum seekers.

protection from physical and mental 
abuse. The achievement of these rights 
requires extensive legal and institutional 
changes aimed at bringing national legisla-
tions in line with the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW). 

In addition to the legal framework, the 
social environment is a crucial factor in 
discrimination against women. Violence 
against women in the Arab countries should 
not only be dealt with in its legal dimension 
but should also be addressed in society at 
large through public education. As pointed 
out in previous reports,9 the lack of clar-
ity in cultural and social concepts about 
roles, functions and rights constitutes an 
obstacle to the rise of women. Education 
and the media have an obligation to work 
on changing misleading images through a 
societal programme for the rise of women. 
The cultural roots of discrimination against 
women extend to several levels, all of which 
require action simultaneously:

Family upbringing•	  discriminates 
between the male and female in mat-
ters of freedoms, responsibilities and 
rights. This environment shakes wom-
en’s self-confidence and undermines 
their self-image. These processes of 
discrimination must be better under-
stood, and brought to a halt.
In education•	 , efforts to promote equal 
treatment between the sexes would 
benefit from the introduction of mod-
ern pedagogy, methodologies and tech-
nologies as aids in revamping curricula, 
teaching and assessment methods.
In the media•	 , the problem is not only that 
programmes intended to strengthen the 
status of women and build respect for 
their role in society are sometimes defi-
cient. It is also that a significant portion 
of media programming erodes serious 
efforts to promote the rise of women. 
The problem is compounded by the 
spread of illiteracy, which has made the 
broadcast media a primary source of 
popular culture. The strengthening of 
methods for monitoring and analyzing 
women’s image in the Arab media is an 
important priority. The media should 
also play an active role in educating the 
public about CEDAW.
More generally, there is a crisis in 

the Arab countries in terms of vulner-
able groups’ alienation, and governments’ 
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Ensure that individuals are not •	
returned to countries where their 
life or liberty would be put at risk, in 
accordance with the binding principle 
of non-refoulement.

Re-defining economic security

Arabs will have to look seriously at a future 
beyond the current pattern of the region’s 
economy, and the type of society it sus-
tains. Procrastination can only heighten 
the economic insecurities of the region. 

A basic feature of the social contract 
in the Arab countries is that the citizen 
accepts limitations on public representa-
tion and state accountability in return for 
state-provided benefits. Such a contract 
is only possible when states have sources 
of revenue other than direct taxes, such 
as oil, to finance public expenditure. 
Although the extent to which this rentier 
model applies varies across Arab countries, 
it is known to have influenced patterns of 
development negatively throughout the 
region. These impacts include under-
investment in other productive sectors, 
which leaves state income hostage to finite 
oil reserves and fluctuating world prices; 
a trend in some cases towards consump-
tion that has not created productive jobs; 
and the undervaluation of knowledge in 
societies where advancement often comes 
from access to wealth, rather than through 
scholarship and intellectual pursuits. This 
type of social contract does not make 
for secure, self-reliant and competitive 
economies in the long run, and needs to 
be surpassed. 

One silver lining in the expected decline 
in oil income and Official Development 
Assistance in coming years is that perhaps 
it will induce greater reliance on national 
sources of revenue and consequently 
strengthen the mutual accountability of 
state and citizen.

The economic experience of the Arab 
region, as of other regions around the 
world, including OECD countries, has 
called into question the advisability of 
relying on market forces alone to regulate 
economic affairs. Addressing the eco-
nomic security challenges in the region 
therefore will require an alternate Arab 
development model standing on three 
pillars—diversified economic growth, 

employment generation and poverty 
reduction—resting on a foundation of 
regional integration. Embodying the les-
sons of recent global economic failures, its 
policy instruments would be heterodox: 
they would reflect a pragmatic middle posi-
tion between laissez-faire market policies 
and heavy-handed state interventionism. 
Specifically, this Report made clear the 
need for priority action in the following 
three areas: 

Economic diversification: The revival and 
diversification of the productive base of 
Arab economies is critical to addressing 
the forms of economic insecurity analyzed 
in this report. Re-orienting the region’s 
current concentration on oil-led growth 
would largely take the shape of a steady 
increase in the share and productivity 
of the industrial sector, a sharp rise in 
agricultural productivity and a greater 
refocusing of the service sector. This, in 
turn, requires a revised macroeconomic 
framework that allows for higher public 
investment in infrastructure, which is key 
for the facilitation of export-led manu-
facturing growth. The revised framework 
would feature prominently a stronger 
financial sector and a robust and accessible 
credit environment that enables private 
firms to finance investment and growth.

One way to provide stable, long-term 
finance to strategic sectors is through the 
creation of development banks, whether 
public institutions as in Brazil, Korea, and 
Japan or privately-owned as in Germany. 
Countries late to industrialization have 
achieved significant successes by utilizing 
such development banks as the financial 
arm of their industrial policy strategy. 

These two policy objectives, the 
improvement of infrastructure and the 
provision of stable and reliable credit are 
essential pillars for national and regional 
industrial strategies aimed at diversifying 
sources of growth. With respect to agricul-
tural policy, attention is needed to policy 
issues including securing access to produc-
tive land and credit, targeted price support 
benefits, changing gender roles, and effec-
tive water resources management. 

Globalization is a contemporary reality 
for Arab countries no less than it is for 
other nations around the world. Its forces 
must be harnessed and managed. Fast-
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moving technological change constantly 
raises the technological bar, requiring 
developing countries to increase their pro-
ductivity and competitiveness in the global 
economy in order to find a fruitful role in 
the unfolding of globalization. Indeed, the 
most dynamic sectors in the integrated 
world economy are high-technology goods 
and services. In contrast, recent history 
shows that reliance on commodities and 
unskilled labour can lead to “immiseris-
ing growth”, which leaves developing 
economies highly insecure. Accordingly, 
a key stage of the Arab region’s path to 

economic security entails the expansion of 
local technological capacities, the develop-
ment and mobilization of knowledge-based 
assets and a shift towards higher value-
added goods and services. In this respect, 
the original recommendations of the Arab 
Human Development Report 2003, Building 
a Knowledge Society, are as relevant today 
as they were in 2003. 

Employment generation: Any Arab pro-
poor macroeconomic strategy would also 
need to incorporate a renewed commit-
ment to employment and public investment 

Box 9-3 Georges Corm* – The Arabs in the post-oil era

Among factors destabilising Arab societies, since the 1970s, 
has been the tyranny of oil over the course of Arab economies, 
petro- or not. Earnings from the oil sector do not only affect 
exporting countries; a portion of this income has diffused 
into all Arab economies through guest worker remittances to 
non-oil exporting countries, and through investments. Thus 
annual growth rates in the Arab world have become firmly 
linked to the ups and downs of oil prices, with the pace of 
growth hostage to global price fluctuations.

Oil, and the rentier economy that goes with it, has 
accustomed the Arab world to consuming a large number of 
imported commodities and services that do not increase its 
productivity, or level of exports outside the oil sector, to a 
degree that would finance these large imports. The focus for 
investment during the oil era has been on expanding energy 
production and exportation to enlarge revenues. Investment 
activity resulting from fiscal surpluses has been distributed 
among giant family financial consortiums on the one hand and 
the humble savings of the large number of Arab guest work-
ers in the Gulf on the other. In both cases, investments have 
been chiefly directed to the property, housing, tourism, and 
foreign exchange sectors. Surpluses have not been deployed 
effectively to build local productive capacity so as to meet the 
challenges of globalisation and the post-oil era.

It is therefore essential to begin thinking seriously about 
modifying Arab development tracks to make the Arab  econo-
mies productive in the fields that globalisation relies on, as 
once under-developed countries such as Ireland, Singapore, 
South Korea, Taiwan, and Malta have done. This requires 
coordinated planning to limit the Arab brain drain, because 
the workings of globalisation demand that all states develop 
their knowledge and innovation capacities. These capacities 
are, in the first degree, human qualifications. It is essential 
as well to improve organisation and to promote technological 
creativity in new fields such as electronics, information tech-
nology, medical and biological research, and food technology. 
Further, it is vital to develop competencies in the fields of pol-
lution control and the production of alternative energy.

Arab countries have made great efforts in the educational 

arena. However, they have not ensured sufficient suitable 
job opportunities for the hordes of qualified Arabs who enter 
the labour market every year and are forced to migrate in the 
search of that respected and active professional life missing 
in their own countries. This situation is part of a vicious circle 
which produces a concentration of investments in the prop-
erty, business, and foreign exchange sectors and in certain 
light industries that are not technologically intensive (with the 
exception of the petrochemical industry that is integral to the 
oil sector).

In addition to oil rents, Arab economies depend on rentier 
income from property, from foreign goods import agencies, 
and from financial and exchange operations; they have yet 
to enter the age of revenues derived from the technological 
capacity to produce modern goods and services based more 
on knowledge than on manual labour. Taxation systems and 
investment incentive packages must be adjusted so as to 
encourage diversification. This is what will encourage Arab 
economic trailblazers to engage in investment projects that 
require high-level human competencies and practical and 
technological know-how, and that generate profits from tech-
nological innovation. 

There are many highly-qualified Arab professionals devel-
oping new methods and techniques to produce modern goods 
in demand worldwide, yet they cannot find anyone in their 
home countries to finance the protection of their innovations 
through international patents, or to develop and adapt them 
for use in modern industries and services. In this sphere, we 
can follow the example of other countries that were poorer 
than the Arab countries yet succeeded in completely chang-
ing the course of low-performing and fettered development 
by turning to knowledge and technology, by engaging with 
globalisation, and by taking advantage of it.

The Arab world, in its oil and other centres, has yet to 
modernize itself in line with the requirements of globalisation. 
Building skyscrapers and state-of-the-art airports and owning 
luxury cars are the external shell of economic modernity, 
not its beating heart, which lies in science, knowledge, and 
technological innovation.

* Lebanese international economic and financial consultant and former Minister of Finance.
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as a core vehicle for rejuvenating growth. 
The current ‘reform’ agenda in the Arab 
region discards a state-led development 
model in favour of a market-driven one, 
emphasizing improvements in the invest-
ment climate and private capital. Such a 
model, however, is not a solution to the 
region’s large and increasing unemploy-
ment since the essence of the problem, 
as the Report argues, lies in the nature of 
oil-led growth. 

The region’s oil-driven development 
model has led to volatile and job-less 
growth. In the Arab countries, this pat-
tern has produced lower income inequality 
than found in other world regions, but 
has nonetheless left entrenched pockets 
of income poverty. Productive growth has 
to be linked to poverty reduction, which 
entails generating widespread employment 
at decent wages. Apart from its economic 
implications, unemployment is the most 
sensitive political and social challenge 
the region will face in the foreseeable 
future. The challenge is not only to create 
employment, but also to provide decent 
and productive jobs to all the working-age 
population. To that end, macroeconomic 
policies can have as much impact as targeted 
anti-poverty programmes. But the question 
is: what makes growth more pro-poor? The 
general answer given is that three condi-
tions should be created: a concentration 
of growth in economic sectors that can 
directly benefit the poor; an enabling envi-
ronment that promotes their employment, 
and real incomes; and the enhancement of 
their basic human capabilities.

This requires that macroeconomic 
policies be embedded in a broader devel-
opment strategy that allows for investment 
not only in infrastructure, but also in 
specific employment generating activities 
such as public works, as well as human 
capabilities through investments in educa-
tion and health.
Poverty reduction: Even concerted efforts 
for economic diversification and employ-
ment generation will inevitably still leave 
some men, women and children in dire 
circumstances of impoverishment. In 
order to bring these people out of the cycle 
of poverty, specific and targeted policies 
and programmes must be developed to 
bolster incomes and increase access to 
services within the context of national 
development strategies.

One important component that has not 
been fully utilized in Arab countries is the 
use of public works. These projects should 
try to target poor areas and should strive 
to create assets that are of value to poor 
communities. Where the non-poor groups 
are likely to be significant beneficiaries of 
such created assets, co-financing should be 
mandatory and should be ploughed back 
into the budgets of public works projects. 

Also important is the provision and 
functioning of social safety nets, which 
are essential for mitigating the impact 
of economic downturns on vulnerable 
groups, yet which remain uneven across 
the country groups of the region. All 
Arab countries have an interlocking web 
of traditional social safety nets, and these 
have been complemented by formal, or 
state-run, social safety nets in a variety of 
ways across countries. The high income 
Arab countries have erected fairly wide 
and deep formal social safety nets that 
provide special support for widows, the 
divorced, the sick, the elderly, unmarried 
and unemployed young women, families 
of prisoners, and students. Middle income 
countries have pursued similar paths, but 
have fallen short when it comes to cover-
age, equality, level, and cost-effectiveness 
of programs. And low income countries 
have only recently begun to adopt formal 
social safety nets, which tend to suffer 
from the same shortcomings as those in 
the middle income countries, and to a 
greater degree. 

In order to finance greater pro-poor and 
employment generating public investment, 
reliance primarily on domestic resource 
mobilization is recommended. Depending 
on Official Development Assistance or 
inflows of private capital to jump-start 
growth is considered ill advised. Some 
resources can be mobilized by tilting pub-
lic expenditures more towards productive 
investment—in human capital as well as 
in physical and natural capital. Public poli-
cies can also create an environment more 
conducive to broad-based private invest-
ment, through either more favourable 
macroeconomic policies or more equi-
table redistribution of assets. With greater 
opportunities for investment, people save 
more and/or work more to expand their 
asset base. The potential for domestic 
resource mobilization in the region is high 
given its low tax rates. 
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Food insecurity, hunger and malnutrition 
still afflict too many Arabs. While some 
states are well ahead of others in meeting 
the hunger-reduction target of Goal One 
of the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) the region as a whole is off track. 
This largely reflects the continuing preva-
lence of hunger in the least developed 
countries (LDCs) of the region. 

This Report has interpreted food secu-
rity not in terms of absolute sovereignty 
in food production, a goal impractical 
in light of regional water scarcities, but 
rather in terms of sufficiency for all mem-
bers of society in essential commodities. 
That is, the Report has focused not on 
the state level, but rather on the human 
level. In this context, the region’s low 
self sufficiency rate in staple foods is one 
of its most serious development gaps. 
Around the world, as well as in the region, 
unregulated market policies have led to an 
increasing concentration of prime land and 
water resources in fewer and fewer large 
commercial farms. This trend has forced 
small farmers to eke out an existence on 
increasingly marginal land. Prime land that 
once produced food for those who farmed 
it is increasingly devoted to crops that turn 
a high profit, catering to the consump-
tion patterns of the rich or to the export 
market. At the same time, unequal power 
relations, particularly in rural areas, have 
given influential groups control over prime 
land and water at substantially lower cost 
than the social value of these resources. 

Altogether, these policies have contrib-
uted to a situation in which the market 
has produced sub-optimal quantities of 
the basic foodstuffs that make up the bulk 
of the diet and food expenditure of the 
poor. In this context, food security could 
be bolstered in the Arab region through 
policy interventions in line with the fol-
lowing principles: 

Promote access to land: Arab countries 
may need to introduce progressive land 
taxation by levying higher land tax-rates 
on productive lands as the size of land-
ownership increases. This could induce 
large landowners to sell part of their land 
and use the proceeds to finance irriga-
tion expansion. Land access, distribution 

and tenure need to be addressed within 
the context of a set of pro-poor policy 
interventions. In this respect, the legal 
and institutional framework to guaran-
tee women’s command over resources 
is critical. Given women’s large role in 
agriculture, it is essential to ensure that 
property rights systems are not biased 
against them. A change in statutory laws 
to strengthen women’s entitlements and 
increase the enforceability of their claims 
over natural and physical assets will both 
create new incentives for production and 
remove a major cause of insecurity among 
rural women.

Extend credit and finance for rural 
development: Government intervention 
may also be necessary to ensure that credit 
and jobs are available to support pro-poor 
rural development. This means directed 
and concessional credits for rural and agri-
cultural activities. Regulations requiring 
commercial banks to diversify their lend-
ing and extend their operations to rural 
areas, as adopted in India and Vietnam, 
would help to expand small-scale agricul-
tural production and small agri-business. 
Financing for non-farm labour-intensive 
activities in rural areas through public 
works projects would create income stabi-
lizers against sudden climatic shocks.

Invest in water: Large investments are 
required to improve water availability, 
yield, and distribution for all uses. 
According to some estimates, the total 
capital needed to increase the region’s 
desalination capacity alone over the next 
three decades comes to around $73 billion 
or an annual average of $2.6 billion. In 
addition, without investment in irriga-
tion, it will be difficult to increase food 
production, reduce the financial burden 
of agricultural imports, and increase food 
security. These investments should be 
combined with major reforms in water 
governance to guarantee equitable and 
sustainable access to water resources in 
rural areas. 

Emphasize research and development: 
Knowledge is vital for agriculture and food 
production but it is an under-provided 
asset. Research is needed on problems of 
communities in risk-prone areas, includ-
ing on the protection of local varieties 
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from diseases and pests; greater variety in 
nutrients; the creation of niche markets; 
and plants that can grow in warmer and 
drier climates. Currently, the region’s 
total research-and-development (R&D) 
budget in agriculture and food production 
is insignificant; the combined R&D budget 
in this sector for all Arab countries over 
the last 20 years equals a fraction of the 
annual R&D budget of a single multina-
tional agro-food company. 

Health is a central human goal and a 
vital enabler of human capabilities, which 
affects many other aspects of human 
security. It is therefore of concern that, 
while Arab countries have secured some 
appreciable gains in the general status of 
public health, they still lag behind the 
industrialized countries. True, increases 
in life expectancy and reductions in child 
mortality have been impressive, but other 
major health indicators in the region 
have stagnated for several years. There 
are evident disparities in public health 
care between countries and within them. 
Health systems often mismanage their 
data, making it difficult to form an accu-
rate picture of public health. Moreover, 
certain practices rooted in culture con-
tinue to harm the health of many, chiefly 
women, and require attitudinal changes in 
society at large. Malnutrition and stunting 
rates among children need to be brought 
down and poor diets that account for 
both under-nutrition and obesity in all 
countries must be enriched by ensuring 
that balanced nutrients are affordable and 
available to families. This challenge impli-
cates food as well as health policies, and 
calls for targeted food pricing mechanisms 
and the expansion of primary health cen-
tres and public health education. 

Debate is needed about the priorities, 
scope, and tools for improving health. Arab 
countries have the material and human 
resources needed for change, as well as the 
public will. What is needed is a vision for 
the future that considers all complex issues, 
admits to no easy solutions, and proposes 
gradual and realizable steps. In order for 
this vision to be developed and realized, sev-
eral key principles need to be considered: 

Focus on people and prevention: In 
most Arab countries, the public health 
system needs to be made more proactive, 

preventive and people-centered.10 The 
typical biomedical model found in the 
region, which is centered on hospital 
care, curative services and the treatment 
of diseases rather than people, is too 
narrow to meet real needs. The system 
as a whole must engage with non-health 
sectors in promoting and financing public 
health through appropriate inter-sectoral 
mechanisms. 

Access for all: Other required changes 
include steps to reduce the cost of health 
care for ordinary citizens, whose out-of-
pocket expenses on health are increasing. 
This may entail reprioritizing public 
spending, especially in the low and middle 
income countries where government 
expenditure on health is relatively low. 
The high-income countries, on the other 
hand, which spend heavily on health, 
need to transform these investments into 
gains by overcoming inefficiencies in their 
health systems and by increasing the focus 
on preventive care. Most Arab countries 
could also do more to legislate and main-
tain social health insurance schemes and 
to create incentives for private employers 
to provide adequate health benefits.

Increasing public knowledge and involve-
ment: Public involvement is crucial in 
setting the right agenda and enacting it. 
Occupied with more immediate concerns 
and threats to human security (food, 
liberty and liberation), the average citizen 
of an Arab country rarely thinks of health 
as a priority. Increasing public knowledge 
of health issues and increasing aware-
ness of the related rights and duties is 
essential. An enlightened and empowered 

Box 9-4 Priorities for public health

•	 Reducing inequalities by putting emphasis on the most disadvan-
taged groups

•	 Population based prevention and essential care with proven cost 
effectiveness

•	 Strengthening primary health care and integrating fragmented 
health services

•	 Strengthening public health institutions
•	 Supporting community based and community-designed health 

improvement initiatives

Source: Jabbour 2007.
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population and responsive governments 
can, with international support, develop a 
local agenda for health action. 

A platform with broad representation, 
especially of citizens, is needed and must 
be given powers to implement consensus 
recommendations. For example, Arab 
countries could launch programmes for 
healthy cities, neighbourhoods, or vil-
lages based on public participation. Such 
programmes, in which the usual top down 
approach is replaced by partnerships 
between governments and citizens, offer 
instructive guides that can be replicated in 
other fields of development.

Regional and international coordination 
and cooperation: Regional coordination 
of both policies and programmes can 
promote health and development. Coop-
eration has contributed to improved 
health status in the rich Gulf countries, 
but continued poor health indicators in 
neighbouring countries are unacceptable 
and indicate the need for more coopera-
tion. The resources and experiences of the 
people and non-governmental organiza-
tions should also be pooled, not just those 
of governments. International coopera-
tion agencies also have a key role to play 
in this regard, in connecting national 
governments to knowledge and resources 
to bolster national health plans. 

Responding to emerging health threats: 
Emerging health threats, including HIV/
AIDS and chronic communicable dis-
eases, demand to be taken seriously. Yet 
policy attention to such threats is deficient 
or absent in a culture of denial where 
high-risk groups remain neglected and 
under-served. Medical science has devel-
oped effective methods of antiretroviral 
treatment for those living with HIV/AIDS 
which, although available free of charge 
in most Arab countries, will not be effec-
tively utilized without attitudinal shifts in 
society. Nor is prevention possible without 
new social and personal behaviours among 
those affected. Dispelling the climate of 
secrecy and stigma enveloping HIV/AIDS 
through compassionate public education 
programmes is thus an urgent priority that 
calls for leadership by example from emi-
nent persons, religious leaders and other 
public figures. As for major communi-
cable diseases, health infrastructure at the 

national and local level should incorporate 
protection, prevention and early warning 
as core functions.

Mitigating external threats and 
resolving conflicts 

The Arab region continues to be labeled 
as volatile and still suffers occupation 
by outside forces and internal and cross-
border conflicts that deprive people of 
their inalienable rights and impede human 
development in affected areas. The Report 
presented the institutional, structural and 
material violence inflicted on Arab coun-
tries by occupation and foreign military 
intervention, reviewing the different cases 
of Iraq, the Occupied Palestinian Territory 
and Somalia. 

The international community has a 
primary responsibility to assist regional 
organisations, notably the League of Arab 
States and the African Union, in overcom-
ing the acute threats to human security 
posed in such cases. The UN’s first and 
foremost responsibility is to safeguard 
international peace and security, and it 
must not forfeit the major role it has to 
play in that respect in the region. It can 
make a significant contribution in Iraq in 
helping the country to make the transition 
to recovery and reconstruction in tandem 
with the US exit strategy. The UN also 
has an evident, if underutilized, capac-
ity to help in negotiating an end to the 
Arab-Israeli conflict over the Occupied 
Palestinian Territory. In Somalia, the 
international community can facilitate the 
Arab-African joint forces under the UN 
umbrella as recommended by the National 
Reconciliation Conference led by Somali 
elders. 

Whatever agenda is agreed on, action 
to prevent suffering and death caused by 
conflict must come first. The catastrophic 
situations in the Occupied Palestinian 
Territory, Sudan, and Somalia and the 
looming humanitarian crisis and collapse 
of infrastructure in Iraq, which follows 
two decades of senseless wars and sanc-
tions, are priorities that cannot wait for 
attention. Although international aid is 
important, local and regional initiatives 
are indispensable as well in addressing 
emergencies and can contribute to devel-
oping the needed infrastructure. 
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The continuing destabilization of the 
region by such threats underlines that 
human security is closely connected with 
conventional security at the national, 
regional, and global levels. Foreign occu-
pation, armed conflict, identity struggles 
and recourse to violence all undercut the 
safety and wellbeing of affected peoples 
in the region. The geopolitical environ-
ment often exploits the Arab countries’ 
stress points, and they continue to depend 
on international powers to help resolve 
regional conflicts. Yet this reliance is itself 
a source of deep discontent among Arab 
populations, turning popular opinion 
against the powers that are perceived as 
threats to human security because of the 
occupation of Arab states’ lands and the 
destruction of citizens’ lives. 

Diminishing popular resentment of 
foreign powers will take much more than 
a counter-campaign to win “hearts and 
minds”. These reactions are the legacy 
of a historical relationship of power, in 
which Arab countries have often found 
themselves vulnerable to outside interfer-
ence and double standards in matters of 
political and human rights. This experi-
ence remains painful in the collective 
memory and overcoming it will require 
demonstrated respect for Arab political, 
civil and religious rights, rather than mere 
palliative statements. Such demonstrated 
sincerity, the signs of which have recently 
appeared, will materially improve the 
climate for the effective participation of 
regional actors in negotiated settlements 
of conflicts that have long eroded human 
security in the region. 

Conflicts in the Arab countries may not 
be fully resolved soon. Nevertheless, the 
level of conflicts and their repercussions 
can be reduced. The most significant chal-
lenge in the Middle East is the Arab-Israeli 
conflict and its core, the dispute between 
Israelis and Palestinians. It is a centre of 
gravity around which the political life of 
the region has revolved, and it remains of 
vast practical and symbolic significance. 
It was not until the early 1990s that the 
Palestinian problem was taken up. For 
decades, the conflict had been subsumed 
under other confrontations at both the 
global level, during the Cold War, and 
at the regional level. Without a more 
comprehensive approach to resolving this 
conflict and its linkages to other political 

and economic issues, it is likely to remain 
a thorny issue.

Under international law, an occupa-
tion that turns into a long-term regime 
is illegal and unjustified. Occupation can 
only be admissible as an interim measure 
that maintains law and order in a territory 
following an armed conflict and pending 
a peace settlement. What, then, are the 
legal consequences of a regime of occupa-
tion that has continued for over 41 years? 
Certainly, none of the obligations of the 
occupying power as enjoined by interna-
tional law are reduced as a result of such a 
prolonged imposition. Rather the reverse, 
which raises further questions. Can such a 
long-imposed occupation ever constitute a 
lawful regime in the OPT? What are the 
legal consequences for the occupied people 
and the occupying power?

From a human development perspec-
tive, only the end of Israel’s occupation 
of the territories it occupied in 1967 and 
the restoration of the Palestinian rights, 
foremost among which is the right to self 
determination, will bring about that last-
ing peace the absence of which so far has 

Box 9-5 United Nations Secretary General on the vital need 
for Palestinian statehood and for a just, lasting and 
comprehensive peace

“The Middle East region is more complex, more fragile and more dangerous 
than it has been for a very long time. Deep mistrust continues to constrain 
Palestinians and Israelis from conducting a meaningful peace process… 
There are a number of growing causes of instability and uncertainty in this 
region. But for most in the Arab world, the wound that is still fresh, even 
after 40 years, is the continued occupation of Arab territory and the denial 
of legitimate Palestinian claims to statehood

The basis for a solution is clear:  an end to the occupation that began 
in 1967, the creation of an independent and viable Palestinian State, 
alongside a secure and fully recognized State of Israel, and a just, lasting 
and comprehensive peace in the region, as called for in the resolutions of 
the United Nations Security Council.”

Source: UN (United Nations) – News and Media Division 2007.

“If anything, the crisis in Gaza underscored the depth of the political 
failures of the past, and the urgent need to achieve a just, lasting and 
comprehensive peace for all peoples in the Middle East. Just as we need a 
unified Palestinian government committed to the peace process, we need 
an Israeli government that will uphold its commitments. Just as we need 
the Palestinians to address security issues—as the Palestinian Authority 
is doing so commendably in the West Bank—we need the Israelis to 
implement a genuine settlement freeze.”

Source: Ban Ki-Moon 2009.
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contributed to frustrating human develop-
ment in the region.11

Somalia’s seventeen-year-old crisis 
has become one of the world’s worst 
humanitarian catastrophes. The country 
remains a challenge for the international 
community. Since 1991, Somalia has been 
the archetypal failed state. The deteriorat-
ing security situation there continues with 
an alarmingly high rate of civilian casual-
ties, in particular women and children, 
who are bearing the brunt of the conflict. 
Several attempts to create a transitional 
set-up have failed, and the conflict has also 
aggravated grievances between different 
national groups. The scenario is constantly 
changing, making it difficult to give fully 
detailed and timely picture of political 
developments in the country.

The international community appears 
to be preoccupied with a symptom – the 
piracy phenomenon – instead of with the 
core of the crisis, the need for a political 
settlement. Hopefully, a more constructive 

approach will become possible now that 
Ethiopia has withdrawn its forces (as of 
January 2009) and a new government has 
taken office (as of February 2009), open-
ing up a new window of opportunity to 
re-launch a credible political process. 

In the last few decades Iraq saw its 
once burgeoning wealth and gleaming 
infrastructure crumble. The country’s 
destructive legacies have seriously hin-
dered the security of the Iraqi people, 
including the war with Iran (1980-1988), 
the Gulf war (1991), the sanctions regime 
(1990-2003) and brutal acts of violence 
under the former regime of Saddam 
Hussein as well as the US-led occupation 
of the country that began in 2003. 

The cycle of violence that started in 
2003 has had devastating humanitar-
ian consequences on Iraqi society and 
has practically brought development in 
the country to a halt. The tensions and 
conflicts in Iraq stemming from military 
operations by armed groups, individual 
and organized crime, massive corruption 
and the violence inflicted by an array of 
actors have damaged Iraq’s social fabric 
and infrastructure faster than it can be 
repaired. In addition, and perhaps even 
more critically, the combined effect of all 
these factors is the refugee crisis, which 
has displaced some four million Iraqis, 
including some two million who have fled 
the country entirely.

Many analysts and policy makers 
agree that an opening now exists for 
post-conflict reconstruction in Iraq, as a 
result of a number of factors occurring at 
the same time, these include: the relative 
improvement of security in Baghdad, the 
planned withdrawal of US troops, and the 
results of the local elections in January 
2009, which have introduced some hope 
that the political system could contribute 
to a stabilization of the country as a whole. 
National elections at the end of 2009 
will be even more important. They are a 
potential bellwether for nationwide politi-
cal trends, including the role of religion, 
the endurance of ethnic and sectarian 
identities, and the deepening conflict over 
decentralization. 

However, even with these relatively 
positive developments,  the country’s future 
remains uncertain. The national elections 
at the end of 2009 will be important in 
themselves, but they will also set the stage 

Box 9-6 Arab Peace Initiative at the Arab Summit in Beirut, 2002

The Council of the League of Arab States:
1.	 Requests Israel to reconsider its policies and declare that a just peace 

is its strategic option as well. 
2.	 Further calls upon Israel to affirm: 

a.	Full Israeli withdrawal from all the territories occupied since 1967, 
including the Syrian Golan Heights to the lines of June 4, 1967 as 
well as the remaining occupied Lebanese territories in the south of 
Lebanon. 

b.	Achievement of a just solution to the Palestinian Refugee problem to 
be agreed upon in accordance with UN General Assembly Resolution 
194. 

c.	The acceptance of the establishment of a Sovereign Independent 
Palestinian State on the Palestinian territories occupied since the 
4th of June 1967 in the West Bank and Gaza strip, with East Jerusalem 
as its capital. 

3.	 Consequently, the Arab Countries affirm they will: 
a.	Consider the Arab-Israeli conflict ended, and enter into a peace 

agreement with Israel, and provide security for all the states of the 
region. 

b.	Establish normal relations with Israel in the context of this compre-
hensive peace. 

4.	 Assure the rejection of all forms of Palestinian repatriation which con-
flict with the special circumstances of the Arab host countries. 

5.	 Call upon the Government of Israel and all Israelis to accept this initia-
tive in order to safeguard the prospects for peace and stop the further 
shedding of blood, enabling the Arab countries and Israel to live in 
peace and good neighbourliness and provide future generations with 
security, stability, and prosperity.

Source: LAS 2002.
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for Iraq’s most pressing challenge: creat-
ing a new national compact that ensues 
stability beyond a U.S. withdrawal. In the 
absence of the overarching external power 
that has hitherto dominated the political 
process, the country’s major political actors 
will be forced to decide how the workings 
of government should be organized and 
shared among them, how matters relating 
to disputed territories should be resolved, 
and how state revenues from oil and other 
sources should be allocated. These goals 

are all achievable in Iraq, but a successful 
outcome will depend on the consolidation 
of a political framework for national recon-
ciliation and reconstruction. It will also be 
affected by factors beyond the control of 
Iraqi society, such as the manner in which 
the withdrawal of US troops is organized 
and the influence of regional powers. 

In all societies emerging from conflict, 
reconciliation efforts are the glue that 
holds the post-conflict reconstruction 
process together. Reconciliation must 

Box 9-7 Mohamed El Baradei* – The quest for peace in the Middle East

The Arab-Israeli conflict, at its most basic level, comes down 
to two passionate peoples claiming the same piece of land. 
These claims are rooted in religious belief and differing views 
of history. The sense of entitlement is fervent on both sides. 
For the Jewish people, reclaiming their ‘Promised Land’ sym-
bolizes a positive end to centuries of pogroms that culminated 
in the Holocaust. The Palestinians, on the other hand, cannot 
conceive why the ‘Jewish Question’ had to be settled at their 
expense, and why, after living there for one or two millennia, 
their land had to be divided into two states. 

The state of insecurity
Israel lives with a constant sense of insecurity, in a neighbour-
hood in which it is largely boycotted and isolated. In less than 
60 years, there have been four wars, two intifadas, and many 
smaller conflicts involving the loss of innocent lives. Only two 
countries—Egypt and Jordan—formally recognize and have 
peace agreements with Israel. The peace that has existed for 
most of that time has more or less been a ‘Cold Peace’—a ‘for-
mal’ peace only minimally supported by interaction between 
people. And the wisdom of that peace is often called into 
question by critical voices in the two countries, as well as in 
the Arab world at large, in the face of the continued Israeli 
occupation of the Palestinian Territories. Meanwhile, many of 
the Palestinian refugees have for decades lived in squalor—
unable to own land, for example, or to obtain proper travel 
documents—conditions that have added to their humiliation.

Today, the Arabs continue to show little readiness to 
accept Israel as long as there is no resolution to the Palestinian 
issue. Israel, on the other hand, continues to consolidate its 
occupation in the face of its perceived existential threat and 
the absence of peace in the region.

If the recent history of the Middle East teaches us nothing 
else, it should teach us that these conflicts cannot be solved 
through military force. Every type of violence has been tried, 
from occupation by force and outright military confrontation, 
to oppression, terrorism and targeted assassination—without 
a single instance that brought either party closer to peace or 
security. Each act of violence in the region only begets more 
violence and added insecurity. 

The solution will not lie in reconstructing history. And it 
will not lie in redressing all past injustice. If we are to solve 

the central conflict of the Middle East, we must begin by look-
ing forward, not backward, by being ready to reconcile and 
recognize mutual rights, and above all by finding in our hearts 
the ability to forgive.

One thing is clear: the status quo is not acceptable. The 
threat of other regional states acquiring nuclear weapons or 
other weapons of mass destruction will continue to be a grave 
international concern. The rise of extremist groups originating 
in the Middle East—and the ease with which they recruit in 
the region—will continue to be high on the list of international 
insecurities. The dependency of many countries on Middle 
East oil and natural gas will continue to add a dimension of 
global economic risk to any conflict. And when events in the 
region give rise to perceived religious and cultural divisions 
between the Muslim world and the West, the repercussions 
will continue to be felt everywhere.

Reasons to hope
In spite of this rather gloomy state of affairs, I believe there is 
a glimmer of hope. Lost in the middle of all this conflict and 
violence are two major psychological breakthroughs.

The first is the readiness of the Arab countries, expressed 
at the level of the Arab Summits, to have full normal relations 
with Israel, provided that Israel would withdraw to the June 
1967 borders, ensure a just solution for Palestinian refugees 
and recognize the establishment of a Palestinian State. This is 
a far cry from the Arab Summit decision of 1967 in Khartoum, 
which formulated its policy towards Israel as “no peace, no 
recognition and no negotiation”.

The second is the recognition by Israel of the right of the 
Palestinians to have their own independent state. This is also 
a far cry from Israel’s previous position, which for many years 
questioned the right of the Palestinians to independence or 
even their separate identity.

Achieving security in the Middle East will naturally require 
more than a solution to the Israeli–Palestinian issue. Building 
stability in Iraq and Lebanon, normalizing relations with Iran, 
and addressing pressing issues of development, governance 
and modernity throughout the region are only a few of the 
substantial challenges that must be dealt with.

Source: El-Baradei 2006.

* Director General of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA)
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be pursued not only at a national level 
but also on local levels. It must be both 
political and social at the same time, 
encompassing a process to resolve issues of 
collective memory and history, through an 
organized movement involving people and 
institutions of civil society. By consolidat-
ing a consensual national historiography, 
national reconciliation can prevent the use 
of partisan reinterpretations of past events 
to mobilize sects and groups for political 
purposes. Such healing initiatives should 
be encouraged in Somalia and Iraq, as well 
as in Sudan.

 Distressingly, Arab regional organiza-
tions have been remarkably weak, showing 
themselves to be incapable of playing a 
decisive role in crisis management and con-
flict resolution. This incapacity is itself 
partially a product of the fragmentation 
and tensions that characterize the region. 
The League of Arab States, which is pre-
mised on Arab cultural unity, functions 
as an arena to establish or exhibit con-
sensus among the Arab states; however, 
specific conflict management and dispute 
resolution efforts have been handled by 
individual actors outside the scope of the 
League. The establishment of effective 
regional mechanisms for dealing with cri-
ses is as much one of the challenges before 
Arab countries, as it is a necessary response 
to the manifold hot spots in the region. So 
long as that regional capacity, which states 
would be expected to develop in their 
own common interest, remains missing, 
the region’s crises will continue to invite 
external intervention, whether unilateral 
or within a multilateral framework. 

End note

With the enormous challenges facing Arab 
countries today, it is easy to lose sight of 
the possibility of change. Nevertheless, 
Arab countries must find a way to improve 
their lot. Debate is needed about the pri-
orities, scope, and tools for improving and 
enhancing development. The objective of 
this report is to help identify priorities 
based on the challenges facing the peoples 
in Arab countries. 

The concept of human security con-
stitutes a valid contribution to a world 
citizenry free from fear and free from want. 
Approaching human development through 

the lens of human security has three advan-
tages: it empowers people to make choices; 
it does not rely on military force and is not 
imposed on peoples; and it is not achieved 
for one party or nation at the expense of 
the human security of others. 

For international actors, approaching 
development in the Arab countries from 
the perspective of human security, in its 
true sense, could underpin an important 
policy shift: it could lead those actors to 
respond to regional issues not from the 
narrow perspective of their own strategic 
concerns, an approach which has largely 
failed to ensure stable ties with Arab 
countries, but with the interests, rights and 
security of the peoples who live in those 
countries in mind. This new approach 
would offer an altogether more sustain-
able basis for productive partnership with 
the Arab region.

The authors of this Report believe that 
ending the foreign occupation of Arab  
lands, forging bonds of equal citizenship 
among all members of society, and estab-
lishing government by rule of law in Arab 
countries are prerequisites for addressing 
political, social and personal insecurity 
in the region. They also accord the great-
est importance to Arab cooperation in 
all dimensions of human security. Such 
co-operation would rest on a realistic, 
incremental vision that takes into account 
the interests of each individual Arab 
country and that builds upon the interests 
these countries have in common, starting 
with the welfare of their peoples. 

Projects emanating from this vision 
could contribute greatly to alleviating 
environmental stresses, unemployment 
and poverty, the lack of social protection 
networks, and food and health security cri-
ses. Effective co-operation is also needed 
to rebuild Arab solidarity within the larger 
international system where unity of pur-
pose and greater integration could tip the 
scales in favour of the region’s interests. 
The responsibility for devising realistic 
projects in these domains falls upon the 
supervisory institutions for collective Arab 
action, notably the League of Arab States, 
the Council for Arab Economic Unity, 
the Arab Organization for Agricultural 
Development, the Arab Office for Drug 
Affairs, the Arab Labour Organization, 
the Arab Organization for Human Rights, 
and other such entities.
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At the country level, this report urges 
a move away from development strategies 
that stress economic growth as their prime 
goal and towards pro-poor strategies that 
address economic growth, employment 
generation and poverty reduction as inter-
related priorities. Such strategies would be 
consistent with a march toward achieving 
Millennium Development Goals, and 
would take as their primary intellectual 
source of inspiration the concept of human 
development in its richest definition, 
which includes the value of freedom.

Will the Arab states, on which many 
hopes remain pinned, rise to these aspira-
tions? Will their emerging civil societies 
develop the capacity to play their part? 

In most Arab countries, the public has 
become restive in the grip of authority 
fashioned in a bygone age, and the state’s 
hold on power grows more fragile each 
year. At the same time, public confidence 
in the nascent institutions of civil society 
has not yet solidified into complete trust. 
Rather, the tendency of many Arabs is to 
place their trust in institutions rooted in 
primordial loyalties, notably kinship, clan-
ism, and religion. As formidable as these 
additional challenges to the state and civil 
society are, overcoming them successfully 
is an essential condition for strengthening 
human security in the Arab countries.
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Endnotes

  1	 For details on the main challenges confronting the implementation of IWRM principles in Arab 
countries and on respective recommendations for addressing them, see: Arab Water Council 
2008.

  2	 For additional details see “The Arab Ministerial Declaration on Climate Change.” LAS 2007.
  3	 AFED 2008a.
  4	 LAS 2004.
  5	 “The Arab Human Development Report 2004: Towards Freedom in the Arab World”, dealt with 

the issue of state performance on human rights and elaborated policy recommendations aiming at 
enhancing human freedom. The main recommendations essentially revolved around: Enhancing 
the legal and institutional foundations that underpin freedom, Adherence to international human 
rights law, Binding the ruling authority to the rule of law, Guaranteeing freedoms and rights at 
the heart of the constitution, Strengthening civil and political rights in law, Guaranteeing the 
independence of the judiciary, Abolishing the state of emergency, and Guaranteeing personal 
freedoms. UNDP 2005.

  6	 Sayigh. 2007.
  7	 Bibliotheca Alexandrina 2004.
  8	 Hamzaoui 2009 (in Arabic).
  9	 UNDP 2006a.
10	 Jabbour 2007.
11	 In relation to the Palestinian right to self-determination, the International Court of Justice, in its 

Advisory Opinion on the Legal Consequences of the Construction of a Wall in the Occupied 
Palestinian Territory, issued in The Hague on 9 July 2004, stated the following:

	 “The International Court of Justice finds that the construction of the (separation) wall severely 
impedes the exercise by the Palestinian people of its right to self-determination and is therefore 
a breach of Israel’s obligation to respect that right. 

	 The Court also notes that the principle of self-determination of peoples has been enshrined in 
the United Nations Charter and reaffirmed by the General Assembly in resolution 2625 (XXV), 
pursuant to which “Every State has the duty to refrain from any forcible action which deprives 
peoples referred to [in that resolution] . . . of their right to self-determination.” Article 1 common 
to the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights reaffirms the right of all peoples to self-determination, and 
lays upon the States parties the obligation to promote the realization of that right and to respect 
it, in conformity with the provisions of the United Nations Charter. 

	 The Court would recall that, in 1971, it emphasized that current developments in “international 
law in regard to non-self-governing territories, as enshrined in the Charter of the United Nations, 
made the principle of self-determination applicable to all [such territories]”. The Court went 
on to state that “These developments leave little doubt that the ultimate objective of the sacred 
trust” referred to in Article 22, paragraph 1, of the Covenant of the League of Nations “was the 
self-determination . . . of the peoples concerned”. The Court has referred to this principle on a 
number of occasions in its jurisprudence. The Court indeed made it clear that the right of peoples 
to self-determination is today a right erga omnes.”
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Human development index

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 1: 229-232.

* Data for Iraq and Somalia are from the HDRO online database at [http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/data].

Combined gross  
enrolment ratio

for primary,
Human Life Adult secondary and GDP per

development expectancy literacy rate tertiary GDP per capita
index (HDI) at birth (% aged 15 education capita Life (PPP US$)

value (years) and older) (%) (PPP US$) expectancy Education rank minus
HDI Rank 2005 2005 1995-2005 2005 2005 index index GDP index HDI rank

High Human Development

33 Kuwait 0.891 77.3 93.3 74.9 26,321 0.871 0.871 0.930 -8

35 Qatar 0.875 75.0 89.0 77.7 27,664 0.834 0.852 0.938 -12

39 United Arab Emirates 0.868 78.3 88.7 59.9 25,514 0.889 0.791 0.925 -12

41 Bahrain 0.866 75.2 86.5 86.1 21,482 0.837 0.864 0.896 -8

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 0.818 73.4 84.2 94.1 10,335 0.806 0.875 0.774 4

58 Oman 0.814 75.0 81.4 67.1 15,602 0.833 0.766 0.843 -15

61 Saudi Arabia 0.812 72.2 82.9 76.0 15,711 0.787 0.806 0.844 -19

Medium Human Development

86 Jordan 0.773 71.9 91.1 78.1 5,530 0.782 0.868 0.670 11

88 Lebanon 0.772 71.5 .. 84.6 5,584 0.775 0.871 0.671 8

91 Tunisia 0.766 73.5 74.3 76.3 8,371 0.808 0.750 0.739 -23

104 Algeria 0.733 71.7 69.9 73.7 7,062 0.778 0.711 0.711 -22

106 Occupied Palestinian Territories 0.731 72.9 92.4 82.4 .. 0.799 0.891 0.505 33

108 Syrian Arab Republic 0.724 73.6 80.8 64.8 3,808 0.811 0.755 0.607 7

112 Egypt 0.708 70.7 71.4 76.9 4,337 0.761 0.732 0.629 -1

126 Morocco 0.646 70.4 52.3 58.5 4,555 0.757 0.544 0.637 -18

134 Comoros 0.561 64.1 .. 46.4 1,993 0.651 0.533 0.499 10

137 Mauritania 0.550 63.2 51.2 45.6 2,234 0.637 0.493 0.519 -5

147 Sudan 0.526 57.4 60.9 37.3 2,083 0.540 0.531 0.507 -10

149 Djibouti 0.516 53.9 .. 25.3 2,178 0.482 0.553 0.514 -15

153 Yemen 0.508 61.5 54.1 55.2 930 0.608 0.545 0.372 16

Without HDI Rank

Iraq .. 57.7 74.1 59.6 .. 0.545 0.692 .. ..

Somalia .. 47.1 .. .. .. 0.368 .. .. ..

All developing countries 0.691 66.1 76.7 64.1 5,282 0.685 0.725 0.662 ..

  Least developed countries 0.488 54.5 53.9 48.0 1,499 0.492 0.519 0.452 ..

  Arab States 0.699 67.5 70.3 65.5 6,716 0.708 0.687 0.702 ..

  East Asia and the Pacific 0.771 71.7 90.7 69.4 6,604 0.779 0.836 0.699 ..

  Latin America and the Caribbean 0.803 72.8 90.3 81.2 8,417 0.797 0.873 0.740 ..

  South Asia 0.611 63.8 59.5 60.3 3,416 0.646 0.598 0.589 ..

  Sub-Saharan Africa 0.493 49.6 60.3 50.6 1,998 0.410 0.571 0.500 ..

Central and Eastern Europe and the CIS 0.808 68.6 99.0 83.5 9,527 0.726 0.938 0.761 ..

OECD 0.916 78.3 .. 88.6 29,197 0.888 0.912 0.947 ..

  High-income OECD 0.947 79.4 .. 93.5 33,831 0.906 0.961 0.972 ..

High human development 0.897 76.2 .. 88.4 23,986 0.854 0.922 0.915 ..

Medium human development 0.698 67.5 78.0 65.3 4,876 0.709 0.738 0.649 ..

Low human development 0.436 48.5 54.4 45.8 1,112 0.391 0.516 0.402 ..

High income 0.936 79.2 .. 92.3 33,082 0.903 0.937 0.968 ..

Middle income 0.776 70.9 89.9 73.3 7,416 0.764 0.843 0.719 ..

Low income 0.570 60.0 60.2 56.3 2,531 0.583 0.589 0.539 ..

World 0.743 68.1 78.6 67.8 9,543 0.718 0.750 0.761 ..



230 Arab Human Development Report 2009

Table 02
Human development index trends
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Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 2: 234-237.

* Data for Iraq and Somalia are from the HDRO online database at [http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/data].

HDI Rank 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995  2000 2005

High Human Development

33 Kuwait 0.771 0.789 0.794 .. 0.826 0.855 0.891

35 Qatar .. .. .. .. .. .. 0.875

39 United Arab Emirates 0.734 0.769 0.790 0.816 0.825 0.837 0.868

41 Bahrain .. 0.747 0.783 0.808 0.834 0.846 0.866

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya .. .. .. .. .. .. 0.818

58 Oman 0.487 0.547 0.641 0.697 0.741 0.779 0.814

61 Saudi Arabia 0.611 0.666 0.684 0.717 0.748 0.788 0.812

Medium Human Development

86 Jordan .. 0.647 0.669 0.684 0.710 0.751 0.773

88 Lebanon .. .. .. 0.692 0.730 0.748 0.772

91 Tunisia 0.519 0.575 0.626 0.662 0.702 0.741 0.766

104 Algeria 0.511 0.562 0.613 0.652 0.672 0.702 0.733

106 Occupied Palestinian Territories .. .. .. .. .. .. 0.731

108 Syrian Arab Republic 0.547 0.593 0.628 0.646 0.676 0.690 0.724

112 Egypt 0.434 0.482 0.532 0.575 0.613 0.659 0.708

126 Morocco 0.435 0.483 0.519 0.551 0.581 0.613 0.646

134 Comoros .. 0.483 0.500 0.506 0.521 0.540 0.561

137 Mauritania 0.383 0.410 0.435 0.455 0.487 0.509 0.550

147 Sudan 0.354 0.381 0.400 0.429 0.463 0.491 0.526

149 Djibouti .. .. .. 0.476 0.485 0.490 0.516

153 Yemen .. .. .. 0.402 0.439 0.473 0.508

Without HDI Rank

Iraq .. .. .. .. .. .. 0.556

Somalia .. .. .. .. .. .. ..
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03
Human and income poverty: developing countries

Monitoring human development: enlarging people’s choices…

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 3: 238-240.

* Data for Iraq and Somalia are from the HDRO online database at [http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/data].

Probability MDG MDG
at birth Adult Population Children

Population below income poverty line
of not illiteracy not using an under weight HPI-1 rank

Human poverty surviving to rate improved for age (%) minus
index (HPI-1) age 40 (% aged 15 water source (% under National income

Value (% of cohort) and older) (%) age 5) $1 a day $2 a day poverty line poverty
HDI Rank Rank (%) 2000-05 1995-2005 2004 1996-2005 1990-2005 1990-2005 1990-2004 rank

High Human Development

33 Kuwait .. .. 2.7 6.7 .. 10 .. .. .. ..

35 Qatar 13 7.8 3.7 11.0 0 6 .. .. .. ..

39 United Arab Emirates 17 8.4 2.1 11.3 0 14 .. .. .. ..

41 Bahrain .. .. 3.4 13.5 .. 9 .. .. .. ..

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya .. .. 4.6 15.8 .. 5 .. .. .. ..

58 Oman .. .. 3.7 18.6 .. 18 .. .. .. ..

61 Saudi Arabia .. .. 5.7 17.1 .. 14 .. .. .. ..

Medium Human Development

86 Jordan 11 6.9 6.4 8.9 3 4 <2 7.0 14.2 5

88 Lebanon 18 8.5 6.3 .. 0 4 .. .. .. ..

91 Tunisia 45 17.9 4.6 25.7 7 4 <2 6.6 7.6 27

104 Algeria 51 21.5 7.7 30.1 15 10 <2 15.1 22.6 31

106 Occupied Palestinian Territories 9 6.6 5.2 7.6 8 5 .. .. .. ..

108 Syrian Arab Republic 31 13.6 4.6 19.2 7 7 .. .. .. ..

112 Egypt 48 20.0 7.5 28.6 2 6 3.1 43.9 16.7 18

126 Morocco 68 33.4 8.2 47.7 19 10 <2 14.3 19 41

134 Comoros 61 31.3 15.3 .. 14 25 .. .. .. ..

137 Mauritania 87 39.2 14.6 48.8 47 32 25.9 63.1 46.3 12

147 Sudan 69 34.4 26.1 39.1 30 41 .. .. .. ..

149 Djibouti 59 28.5 28.6 .. 27 27 .. .. .. ..

153 Yemen 82 38.0 18.6 45.9 33 46 15.7 45.2 41.8 21

Without HDI Rank

Iraq .. .. 23.8 25.9 19 12 .. .. .. ..

Somalia .. .. 38.9 .. 71 26 .. .. .. ..
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Table 04
Demographic trends

. . . to lead a long and healthy life . . .

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 5: 243-246.

* Data for Iraq and Somalia are from the HDRO online database at [http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/data].

 Annual 
population Total fertility
growth rate Population Population aged rate

Total population (%) Urban population under age 15 65 and older (births per woman)
(millions) 1975- 2005- (% of total) (% of total) (% of total) 1970- 2000-

HDI Rank 1975 2005 2015 2005 2015 1975 2005 2015 2005 2015 2005 2015 1975 2005

High Human Development

33 Kuwait 1.0 2.7 3.4 3.3 2.2 89.4 98.3 98.5 23.8 22.5 1.8 3.1 6.9 2.3

35 Qatar 0.2 0.8 1.0 5.1 1.9 88.9 95.4 96.2 21.7 20.6 1.3 2.1 6.8 2.9

39 United Arab Emirates 0.5 4.1 5.3 6.8 2.5 83.6 76.7 77.4 19.8 19.7 1.1 1.6 6.4 2.5

41 Bahrain 0.3 0.7 0.9 3.3 1.7 85.0 96.5 98.2 26.3 22.2 3.1 4.2 5.9 2.5

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 2.5 5.9 7.1 2.9 1.9 57.3 84.8 87.4 30.3 29.4 3.8 4.9 7.6 3

58 Oman 0.9 2.5 3.1 3.4 2.0 34.1 71.5 72.3 33.8 28.6 2.6 3.6 7.2 3.7

61 Saudi Arabia 7.3 23.6 29.3 3.9 2.1 58.3 81.0 83.2 34.5 30.7 2.8 3.3 7.3 3.8

Medium Human Development

86 Jordan 1.9 5.5 6.9 3.5 2.2 57.7 82.3 85.3 37.2 32.2 3.2 3.9 7.8 3.5

88 Lebanon 2.7 4.0 4.4 1.3 1.0 67.0 86.6 87.9 28.6 24.6 7.2 7.6 4.8 2.3

91 Tunisia 5.7 10.1 11.2 1.9 1.0 49.9 65.3 69.1 26.0 22.5 6.3 6.7 6.2 2.0

104 Algeria 16.0 32.9 38.1 2.4 1.5 40.3 63.3 69.3 29.6 26.7 4.5 5.0 7.4 2.5

106 Occupied Palestinian Territories 1.3 3.8 5.1 3.7 3.0 59.6 71.6 72.9 45.9 41.9 3.1 3.0 7.7 5.6

108 Syrian Arab Republic 7.5 18.9 23.5 3.1 2.2 45.1 50.6 53.4 36.6 33.0 3.2 3.6 7.5 3.5

112 Egypt 39.2 72.8 86.2 2.1 1.7 43.5 42.8 45.4 33.3 30.7 4.8 5.6 5.9 3.2

126 Morocco 17.3 30.5 34.3 1.9 1.2 37.8 58.7 65.0 30.3 26.8 5.2 5.9 6.9 2.5

134 Comoros 0.3 0.8 1.0 3.1 2.3 21.2 37.0 44.0 42.0 38.5 2.7 3.1 7.1 4.9

137 Mauritania 1.3 3.0 3.8 2.7 2.4 20.6 40.4 43.1 40.3 36.9 3.6 3.6 6.6 4.8

147 Sudan 16.8 36.9 45.6 2.6 2.1 18.9 40.8 49.4 40.7 36.4 3.5 4.1 6.6 4.8

149 Djibouti 0.2 0.8 1.0 4.3 1.7 67.1 86.1 89.6 38.5 33.5 3.0 3.7 7.2 4.5

153 Yemen 7.1 21.1 28.3 3.6 2.9 14.8 27.3 31.9 45.9 42.4 2.3 2.5 8.7 6.0

Without HDI Rank

Iraq 12.0 28 34.9 2.8 2.2 61.4 66.9 66.9 41.5 36.6 2.8 3.1 7.2 4.9

Somalia 4.1 8.2 10.9 2.3 2.8 25.5 35.2 40.1 44.1 42.9 2.6 2.7 7.3 6.4

All developing countries 2,972.0 T 5,215.0 T 5,956.6 T 1.9 1.3 26.5 42.7 47.9 30.9 28.0 5.5 6.4 5.4 2.9

  Least developed countries 357.6 T 765.7 T 965.2 T 2.5 2.3 14.8 26.7 31.6 41.5 39.3 3.3 3.5 6.6 4.9

  Arab States 144.4 T 313.9 T 380.4 T 2.6 1.9 41.8 55.1 58.8 35.2 32.1 3.9 4.4 6.7 3.6

  East Asia and the Pacific 1,312.3 T 1,960.6 T 2,111.2 T 1.3 0.7 20.5 42.8 51.1 23.8 20.6 7.1 8.8 5.0 1.9

  Latin America and the Caribbean 323.9 T 556.6 T 626.5 T 1.8 1.2 61.1 77.3 80.6 29.8 26.3 6.3 7.7 5.0 2.5

  South Asia 835.4 T 1,587.4 T 1,842.2 T 2.1 1.5 21.2 30.2 33.8 33.6 29.5 4.7 5.4 5.5 3.2

  Sub-Saharan Africa 314.1 T 722.7 T 913.2 T 2.8 2.3 21.2 34.9 39.6 43.6 41.7 3.1 3.2 6.8 5.5

Central and Eastern Europe and the CIS 366.6 T 405.2 T 398.6 T 0.3 -0.2 57.7 63.2 63.9 18.1 17.4 12.8 12.9 2.5 1.5

OECD 928.0 T 1,172.6 T 1,237.3 T 0.8 0.5 66.9 75.6 78.2 19.4 17.8 13.8 16.1 2.6 1.7

  High-income OECD 766.8 T 931.5 T 976.6 T 0.6 0.5 69.3 77.0 79.4 17.6 16.5 15.3 18.0 2.2 1.7

High human development 1,280.6 T 1,658.7 T 1,751.1 T 0.9 0.5 66.4 76.8 79.4 20.2 18.8 12.7 14.5 2.7 1.8

Medium human development 2,514.9 T 4,239.6 T 4,759.8 T 1.7 1.2 23.8 39.3 44.9 29.3 26.0 5.8 6.8 5.3 2.6

Low human development 218.5 T 508.7 T 653.0 T 2.8 2.5 18.6 33.2 38.6 44.9 43.0 2.9 3.0 6.9 6.0

High income 793.3 T 991.5 T 1,047.2 T 0.7 0.5 69.4 77.6 80.0 18.1 17.0 14.8 17.3 2.3 1.7

Middle income 2,054.2 T 3,084.7 T 3,339.7 T 1.4 0.8 34.7 53.9 60.3 25.1 22.5 7.3 8.6 4.6 2.1

Low income 1,218.0 T 2,425.5 T 2,894.7 T 2.3 1.8 20.5 30.0 34.2 36.6 33.3 4.2 4.7 5.9 3.8

World 4,076.1 T 6,514.8 T 7,295.1 T 1.6 1.1 37.2 48.6 52.8 28.3 26.0 7.3 8.3 4.5 2.6
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. . . to lead a long and healthy life . . .

Commitment to health: resources, access and services
Table 05

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 6: 247-250.

* Data for Iraq and Somalia are from the HDRO online database at [http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/data].

Children with MDG
diarrhoea Contraceptive MDG

MDG receiving oral prevalence Births
One-year-olds fully immunized rehydration rate attended by

Health expenditure Against Against and continued (% of married skilled health Physicians
Public Private Per capita tuberculosis measles feeding women aged personnel (per 100,000

(% of GDP) (% of GDP) (PPP US$) (%) (%) (% under age 5) 15-49) (%) people)
HDI Rank 2004 2004 2004 2005 2005 1998-2005 1997-2005 1997-2005 2000-04

High Human Development

33 Kuwait 2.2 0.6 538 .. 99 .. 50 98 153

35 Qatar 1.8 0.6 688 99 99 .. 43 99 222

39 United Arab Emirates 2.0 0.9 503 98 92 .. 28 99 202

41 Bahrain 2.7 1.3 871 70 99 .. 62 98 109

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 2.8 1.0 328 99 97 .. 45 94 129

58 Oman 2.4 0.6 419 98 98 .. 32 95 132

61 Saudi Arabia 2.5 0.8 601 96 96 .. 32 91 137

Medium Human Development

86 Jordan 4.7 5.1 502 89 95 44 56 100 203

88 Lebanon 3.2 8.4 817 .. 96 .. 58 89 325

91 Tunisia 2.8 2.8 502 97 96 .. 66 90 134

104 Algeria 2.6 1.0 167 98 83 .. 57 96 113

106 Occupied Palestinian Territories 7.8 5.2 .. 99 99 .. 51 97 ..

108 Syrian Arab Republic 2.2 2.5 109 99 98 .. 48 77 140

112 Egypt 2.2 3.7 258 98 98 29 59 74 54

126 Morocco 1.7 3.4 234 95 97 46 63 63 51

134 Comoros 1.6 1.2 25 90 80 31 26 62 15

137 Mauritania 2.0 0.9 43 87 61 28 8 57 11

147 Sudan 1.5 2.6 54 57 60 38 7 87 22

149 Djibouti 4.4 1.9 87 52 65 .. 9 61 18

153 Yemen 1.9 3.1 82 66 76 23 23 27 33

Without HDI Rank

Iraq 4.2 1.1 135 93 90 54 44 72 66

Somalia 1.2 1.4 .. 50 35 .. .. 25 4

All developing countries .. .. .. 83 74 .. .. 60 ..

  Least developed countries .. .. .. 82 72 .. .. 35 ..

  Arab States .. .. .. 86 86 .. .. 74 ..

  East Asia and the Pacific .. .. .. 87 84 .. .. 87 ..

  Latin America and the Caribbean .. .. .. 96 92 .. .. 87 ..

  South Asia .. .. .. 79 65 .. .. 39 ..

  Sub-Saharan Africa .. .. .. 76 65 .. .. 43 ..

Central and Eastern Europe and the CIS .. .. .. 95 97 .. .. 97 ..

OECD .. .. .. 92 93 .. .. 95 ..

  High-income OECD .. .. .. 86 92 .. .. 99 ..

High human development .. .. .. 96 95 .. .. 97 ..

Medium human development .. .. .. 84 75 .. .. 63 ..

Low human development .. .. .. 71 61 .. .. 38 ..

High income .. .. .. 87 93 .. .. 99 ..

Middle income .. .. .. 90 87 .. .. 88 ..

Low income .. .. .. 77 65 .. .. 41 ..

World .. .. .. 83 77 .. .. 63 ..
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Table 06
Water, sanitation and nutritional status

. . . to lead a long and healthy life . . .

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 7: 251-254.

* Data for Iraq and Somalia are from the HDRO online database at [http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/data].

MDG
Children Children

MDG MDG under weight under height Infants
Population using Population using an MDG for age for age with low

improved sanitation improved water source Population undernourished (% of children (% of children birthweight
(%) (%) (% of total population) under age 5) under age 5) (%)

HDI Rank 1990 2004 1990 2004 1990/92 2002/04 1996-2005 1996-2005 1998-2005

High Human Development

33 Kuwait .. .. .. .. 24 5 10 7 7

35 Qatar 100 100 100 100 .. .. 6 .. 10

39 United Arab Emirates 97 98 100 100 4 <2.5 14 .. 15

41 Bahrain .. .. .. .. .. .. 9 .. 8

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 97 97 71 .. <2.5 <2.5 5 .. 7

58 Oman 83 .. 80 .. .. .. 18 16 8

61 Saudi Arabia .. .. 90 .. 4 4 14 .. 11

Medium Human Development

86 Jordan 93 93 97 97 4 6 4 12 12

88 Lebanon .. 98 100 100 <2.5 3 4 6 6

91 Tunisia 75 85 81 93 <2.5 <2.5 4 16 7

104 Algeria 88 92 94 85 5 4 10 22 7

106 Occupied Palestinian Territories .. 73 .. 92 .. 16 5 .. 9

108 Syrian Arab Republic 73 90 80 93 5 4 7 24 6

112 Egypt 54 70 94 98 4 4 6 24 12

126 Morocco 56 73 75 81 6 6 10 23 15

134 Comoros 32 33 93 86 47 60 25 47 25

137 Mauritania 31 34 38 53 15 10 32 40 ..

147 Sudan 33 34 64 70 31 26 41 48 31

149 Djibouti 79 82 72 73 53 24 27 29 16

153 Yemen 32 43 71 67 34 38 46 60 32

Without HDI Rank

Iraq 81 79 83 81 .. .. 12 28 15

Somalia .. 26 .. 29 .. .. 26 29 ..

All developing countries 33 49 71 79 21 17 .. .. ..

  Least developed countries 22 37 51 59 38 35 .. .. ..

  Arab States 61 71 84 86 .. .. .. .. ..

  East Asia and the Pacific 30 50 72 79 17 12 .. .. ..

  Latin America and the Caribbean 67 77 83 91 14 10 .. .. ..

  South Asia 18 37 72 85 25 21 .. .. ..

  Sub-Saharan Africa 32 37 48 55 36 32 .. .. ..

Central and Eastern Europe and the CIS .. .. 93 94 .. .. .. .. ..

OECD 94 96 97 99 .. .. .. .. ..

  High-income OECD 100 100 100 100 .. .. .. .. ..

High human development 90 92 96 98 .. .. .. .. ..

Medium human development 30 48 73 82 20 16 .. .. ..

Low human development 26 34 43 49 36 34 .. .. ..

High income .. .. 100 100 .. .. .. .. ..

Middle income 46 61 78 84 14 11 .. .. ..

Low income 21 38 64 76 28 24 .. .. ..

World 49 59 78 83 20 17 .. .. ..
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Table 07
Inequalities in maternal and child health

. . . to lead a long and healthy life . . .

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 8: 255-256.

* Data for Iraq and Somalia are from the HDRO online database at [http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/data].

Births attended
by skilled health One-year-olds fully Children under Under-five

personnel, immunized, height for age, Infant mortality rate mortality rate
(%) (%) (% under  age 5) (per 1,000 live births) (per 1,000 live births)

Survey Poorest Richest Poorest Richest Poorest Richest Poorest Richest Poorest Richest
HDI Rank year 20% 20% 20% 20% 20% 20% 20% 20% 20% 20%

High Human Development

33 Kuwait .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

35 Qatar .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

39 United Arab Emirates .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

41 Bahrain .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

58 Oman .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

61 Saudi Arabia .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Medium Human Development

86 Jordan 1997 91 99 21 17 14 5 35 23 42 25

88 Lebanon .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

91 Tunisia .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

104 Algeria .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

106 Occupied Palestinian Territories .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

108 Syrian Arab Republic .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

112 Egypt 2005 51 96 85 91 24 14 59 23 75 25

126 Morocco 2003-04 30 95 81 97 29 10 62 24 78 26

134 Comoros 1996 26 85 40 82 45 23 87 65 129 87

137 Mauritania 2000-01 15 93 16 45 39 23 61 62 98 79

147 Sudan .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

149 Djibouti .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

153 Yemen 1997 7 50 8 56 58 35 109 60 163 73

Without HDI Rank

Iraq .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Somalia .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..
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Table 08
Leading global health crises and risks

. . . to lead a long and healthy life . . ..

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 9: 257-260.

* Data for Iraq and Somalia are from the HDRO online database at [http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/data].

MDG MDG
Antimalarial measures MDG MDG MDG

MDG Use of Fevers Tuberculosis cases
HIV Condom use at last insecticide treated with Detected Cured

prevalence high-risk sex treated antimalarial Prevalence under under Prevalence of smoking
(% aged (% aged 15-24) bednets drugs (per 100,000 DOTS DOTS (% of adults)
15-49) Women Men (% of children under five) people) (%) (%) Women Men

HDI Rank 2005 1999-2005 1999-2005 1999-2005 1999-2005 2005 2005 2004 2002-04 2002-04

High Human Development

33 Kuwait   [<0.2] .. .. .. .. 28 66 63 .. ..

35 Qatar   [<0.2] .. .. .. .. 65 47 78 .. ..

39 United Arab Emirates   [<0.2] .. .. .. .. 24 19 70 1 17

41 Bahrain   [<0.2] .. .. .. .. 43 77 82 3 15

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya   [<0.2] .. .. .. .. 18 178 64 .. ..

58 Oman   [<0.2] .. .. .. .. 11 108 90 .. ..

61 Saudi Arabia   [<0.2] .. .. .. .. 58 38 82 8 19

Medium Human Development

86 Jordan   [<0.2] .. .. .. .. 6 63 85 8 51

88 Lebanon 0.1 [0.1–0.5] .. .. .. .. 12 74 90 31 42

91 Tunisia 0.1 [0.1–0.3] .. .. .. .. 28 82 90 2 50

104 Algeria 0.1  [<0.2] .. .. .. .. 55 106 91 (.) 32

106 Occupied Palestinian Territories ..  .. .. .. .. 36 1 80 .. ..

108 Syrian Arab Republic   [<0.2] .. .. .. .. 46 42 86 .. ..

112 Egypt <0.1 [<0.2] .. .. .. .. 32 63 70 18 40

126 Morocco 0.1 [0.1–0.4] .. .. .. .. 73 101 87 (.) 29

134 Comoros <0.1 [<0.2] .. .. 9 63 89 49 94 .. ..

137 Mauritania 0.7 [0.4–2.8] .. .. 2 33 590 28 22 .. ..

147 Sudan 1.6 [0.8–2.7] .. .. 0 50 400 35 77 .. ..

149 Djibouti 3.1 [0.8–6.9] .. .. .. .. 1,161 42 80 .. ..

153 Yemen   [<0.2] .. .. .. .. 136 41 82 .. ..

Without HDI Rank

Iraq   [<0.2] .. .. 0 1 76 43 85 .. ..

Somalia 0.9 [0.5–1.6] .. 19 0 .. 286 86 91 .. ..
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Table 09
Survival: progress and setbacks

. . . to lead a long and healthy life . . ..

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 10: 261-264.

* Data for Iraq and Somalia are from the HDRO online database at [http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/data].

MDG Probability at birth of MDG
MDG Under-five surviving to age 65 Maternal mortality ratio

Life expectancy at birth Infant mortality rate mortality rate (% of cohort) (per 100,000 live births)
(years) (per 1,000 live births) (per 1,000 live births) Female Male Reported Adjusted

HDI Rank 1970-75 2000-05 1970 2005 1970 2005 2000-05 2000-05 1990-2005 2005

High Human Development

33 Kuwait 67.7 76.9 49 9 59 11 88.9 83.8 5 4

35 Qatar 62.1 74.3 45 18 65 21 80.1 78.7 10 12

39 United Arab Emirates 62.2 77.8 63 8 84 9 90.2 85.3 3 37

41 Bahrain 63.3 74.8 55 9 82 11 85.9 80.2 46 32

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 52.8 72.7 105 18 160 19 82.1 72.2 77 97

58 Oman 52.1 74.2 126 10 200 12 84.9 79.5 23 64

61 Saudi Arabia 53.9 71.6 118 21 185 26 82.0 73.7 .. 18

Medium Human Development

86 Jordan 56.5 71.3 77 22 107 26 78.2 70.9 41 62

88 Lebanon 65.4 71.0 45 27 54 30 80.6 72.1 100 150

91 Tunisia 55.6 73.0 135 20 201 24 85.3 76.5 69 100

104 Algeria 54.5 71.0 143 34 220 39 78.9 75.9 120 180

106 Occupied Palestinian Territories 56.5 72.4 .. 21 .. 23 81.8 75.5 .. ..

108 Syrian Arab Republic 57.3 73.1 90 14 123 15 83.6 76.4 65 130

112 Egypt 51.1 69.8 157 28 235 33 80.2 70.4 84 130

126 Morocco 52.9 69.6 119 36 184 40 79.4 71.2 230 240

134 Comoros 48.9 63.0 159 53 215 71 66.9 58.3 380 400

137 Mauritania 48.4 62.2 151 78 250 125 69.4 60.4 750 820

147 Sudan 45.1 56.4 104 62 172 90 55.3 49.7 550 450

149 Djibouti 44.4 53.4 .. 88 .. 133 50.4 43.7 74 650

153 Yemen 39.8 60.3 202 76 303 102 61.7 55.0 370 430

Without HDI Rank

Iraq 57 57 90 102 127 125 59.6 50 290 300

Somalia 41 45.9 .. 133 .. 225 41.1 36.6 .. 1,400

All developing countries 55.8 65.5 109 57 167 83 70.3 62.6 .. ..

  Least developed countries 44.6 52.7 152 97 245 153 49.9 44.3 .. ..

  Arab States 51.9 66.7 129 46 196 58 73.5 66.4 .. ..

  East Asia and the Pacific 60.6 71.1 84 25 123 31 79.6 71.8 .. ..

  Latin America and the Caribbean 61.2 72.2 86 26 123 31 80.8 69.3 .. ..

  South Asia 50.3 62.9 130 60 206 80 66.0 58.4 .. ..

  Sub-Saharan Africa 46.0 49.1 144 102 244 172 43.3 37.8 .. ..

Central and Eastern Europe and the CIS 68.7 68.2 39 22 48 27 79.5 54.9 .. ..

OECD 70.3 77.8 41 9 54 11 89.2 80.5 .. ..

  High-income OECD 71.7 78.9 22 5 28 6 90.3 82.4 .. ..

High human development 69.4 75.7 43 13 59 15 86.6 74.8 .. ..

Medium human development 56.6 66.9 106 45 162 59 72.6 64.5 .. ..

Low human development 43.7 47.9 155 108 264 184 42.6 37.4 .. ..

High income 71.5 78.7 24 6 32 7 90.2 82.2 .. ..

Middle income 61.8 70.3 87 28 127 35 78.9 68.4 .. ..

Low income 49.1 59.2 130 75 209 113 60.0 53.2 .. ..

World 58.3 66.0 96 52 148 76 72.0 63.1 .. ..
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Table 10
Commitment to education: public spending

. . . to acquire knowledge . . .

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 11: 265-268.

* Data for Iraq and Somalia are from the HDRO online database at [http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/data].

Current public expenditure on education by level  
Public expenditure on education (% of total current public expenditure on education)

As a % of total Pre-primary Secondary and post-
As a % of GDP government expenditure and primary secondary non-tertiary Tertiary

HDI Rank 1991 2002-05 1991 2002-05 1991 2002-05 1991 2002-05 1991 2002-05

High Human Development

33 Kuwait 4.8 5.1 3.4 12.7 .. 31 .. 38 .. 30

35 Qatar 3.5 1.6 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

39 United Arab Emirates 2.0 1.3 15.0 27.4 .. .. .. .. .. ..

41 Bahrain 3.9 .. 12.8 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya .. 2.7 .. .. .. 12 .. 19 .. 69

58 Oman 3.0 3.6 15.8 24.2 52 50 40 41 7 8

61 Saudi Arabia 5.8 6.8 17.8 27.6 .. .. .. .. .. ..

Medium Human Development

86 Jordan 8.0 4.9 19.1 20.6 .. .. .. .. .. ..

88 Lebanon .. 2.6 .. 11.0 .. 33 .. 30 .. 31

91 Tunisia 6.0 7.3 14.3 20.8 .. 35 .. 43 .. 22

104 Algeria 5.1 .. 22.0 .. 95 .. .. .. .. ..

106 Occupied Palestinian Territories .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

108 Syrian Arab Republic 3.9 .. 14.2 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

112 Egypt 3.9 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

126 Morocco 5.0 6.7 26.3 27.2 35 45 49 38 16 16

134 Comoros .. 3.9 .. 24.1 .. .. .. .. .. ..

137 Mauritania 4.6 2.3 13.9 8.3 .. 62 .. 33 .. 5

147 Sudan 6.0 .. 2.8 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

149 Djibouti 3.5 7.9 11.1 27.3 53 44 21 42 14 15

153 Yemen .. 9.6 .. 32.8 .. .. .. .. .. ..

Without HDI Rank

Iraq .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Somalia .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..
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Table 11. . . to acquire knowledge . . .

Literacy and enrolment

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 12: 269-272.

* Data for Iraq and Somalia are from the HDRO online database at [http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/data].

Tertiary students in
MDG MDG MDG science, engineering,

Adult literacy rate Youth literacy rate Net primary Net secondary Children reaching manufacturing
(% aged 15 and older) (% aged 15-24) enrolment rate enrolment rate grade 5 and construction

1985- 1995- 1985- 1995- (%) (%) (% of grade 1 students) (% of tertiary students)
HDI Rank 1995 2005 1995 2005 1991 2005 1991 2005 1991 2004 1999-2005

High Human Development

33 Kuwait 74.5 93.3 87.5 99.7 49 87 .. 78 .. .. ..

35 Qatar 75.6 89.0 89.5 95.9 89 96 70 90 64 .. 19

39 United Arab Emirates 79.5 88.7 93.6 97.0 99 71 60 57 80 97 ..

41 Bahrain 84.0 86.5 96.9 97.0 99 97 85 90 89 99 17

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 74.7 84.2 94.9 98.0 96 .. .. .. .. .. 31

58 Oman .. 81.4 .. 97.3 69 76 .. 75 97 98 20

61 Saudi Arabia 70.8 82.9 87.9 95.8 59 78 31 66 83 96 17

Medium Human Development

86 Jordan .. 91.1 .. 99.0 94 89 .. 79 .. 96 22

88 Lebanon .. .. .. .. 73 92 .. .. .. 93 24

91 Tunisia .. 74.3 .. 94.3 94 97 .. 65 86 97 31

104 Algeria 49.6 69.9 74.3 90.1 89 97 53 66 95 96 18

106 Occupied Palestinian Territories .. 92.4 .. 99.0 .. 80 .. 95 .. .. 18

108 Syrian Arab Republic .. 80.8 .. 92.5 91 95 43 62 96 92 ..

112 Egypt 44.4 71.4 63.3 84.9 84 94 .. 82 .. 94 ..

126 Morocco 41.6 52.3 58.4 70.5 56 86 .. 35 75 79 21

134 Comoros .. .. .. .. 57 55 .. .. .. 80 11

137 Mauritania .. 51.2 .. 61.3 35 72 .. 15 75 53 6

147 Sudan .. 60.9 .. 77.2 40 43 .. .. 94 79 ..

149 Djibouti .. .. .. .. 29 33 .. 23 87 77 9

153 Yemen 37.1 54.1 60.2 75.2 51 75 .. .. .. 73 ..

Without HDI Rank

Iraq .. 74.1 .. 84.8 94 88 .. 38 .. 81 24

Somalia .. .. .. .. 9 .. .. .. .. .. ..

All developing countries 68.2 77.1 80.2 85.6 80 85 .. 53 .. .. ..

  Least developed countries 47.4 53.4 56.3 65.5 47 77 .. 27 .. .. ..

  Arab States 58.2 70.3 74.8 85.2 71 83 .. 59 .. .. ..

  East Asia and the Pacific .. 90.7 .. 97.8 .. 93 .. 69 .. .. ..

  Latin America and the Caribbean 87.6 89.9 93.7 96.6 86 95 .. 68 .. .. ..

  South Asia 47.6 59.7 60.7 74.7 .. 87 .. .. .. .. ..

  Sub-Saharan Africa 54.2 59.3 64.4 71.2 52 72 .. 26 .. .. ..

Central and Eastern Europe and the CIS 97.5 99.1 .. 99.6 90 91 .. 84 .. .. ..

OECD .. .. .. .. 97 96 .. 87 .. .. ..

  High-income OECD 98.9 99.1 99.4 .. 97 96 .. 92 .. .. ..

High human development .. 94.1 .. 98.1 93 95 .. .. .. .. ..

Medium human development .. 78.3 .. 87.3 .. 87 .. .. .. .. ..

Low human development 43.5 54.1 55.9 66.4 45 69 .. .. .. .. ..

High income 98.4 98.6 99.0 .. 96 95 .. 91 .. .. ..

Middle income 82.3 90.1 93.1 96.8 92 93 .. 70 .. .. ..

Low income 51.5 60.8 63.0 73.4 .. 81 .. 40 .. .. ..

World 76.4 82.4 83.5 86.5 83 87 .. 59 .. .. ..
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Table 12
Technology: diffusion and creation

. . . to acquire knowledge . . .

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 13: 273-276.

* Data for Iraq and Somalia are from the HDRO online database at [http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/data].

Receipts Research
Patents of royalties and

granted to and licence development Researchers
MDG MDG MDG residents fees  (R&D) in R&D

Telephone mainlines Cellular subscribers Internet users (per million (US$ per expenditure (per million
(per 1,000 people) (per 1,000 people) (per 1,000 people) people) person) (% of GDP) people)

HDI Rank 1990 2005 1990 2005 1990 2005 2000-05 2005 2000-05 1990-2005

High Human Development

33 Kuwait 156 201 10 939 0 276 .. 0.0 0.2 ..

35 Qatar 197 253 8 882 0 269 .. .. .. ..

39 United Arab Emirates 224 273 19 1,000 0 308 .. .. .. ..

41 Bahrain 191 270 10 1,030 0 213 .. .. .. ..

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 51 133 0 41 0 36 .. 0.0 .. 361

58 Oman 57 103 1 519 0 111 .. .. .. ..

61 Saudi Arabia 75 164 1 575 0 70 (.) 0.0 .. ..

Medium Human Development

86 Jordan 78 119 (.) 304 0 118 .. .. .. 1,927

88 Lebanon 144 277 0 277 0 196 .. 0.0 .. ..

91 Tunisia 37 125 (.) 566 0 95 .. 1.4 0.6 1,013

104 Algeria 32 78 (.) 416 0 58 1 .. .. ..

106 Occupied Palestinian Territories .. 96 0 302 0 67 .. .. .. ..

108 Syrian Arab Republic 39 152 0 155 0 58 2 .. .. 29

112 Egypt 29 140 (.) 184 0 68 1 1.9 0.2 493

126 Morocco 17 44 (.) 411 0 152 1 0.4 0.6 ..

134 Comoros 8 28 0 27 0 33 .. .. .. ..

137 Mauritania 3 13 0 243 0 7 .. .. .. ..

147 Sudan 2 18 0 50 0 77 .. 0.0 0.3 ..

149 Djibouti 10 14 0 56 0 13 .. .. .. ..

153 Yemen 10 39 0 95 0 9 .. .. .. ..

Without HDI Rank

Iraq 38 37 0 20 0 1 .. .. .. ..

Somalia 2 12 0 61 0 11 .. .. .. ..

All developing countries 21 132 (.) 229 (.) 86 .. .. 1.0 ..

  Least developed countries 3 9 0 48 0 12 .. 0.2 .. ..

  Arab States 34 106 (.) 284 0 88 .. 0.9 .. ..

  East Asia and the Pacific 18 223 (.) 301 (.) 106 .. 1.7 1.6 722

  Latin America and the Caribbean 61 .. (.) 439 0 156 .. 1.1 0.6 256

  South Asia 7 51 (.) 81 0 52 .. (.) 0.7 119

  Sub-Saharan Africa 10 17 (.) 130 0 26 .. 0.3 .. ..

Central and Eastern Europe and the CIS 125 277 (.) 629 0 185 73 4.1 1.0 2,423

OECD 390 441 10 785 3 445 239 104.2 2.4 3,096

  High-income OECD 462 .. 12 828 3 524 299 130.4 2.4 3,807

High human development 308 394 7 743 2 365 189 75.8 2.4 3,035

Medium human development 16 135 (.) 209 0 73 .. 0.3 0.8 ..

Low human development 3 7 0 74 0 17 .. 0.2 .. ..

High income 450 500 12 831 3 525 286 125.3 2.4 3,781

Middle income 40 211 (.) 379 0 115 .. 1.0 0.8 725

Low income 6 37 (.) 77 0 45 .. (.) 0.7 ..

World 98 180 2 341 1 136 .. 21.6 2.3 ..
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Table 13
Economic performance

. . . to have access to the resources needed for a decent standard of living . . .

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 14: 277-280.

* Data for Iraq and Somalia are from the HDRO online database at [http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/data].

GDP per capita
Highest

GDP value during Average annual change
PPP US$ 2005 PPP Annual growth rate 1975-2005 Year of in consumer price index

US$ billions billions US$ US$ (%) 2005 PPP highest (%)
HDI Rank 2005 2005 2005 2005 1975-2005 1990-2005 US$ value 1990-2005 2004-05

High Human Development

33 Kuwait 80.8 66.7 31,861 26,321 -0.5 0.6 34,680 1979 1.8 4.1

35 Qatar 42.5 .. 52,240 .. .. .. .. .. 2.7 8.8

39 United Arab Emirates 129.7 115.7 28,612 25,514 -2.6 -0.9 50,405 1981 .. ..

41 Bahrain 12.9 15.6 17,773 21,482 1.5 2.3 21,482 2005 0.5 2.6

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 38.8 .. 6,621 .. 2.5 .. .. .. 1.9 ..

58 Oman 24.3 38.4 9,584 15,602 2.4 1.8 15,602 2004 0.1 1.2

61 Saudi Arabia 309.8 363.2 13,399 15,711 -2.0 0.1 27,686 1977 0.4 0.7

Medium Human Development

86 Jordan 12.7 30.3 2,323 5,530 0.5 1.6 5,613 1986 2.8 3.5

88 Lebanon 21.9 20.0 6,135 5,584 3.2 2.8 5,586 2004 .. ..

91 Tunisia 28.7 84.0 2,860 8,371 2.3 3.3 8,371 2005 3.6 2.0

104 Algeria 102.3 232.0 3,112 7,062 0.1 1.1 7,062 2005 10.7 1.6

106 Occupied Palestinian Territories 4.0 .. 1,107 .. .. -2.9 .. .. .. ..

108 Syrian Arab Republic 26.3 72.5 1,382 3,808 0.9 1.4 3,808 2005 4.9 ..

112 Egypt 89.4 321.1 1,207 4,337 2.8 2.4 4,337 2005 6.6 4.9

126 Morocco 51.6 137.4 1,711 4,555 1.4 1.5 4,555 2005 2.8 1.0

134 Comoros 0.4 1.2 645 1,993 -0.6 -0.4 2,272 1984 .. ..

137 Mauritania 1.9 6.9 603 2,234 -0.1 0.3 2,338 1976 5.8 12.1

147 Sudan 27.5 75.5 760 2,083 1.3 3.5 2,083 2005 41.8 8.5

149 Djibouti 0.7 1.7 894 2,178 -2.7 -2.7 3,200 1990 .. ..

153 Yemen 15.1 19.5 718 930 1.5 1.5 943 2002 20.8 ..

Without HDI Rank

Iraq 12.6 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Somalia .. .. .. .. -0.4 .. .. .. .. ..

All developing countries 9,812.5 T 26,732.3 T 1,939 5,282 2.5 3.1 .. .. .. ..

  Least developed countries 306.2 T 1,081.8 T 424 1,499 0.9 1.8 .. .. .. ..

  Arab States 1,043.4 T 1,915.2 T 3,659 6,716 0.7 2.3 .. .. .. ..

  East Asia and the Pacific 4,122.5 T 12,846.6 T 2,119 6,604 6.1 5.8 .. .. .. ..

  Latin America and the Caribbean 2,469.5 T 4,639.2 T 4,480 8,417 0.7 1.2 .. .. .. ..

  South Asia 1,206.1 T 5,152.2 T 800 3,416 2.6 3.4 .. .. .. ..

  Sub-Saharan Africa 589.9 T 1,395.6 T 845 1,998 -0.5 0.5 .. .. .. ..

Central and Eastern Europe and the CIS 1,873.0 T 3,827.2 T 4,662 9,527 1.4 1.4 .. .. .. ..

OECD 34,851.2 T 34,076.8 T 29,860 29,197 2.0 1.8 .. .. .. ..

  High-income OECD 32,404.5 T 30,711.7 T 35,696 33,831 2.1 1.8 .. .. .. ..

High human development 37,978.4 T 39,633.4 T 22,984 23,986 1.9 1.8 .. .. .. ..

Medium human development 5,881.2 T 20,312.6 T 1,412 4,876 3.2 4.0 .. .. .. ..

Low human development 236.4 T 544.2 T 483 1,112 -0.7 0.6 .. .. .. ..

High income 34,338.1 T 32,680.7 T 34,759 33,082 2.1 1.8 .. .. .. ..

Middle income 8,552.0 T 22,586.3 T 2,808 7,416 2.1 3.0 .. .. .. ..

Low income 1,416.2 T 5,879.1 T 610 2,531 2.2 2.9 .. .. .. ..

World 44,155.7 T 60,597.3 T 6,954 9,543 1.4 1.5 .. .. .. ..
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Table 14. . . to have access to the resources needed for a decent standard of living . . .

Inequality in income or expenditure

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 15: 281-284.

* Data for Iraq and Somalia are from the HDRO online database at [http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/data].

MDG Inequality measures
Share  of income or expenditure Richest 10% Richest 20%

(%) to poorest to poorest
HDI Rank Survey Year Poorest 10% Poorest 20% Richest 20% Richest 10% 10% 20% Gini index

High Human Development

33 Kuwait .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

35 Qatar .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

39 United Arab Emirates .. .. .. .. ` .. .. ..

41 Bahrain .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

58 Oman .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

61 Saudi Arabia .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Medium Human Development

86 Jordan 2002-03  2.7 6.7 46.3 30.6 11.3 6.9 38.8

88 Lebanon .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

91 Tunisia 2000 2.3 6.0 47.3 31.5 13.4 7.9 39.8

104 Algeria 1995 2.8 7.0 42.6 26.8 9.6 6.1 35.3

106 Occupied Palestinian Territories .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

108 Syrian Arab Republic .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

112 Egypt 1999-00  3.7 8.6 43.6 29.5 8.0 5.1 34.4

126 Morocco 1998-99  2.6 6.5 46.6 30.9 11.7 7.2 39.5

134 Comoros .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

137 Mauritania 2000 2.5 6.2 45.7 29.5 12.0 7.4 39.0

147 Sudan .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

149 Djibouti .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

153 Yemen 1998 3.0 7.4 41.2 25.9 8.6 5.6 33.4

Without HDI Rank

Iraq .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Somalia .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..
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Table 15. . . to have access to the resources needed for a decent standard of living . . .

Structure of trade

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 16: 285-288.

* Data for Iraq and Somalia are from the HDRO online database at [http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/data].

High-technology
Imports of goods Exports of goods Primary exports Manufactured exports exports Terms of

and services and services (% of merchandise (% of merchandise (% of manufactured trade
(% of GDP) (% of GDP) exports) exports) exports) (2000=100)

HDI Rank 1990 2005 1990 2005 1990 2005 1990 2005 1990 2005 2004-2005

High Human Development

33 Kuwait 58 30 45 68 94 93 6 7 3.5 1.0 ..

35 Qatar .. 33 .. 68 82 84 18 7 0.4 1.2 ..

39 United Arab Emirates 41 76 66 94 88 76 12 24 (.) 10.2 ..

41 Bahrain 95 64 116 82 54 93 45 7 .. 2.0 ..

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 31 36 40 48 96 .. 4 .. .. .. 186

58 Oman 28 43 47 57 94 89 5 6 2.1 2.2 ..

61 Saudi Arabia 32 26 41 61 92 90 8 9 0.7 1.3 ..

Medium Human Development

86 Jordan 93 93 62 52 44 28 56 72 6.8 5.2 88

88 Lebanon 100 44 18 19 .. 29 .. 70 .. 2.4 ..

91 Tunisia 51 51 44 48 31 22 69 78 2.1 4.9 99

104 Algeria 25 23 23 48 97 98 3 2 1.3 1.0 126

106 Occupied Palestinian Territories .. 68 .. 14 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

108 Syrian Arab Republic 28 40 28 37 64 87 36 11 .. 1.0 ..

112 Egypt 33 33 20 30 57 64 42 31 .. 0.6 107

126 Morocco 32 43 26 36 48 35 52 65 .. 10.1 100

134 Comoros 37 35 14 12 .. 89 .. 8 .. 0.5 58

137 Mauritania 61 95 46 36 .. .. .. .. .. .. 95

147 Sudan .. 28 .. 18 98 99 2 (.) .. (.) 121

149 Djibouti 78 54 54 37 44 .. 8 .. .. .. ..

153 Yemen 20 38 14 46 85 96 15 4 .. 5.3 ..

Without HDI Rank

Iraq .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Somalia 38 .. 10 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

All developing countries 24 40 25 44 40 28 59 71 10.4 28.3 ..

  Least developed countries 22 34 13 24 .. .. 31 .. .. .. ..

  Arab States 38 38 38 54 87 .. 14 .. 1.2 2.0 ..

  East Asia and the Pacific 32 59 34 66 25 13 73 86 15.3 36.4 ..

  Latin America and the Caribbean 15 23 17 26 63 46 36 54 6.6 14.5 ..

  South Asia 13 25 10 23 28 47 71 51 2.0 3.8 ..

  Sub-Saharan Africa 26 35 27 33 .. 66 .. 34 .. 4.0 ..

Central and Eastern Europe and the CIS 28 43 29 45 .. 36 .. 54 .. 8.3 ..

OECD 18 23 17 22 21 18 77 79 18.1 18.2 ..

  High-income OECD 18 22 17 21 19 17 79 79 18.5 18.8 ..

High human development 19 25 19 25 24 20 74 76 18.1 20.3 ..

Medium human development 21 34 20 35 42 30 55 69 7.2 24.3 ..

Low human development 28 36 28 38 98 93 1 7 .. 3.1 ..

High income 19 24 18 24 21 18 77 78 18.3 20.9 ..

Middle income 21 33 22 36 48 33 50 65 .. 21.5 ..

Low income 16 29 13 25 50 49 49 50 .. 3.8 ..

World 19 26 19 26 26 21 72 75 17.5 21.0 ..
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Table
Flows of aid, private capital and debt

. . . to have access to the resources needed for a decent standard of living . . . 16

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 18: 290-293.

* Data for Iraq and Somalia are from the HDRO online database at [http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/data].

Official development assistance MDG
(ODA) received Total debt service

(net disbursements) As % of exports of
Total Per Net foreign direct Other private goods, services
(US$ capita investment inflows flows and net income

millions) (US$) As % of GDP (% of GDP) (% of GDP) As % of GDP from abroad
HDI Rank 2005 2005 1990 2005 1990 2005 1990 2005 1990 2005 1990 2005

High Human Development

33 Kuwait .. .. (.) .. 0.0 0.3 .. .. .. .. .. ..

35 Qatar .. .. (.) .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

39 United Arab Emirates .. .. (.) .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

41 Bahrain .. .. 3.2 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 24.4 .. (.) 0.1 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

58 Oman 30.7 12.0 0.5 .. 1.2 0.8 0.0 -0.1 .. 4.1 .. 7.5

61 Saudi Arabia 26.3 1.1 (.) (.) .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Medium Human Development

86 Jordan 622.0 114.9 22.0 4.9 0.9 12.1 5.3 1.6 15.6 4.8 20.4 6.5

88 Lebanon 243.0 67.9 8.9 1.1 0.2 11.7 0.2 11.3 3.5 16.1 .. 17.7

91 Tunisia 376.5 37.6 3.2 1.3 0.6 2.5 -1.6 -0.4 11.6 7.2 24.5 13.0

104 Algeria 370.6 11.3 0.2 0.4 (.) 1.1 -0.7 -0.8 14.2 5.8 63.4 ..

106 Occupied Palestinian Territories 1,101.6 303.8 .. 27.4 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

108 Syrian Arab Republic 77.9 4.1 5.5 0.3 0.6 1.6 -0.1 (.) 9.7 0.8 21.8 1.9

112 Egypt 925.9 12.5 12.6 1.0 1.7 6.0 -0.2 5.8 7.1 2.8 20.4 6.8

126 Morocco 651.8 21.6 4.1 1.3 0.6 3.0 1.2 0.3 6.9 5.3 21.5 11.3

134 Comoros 25.2 42.0 17.9 6.5 0.2 0.3 0.0 0.0 0.4 1.0 2.3 ..

137 Mauritania 190.4 62.0 23.2 10.3 0.7 6.2 -0.1 0.8 14.3 3.6 29.8 ..

147 Sudan 1,828.6 50.5 6.2 6.6 -0.2 8.4 0.0 0.2 0.4 1.4 8.7 6.5

149 Djibouti 78.6 99.1 42.8 11.1 .. 3.2 -0.1 0.0 3.3 2.6 .. ..

153 Yemen 335.9 16.0 8.3 2.2 -2.7 -1.8 3.3 0.2 3.5 1.4 5.6 2.6

Without HDI Rank

Iraq 21,653.50 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Somalia 236.4 28.7 53.6 .. 0.6 .. 0 .. 1.2 .. ..

All developing countries 86,043.0 T 16.5 1.4 0.9 0.9 2.7 0.5 1.5 4.4 4.6 .. 13.0

  Least developed countries 25,979.5 T 33.9 11.8 9.3 0.3 2.6 0.5 0.8 3.0 2.3 16.9 7.0

  Arab States 29,612.0 T 94.3 2.9 3.0 .. .. .. 1.8 .. .. .. ..

  East Asia and the Pacific 9,541.6 T 4.9 0.8 0.2 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

  Latin America and the Caribbean 6,249.5 T 11.3 0.5 0.3 0.8 2.9 0.5 1.2 4.0 6.6 23.7 22.9

  South Asia 9,937.5 T 6.3 1.2 0.8 (.) 0.8 0.3 1.2 2.3 2.6 .. 15.4

  Sub-Saharan Africa 30,167.7 T 41.7 5.7 5.1 0.4 2.4 0.3 1.7 .. .. .. ..

Central and Eastern Europe and the CIS 5,299.4 T 13.1 (.) 0.3 .. .. (.) 4.4 .. .. .. ..

OECD 759.4 T .. .. (.) 1.0 1.6 .. .. .. .. .. ..

  High-income OECD 0.0 T 0.0 .. 0.0 1.0 1.6 .. .. .. .. .. ..

High human development 2,633.0 T 1.6 .. (.) 1.0 1.7 .. .. .. .. .. ..

Medium human development 40,160.4 T 9.4 1.8 0.7 0.7 2.8 0.6 1.9 4.8 3.7 22.2 10.3

Low human development 21,150.9 T 42.0 9.7 9.0 0.7 1.5 0.4 0.6 6.4 5.6 22.0 12.2

High income .. T .. .. .. 1.0 1.6 .. .. .. .. .. ..

Middle income 42,242.2 T 13.7 0.7 1.3 0.9 3.1 0.4 2.2 4.5 5.5 20.3 14.3

Low income 44,123.0 T 18.2 4.1 3.2 0.4 1.4 0.3 1.0 3.7 3.1 27.1 13.7

World 106,372.9 T 16.3 0.3 0.2 1.0 1.9 .. 2.0 .. 5.1 .. ..
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Table 17
Priorities in public spending

. . . to have access to the resources needed for a decent standard of living . . .

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 19: 294-297.

* Data for Iraq and Somalia are from the HDRO online database at [http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/data].

Public
expenditure Public expenditure Military Total

on health on education expenditure debt service
(% of GDP) (% of GDP) (% of GDP) (% of GDP)

HDI Rank 2004 1991 2002-05 1990 2005 1990 2005

High Human Development

33 Kuwait 2.2 4.8 5.1 48.5 4.8 .. ..

35 Qatar 1.8 3.5 1.6 .. .. .. ..

39 United Arab Emirates 2.0 2.0 1.3 6.2 2.0 .. ..

41 Bahrain 2.7 3.9 .. 5.1 3.6 .. ..

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 2.8 .. 2.7 .. 2.0 .. ..

58 Oman 2.4 3.0 3.6 16.5 11.9 .. 4.1

61 Saudi Arabia 2.5 5.8 6.8 14.0 8.2 .. ..

Medium Human Development

86 Jordan 4.7 8.0 4.9 6.9 5.3 15.6 4.8

88 Lebanon 3.2 .. 2.6 7.6 4.5 3.5 16.1

91 Tunisia 2.8 6.0 7.3 2.0 1.6 11.6 7.2

104 Algeria 2.6 5.1 .. 1.5 2.9 14.2 5.8

106 Occupied Palestinian Territories 7.8 .. .. .. .. .. ..

108 Syrian Arab Republic 2.2 3.9 .. 6.0 5.1 9.7 0.8

112 Egypt 2.2 3.9 .. 4.7 2.8 7.1 2.8

126 Morocco 1.7 5.0 6.7 5.0 4.5 6.9 5.3

134 Comoros 1.6 .. 3.9 .. .. 0.4 1.0

137 Mauritania 2.0 4.6 2.3 3.8 3.6 14.3 3.6

147 Sudan 1.5 6.0 .. 3.5 2.3 0.4 1.4

149 Djibouti 4.4 3.5 7.9 5.9 4.2 3.3 2.6

153 Yemen 1.9 .. 9.6 7.9 7.0 3.5 1.4

Without HDI Rank

Iraq 4.2 .. .. .. .. .. ..

Somalia 1.2 .. .. .. .. 1.2 ..
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Table 18
Unemployment and informal sector work in non-OECD countries

. . . to have access to the resources needed for a decent standard of living . . .

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 21: 299-301.

* Data for Iraq and Somalia are from the HDRO online database at [http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/data].

Unemployment rate Employment by economic activity
Employment in informal sector as a
% of non-agricultural employment

Unemployed Total Female Both
people (% of labour (% of male Total Agriculture Industry Services Survey sexes Female Male

(thousands) force)  rate) (thousands) (%) (%) (%) year (%) (%) (%)
HDI Rank 1996-2005 1996-2005 1996-2005 1996-2005 1996-2005 1996-2005 1996-2005 1990-2004 1990-2004 1990-2004 1990-2004

High Human Development

33 Kuwait 15 1.1 173 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

35 Qatar 13 3.9 548 438 3 41 56 .. .. .. ..

39 United Arab Emirates 41 2.3 118 1,779 8 33 59 .. .. .. ..

41 Bahrain 16 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

58 Oman 53 .. .. 282 6 11 82 .. .. .. ..

61 Saudi Arabia 327 5.2 274 5,913 5 21 74 .. .. .. ..

Medium Human Development

86 Jordan .. .. .. 43 4 22 74 .. .. .. ..

88 Lebanon 116 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

91 Tunisia 486 14.2 132 .. .. .. .. 1994-95 50 39 53

104 Algeria 1,475 15.3 103 7,798 21 26 53 1997 43 41 43

106 Occupied Palestinian Territories 212 26.7 71 578 16 25 58 .. .. .. ..

108 Syrian Arab Republic 638 11.7 290 4,822 30 27 43 2003 22 7 24

112 Egypt 2,241 11.0 311 18,119 30 20 50 2003 45 59 42

126 Morocco 1,226 11.0 106 9,603 44 20 36 1995 45 47 44

134 Comoros .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

137 Mauritania .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

147 Sudan .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

149 Djibouti .. .. .. 77 2 8 80 .. .. .. ..

153 Yemen 469 11.5 66 3,622 54 11 35 .. .. .. ..

Without HDI Rank

Iraq .. 26.8 51 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Somalia .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..
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Table
Energy and the environment

19. . . while preserving the environment for future generations . . .

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 22: 302-305.

* Data for Iraq and Somalia are from the HDRO online database at [http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/data].

Forest area
Electricity consumption Population Average

per capita Electrification without GDP per unit of energy use % total Total Total change annual
(kilowatt- rate electricity (2000 PPP US$ per land (thousand (thousand change

hours) (% change) (%) (millions) kg of oil equivalent) (% change) (%) sq km) sq km) (%)
HDI Rank 2004 1990-2004 2000-05 2005 2004 1990-2004 2005 2005 1990-2005 1990-2005

High Human Development

33 Kuwait 15,423 75.0 100 0.0 1.9 63.1 0.3 0.1 (.) 6.7

35 Qatar 19,840 101.8 71 0.2 .. .. (.) .. .. ..

39 United Arab Emirates 12,000 41.5 92 0.4 2.2 15.7 3.7 3.1 0.7 1.8

41 Bahrain 11,932 52.3 99 0.0 1.8 21.5 0.6 .. .. ..

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 3,147 -22.2 97 0.2 .. .. 0.1 2.2 0.0 0.0

58 Oman 5,079 83.2 96 0.1 3.0 -29.9 (.) (.) 0.0 0.0

61 Saudi Arabia 6,902 57.9 97 0.8 2.0 -28.2 1.3 27.3 0.0 0.0

Medium Human Development

86 Jordan 1,738 53.4 100 0.0 3.6 4.3 0.9 0.8 0.0 0.0

88 Lebanon 2,691 374.6 100 0.0 3.5 29.9 13.3 1.4 0.2 0.8

91 Tunisia 1,313 93.7 99 0.1 8.2 22.2 6.8 10.6 4.1 4.3

104 Algeria 889 40.7 98 0.6 6.0 4.5 1.0 22.8 4.9 1.8

106 Occupied Palestinian Territories 513 .. .. .. .. .. 1.5 0.1 0.0 0.0

108 Syrian Arab Republic 1,784 88.4 90 1.9 3.4 19.9 2.5 4.6 0.9 1.6

112 Egypt 1,465 93.0 98 1.5 4.9 -2.2 0.1 0.7 0.2 3.5

126 Morocco 652 84.7 85 4.5 10.3 -13.9 9.8 43.6 0.8 0.1

134 Comoros 31 3.3 .. .. .. .. 2.9 0.1 -0.1 -3.9

137 Mauritania 112 60.0 .. .. .. .. 0.3 2.7 -1.5 -2.4

147 Sudan 116 123.1 30 25.4 3.7 33.2 28.4 675.5 -88.4 -0.8

149 Djibouti 260 -46.8 .. .. .. .. 0.2 0.1 .. ..

153 Yemen 208 34.2 36 13.2 2.8 -6.0 1.0 5.5 0.0 0.0

Without HDI Rank

Iraq 1,280 -20 15 22 .. .. 1.9 8.2 0.2 0.1

Somalia 36 -10 .. .. .. .. 11.4 71.3 -11.5 -0.9

All developing countries 1,221 .. 68 1569.0 4.6 .. 27.9 21,147.80 -1381.7 -0.4

  Least developed countries 119 .. .. .. .. .. 27.5 5,541.60 -583.6 -0.6

  Arab States 1,841 .. .. .. 3.4 .. 7.2 877.7 -88.0 -0.6

  East Asia and the Pacific 1,599 .. .. .. .. .. 28.6 4,579.30 -75.5 0.1

  Latin America and the Caribbean 2,043 .. 90 45.0 6.2 .. 45.9 9,159.00 -686.3 -0.5

  South Asia 628 .. .. .. 5.1 .. 14.2 911.8 12.5 0.1

  Sub-Saharan Africa 478 .. 26 547.0 .. .. 26.8 5,516.40 -549.6 -0.6

Central and Eastern Europe and the CIS 4,539 .. .. .. 2.6 .. 38.3 8,856.50 22.7 (.)

OECD 8,795 .. 100 .. 5.3 .. 30.9 10,382.40 67.9 0.1

  High-income OECD 10,360 .. 100 .. 5.3 .. 31.2 9,480.80 105.6 0.1

High human development 7,518 .. 99 .. 5.0 .. 36.2 24,327.10 -366.8 -0.1

Medium human development 1,146 .. 72 .. 4.5 .. 23.3 10,799.60 -462.4 -0.2

Low human development 134 .. 25 .. .. .. 29.8 4,076.50 -379.5 -0.5

High income 10,210 .. 100 .. 5.2 .. 29.2 9,548.40 107.1 0.1

Middle income 2,039 .. 90 .. 4.2 .. 33.8 23,132.30 -683.1 -0.2

Low income 449 .. 45 .. .. .. 23.9 6,745.60 -676.2 -0.6

World 2,701 .. 76 1577.0 4.8 .. 30.3 39,520.30 -1252.7 -0.2



248 Arab Human Development Report 2009

Table 20
Energy sources

. . . while preserving the environment for future generations . . .

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 23: 306-309.

* Data for Iraq and Somalia are from the HDRO online database at [http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/data].

Shares of TPES
Fossil fuels Renewable energy Other

Total primary Hydro, solar, wind Biomass and
energy supply Coal Oil Natural Gas and geothermal waste Nuclear

(Mt of oil equivalent) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%)
HDI Rank 1990 2005 1990 2005 1990 2005 1990 2005 1990 2005 1990 2005 1990 2005

High Human Development

33 Kuwait 8.5 28.1 0.0 0.0 40.1 66.5 59.8 33.5 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.0

35 Qatar 6.3 15.8 0.0 0.0 12.1 15.7 87.8 84.3 0.0 0.0 0.1 (.) 0.0 0.0

39 United Arab Emirates 22.5 46.9 0.0 0.0 39.9 27.9 60.1 72.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 (.) 0.0 0.0

41 Bahrain 4.8 8.1 0.0 0.0 26.5 23.2 73.5 76.8 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 11.5 19.0 0.0 0.0 63.8 72.2 35.1 27.0 0.0 0.0 1.1 0.8 0.0 0.0

58 Oman 4.6 14.0 0.0 0.0 46.6 33.3 53.4 66.7 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

61 Saudi Arabia 61.3 140.3 0.0 0.0 64.7 63.6 35.3 36.4 0.0 0.0 (.) (.) 0.0 0.0

Medium Human Development

86 Jordan 3.5 7.1 0.0 0.0 95.3 78.5 2.9 19.5 1.7 1.0 0.1 (.) 0.0 0.0

88 Lebanon 2.3 5.6 0.0 2.4 93.7 92.9 0.0 0.0 1.9 1.8 4.4 2.3 0.0 0.0

91 Tunisia 5.5 8.5 1.4 0.0 57.5 50.0 22.3 36.6 0.1 0.2 18.7 13.3 0.0 0.0

104 Algeria 23.9 34.8 2.6 2.0 40.6 31.7 56.7 66.0 (.) 0.1 0.1 0.2 0.0 0.0

106 Occupied Palestinian Territories .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

108 Syrian Arab Republic 11.7 17.9 0.0 (.) 86.3 65.3 11.7 33.0 2.0 1.7 (.) (.) 0.0 0.0

112 Egypt 31.9 61.3 2.4 1.5 70.5 49.2 21.1 45.3 2.7 1.9 3.3 2.3 0.0 0.0

126 Morocco 6.7 13.8 16.8 32.3 76.1 60.2 0.6 2.8 1.6 1.0 4.7 3.3 0.0 0.0

134 Comoros .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

137 Mauritania .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

147 Sudan 10.6 18.4 0.0 0.0 17.5 19.9 0.0 0.0 0.8 0.6 81.7 79.5 0.0 0.0

149 Djibouti .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

153 Yemen 2.6 6.7 0.0 0.0 97.0 98.8 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 3.0 1.2 0.0 0.0

Without HDI Rank

Iraq 19.1 30.8 0.0 0.0 90.2 92.3 8.5 7.0 1.2 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.0

Somalia .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

All developing countries .. T .. T 30.3 32.5 30.5 31.0 9.4 14.1 2.7 2.9 26.3 18.0 0.8 1.4

  Least developed countries .. T .. T .. .. .. 17.4 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

  Arab States 237.4 T 477.1 T 1.1 1.3 59.5 54.2 33.9 40.2 0.7 0.4 4.8 3.8 0.0 0.0

  East Asia and the Pacific .. T .. T .. .. .. 25.1 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

  Latin America and the Caribbean .. T .. T 4.5 4.8 51.9 48.7 16.8 21.7 7.9 9.0 17.7 14.3 0.7 1.1

  South Asia 456.2 T 818.9 T 23.9 26.1 27.7 28.3 9.0 17.9 1.9 1.7 37.1 25.3 0.4 0.6

  Sub-Saharan Africa .. T .. T .. .. .. 13.6 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Central and Eastern Europe and the CIS 1,751.5 T 1,266.3 T 27.6 22.6 29.8 20.5 36.1 46.0 1.4 2.2 1.2 2.1 4.0 7.0

OECD 4,525.5 T 5,547.6 T 23.5 20.4 42.0 40.5 18.6 21.8 2.9 2.7 3.1 3.5 9.9 11.0

  High-income OECD 4,149.4 T 5,101.1 T 22.2 19.9 42.3 40.6 19.0 21.7 2.9 2.6 3.0 3.4 10.6 11.6

High human development 5,950.8 T 6,981.2 T 21.7 18.3 40.9 39.3 22.8 26.0 2.8 2.9 3.4 3.9 8.3 9.5

Medium human development .. T 3,816.7 T 36.8 40.7 24.7 25.1 12.9 13.8 2.0 2.5 22.7 16.8 1.0 1.2

Low human development .. T .. T .. .. .. 13.1 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

High income 4,300.4 T 5,423.2 T 21.7 19.0 42.9 41.5 19.5 22.7 2.8 2.5 2.9 3.2 10.2 11.0

Middle income 3,556.4 T 4,594.4 T 31.6 34.3 31.0 28.3 21.7 21.7 2.3 3.1 11.4 10.1 2.1 2.4

Low income .. T .. T .. 23.4 .. 20.6 .. 11.6 .. 2.3 .. 41.6 .. 0.5

World 8,757.7 T 11,433.9 T 25.3 25.3 36.8 35.0 19.1 20.7 2.5 2.6 10.3 10.0 6.0 6.3
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Table 21

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 24: 310-313.

* Data for Iraq and Somalia are from the HDRO online database at [http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/data].

Carbon dioxide emissions and stocks

. . . while preserving the environment for future generations . . .

Carbon dioxide emissions
Carbon intensity Carbon intensity Carbon

of energy of growth dioxide Carbon
CO2 emissions per CO2 emissions emissions stocks

Annual Share of unit of energy use per unit of GDP from forests in forests
Total change world total Per capita (kt of CO2 per (kt of CO2 per million biomass biomass

(Mt CO2) (%) (%) (t CO2) kt of oil equivalent) 2000 PPP US$) (Mt CO2 per year) (Mt Carbon)
HDI Rank 1990 2004 1990-2004 1990 2004 1990 2004 1990 2004 1990 2004 1990-2005 2005

High Human Development

33 Kuwait 43.4 99.3 9.2 0.2 0.3 20.3 37.1 5.13 3.95 .. 1.81 .. ..

35 Qatar 12.2 52.9 23.9 0.1 0.2 24.9 79.3 1.76 2.93 .. .. .. ..

39 United Arab Emirates 54.7 149.1 12.3 0.2 0.5 27.2 34.1 2.43 3.40 1.19 1.57 -0.7 16.6

41 Bahrain 11.7 16.9 3.2 0.1 0.1 24.2 23.9 2.43 2.26 1.92 1.30 .. ..

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 37.8 59.9 4.2 0.2 0.2 9.1 9.3 3.27 3.29 .. .. 0.0 6.4

58 Oman 10.3 30.9 14.3 (.) 0.1 6.3 13.6 2.25 2.61 0.52 0.88 .. ..

61 Saudi Arabia 254.8 308.2 1.5 1.1 1.1 15.9 13.6 3.78 2.19 1.18 1.02 0.0 17.5

Medium Human Development

86 Jordan 10.2 16.5 4.4 (.) 0.1 3.1 2.9 2.91 2.52 0.84 0.66 0.0 2.3

88 Lebanon 9.1 16.3 5.6 (.) 0.1 3.3 4.2 3.94 3.01 1.24 0.92 .. 1.8

91 Tunisia 13.3 22.9 5.2 0.1 0.1 1.6 2.3 2.40 2.63 0.35 0.32 -0.9 9.8

104 Algeria 77.0 193.9 10.8 0.3 0.7 3.0 5.5 3.23 5.89 0.56 0.99 -6.0 114.0

106 Occupied Palestinian Territories .. 0.6 .. .. (.) .. 0.2 .. .. .. .. .. ..

108 Syrian Arab Republic 35.9 68.4 6.5 0.2 0.2 3.0 3.8 3.08 3.71 1.11 1.11 .. ..

112 Egypt 75.4 158.1 7.8 0.3 0.5 1.5 2.3 2.37 2.78 0.48 0.58 -0.6 7.1

126 Morocco 23.5 41.1 5.4 0.1 0.1 1.0 1.4 3.49 3.59 0.29 0.34 -9.5 240.0

134 Comoros 0.1 0.1 2.4 (.) (.) 0.1 0.1 .. .. 0..08 0.09 0.2 0.8

137 Mauritania 2.6 2.6 -0.2 (.) (.) 1.3 0.8 .. .. 0.70 0.44 0.9 6.6

147 Sudan 5.4 10.4 6.6 (.) (.) 0.2 0.3 0.51 0.59 0.19 0.17 48.9 1530.7

149 Djibouti 0.4 0.4 0.3 (.) (.) 1.0 0.5 .. .. 0.22 0.25 0.0 0.4

153 Yemen 10.1 21.1 8.3 (.) 0.1 0.9 1.0 3.25 3.31 1.15 1.25 0.0 5.1

Without HDI Rank

Iraq 48.5 81.6 4.9 0.2 0.3 2.8 3.0 2.55 2.74 .. .. .. ..

Somalia (.) .. .. (.) .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 15.2 386.6

All developing countries 6,831.1 T 12,303.3 T 5.7 30.1 42.5 1.7 2.4 2.34 2.59 0.64 0.56 5,091.5 190,359.7

  Least developed countries 74.1 T 146.3 T 7.0 0.3 0.5 0.2 0.2 .. .. 0.14 0.17 1,097.8 50,811.2

  Arab States 733.6 T 1,348.4 T 6.0 3.2 4.7 3.4 4.5 3.02 2.94 0.75 0.86 44.4 2,393.3

  East Asia and the Pacific 3,413.5 T 6,682.0 T 6.8 15.0 23.1 2.1 3.5 .. .. 0.90 0.63 2,293.8 27,222.9

  Latin America and the Caribbean 1,087.7 T 1,422.6 T 2.2 4.8 4.9 2.5 2.6 2.25 2.19 0.40 0.36 1,667.0 97,557.2

  South Asia 990.7 T 1,954.6 T 7.0 4.4 6.7 0.8 1.3 1.94 2.34 0.49 0.46 -49.3 3,843.5

  Sub-Saharan Africa 454.8 T 663.1 T 3.3 2.0 2.3 1.0 1.0 .. .. 0.55 0.57 1,153.6 58,523.2

Central and Eastern Europe and the CIS 4,182.0 T 3,168.0 T -2.0 18.4 10.9 10.3 7.9 2.71 2.51 1.49 0.97 -165.9 37,592.0

OECD 11,205.2 T 13,318.6 T 1.3 49.4 46.0 10.8 11.5 2.47 2.42 0.54 0.45 -999.7 59,956.6

  High-income OECD 10,055.4 T 12,137.5 T 1.5 44.3 41.9 12.0 13.2 2.42 2.39 0.52 0.45 -979.6 45,488.9

High human development 14,495.5 T 16,615.8 T 1.0 63.9 57.3 9.8 10.1 2.45 2.40 0.60 0.48 89.8 152,467.3

Medium human development 5,944.4 T 10,215.2 T 5.1 26.2 35.2 1.8 2.5 2.39 2.76 0.83 0.61 3,026.5 86,534.2

Low human development 77.6 T 161.7 T 7.7 0.3 0.6 0.3 0.3 .. .. 0.24 0.36 858.0 41,254.0

High income 10,572.1 T 12,975.1 T 1.6 46.6 44.8 12.1 13.3 2.44 2.40 0.53 0.46 -937.4 54,215.3

Middle income 8,971.5 T 12,162.9 T 2.5 39.5 42.0 3.4 4.0 2.57 2.76 0.95 0.65 3,693.1 170,735.6

Low income 1,323.4 T 2,083.9 T 4.1 5.8 7.2 0.8 0.9 .. .. 0.47 0.43 1,275.1 56,686.1

World 22,702.5 T 28,982.7 T 2.0 100.0 100.0 4.3 4.5 2.64 2.63 0.68 0.55 4,038.1 282,650.1
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Table 22. . . while preserving the environment for future generations . . .

Status of major international environmental treaties

Kyoto Protocol Vienna Montreal
to the Convention Protocol on Stockholm

Framework Framework for the Substances Convention
Cartagena Convention Convention Convention protection that deplete on Persistent Convention Convention

Protocol on on Climate on Climate on Biological of the Ozone the Ozone Organic of the Law to Combat
Biosafety Change Change Diversity Layer Layer Pollutants of the Sea Desertification

HDI Rank 2000 1992 1997 1992 1988 1989 2001 1982 1994

High Human Development

33 Kuwait .. 1994 2005 2002 1992 1992 2006 1986 1997

35 Qatar 2007 1996 2005 1996 1996 1996 2004 2002 1999

39 United Arab Emirates .. 1995 2005 2000 1989 1989 2002 1982 1998

41 Bahrain .. 1994 2006 1996 1990 1990 2006 1985 1997

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 2005 1999 2006 2001 1990 1990 2005 1984 1996

58 Oman 2003 1995 2005 1995 1999 1999 2005 1989 1996

61 Saudi Arabia .. 1994 2005 2001 1993 1993 2002 1996 1997

Medium Human Development

86 Jordan 2003 1993 2003 1993 1989 1989 2004 1995 1996

88 Lebanon .. 1994 2006 1994 1993 1993 2003 1995 1996

91 Tunisia 2003 1993 2003 1993 1989 1989 2004 1985 1995

104 Algeria 2004 1993 2005 1995 1992 1992 2006 1996 1996

106 Occupied Palestinian Territories .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

108 Syrian Arab Republic 2004 1996 2006 1996 1989 1989 2005 .. 1997

112 Egypt 2003 1994 2005 1994 1988 1988 2003 1983 1995

126 Morocco 2000 1995 2002 1995 1995 1995 2004 2007 1996

134 Comoros .. 1994 .. 1994 1994 1994 2007 1994 1998

137 Mauritania 2005 1994 2005 1996 1994 1994 2005 1996 1996

147 Sudan 2005 1993 2004 1995 1993 1993 2006 1985 1995

149 Djibouti 2002 1995 2002 1994 1999 1999 2004 1991 1997

153 Yemen 2005 1996 2004 1996 1996 1996 2004 1987 1997

Without HDI Rank

Iraq .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 1985 ..

Somalia .. .. .. .. 2001 2001 .. 1989 2002

Data refer to year of ratification, accession approval or succession. All these stages have the same legal effects. Bold signifies signature not yet followed by ratification.

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 25: 314-317.

* Data for Iraq and Somalia are from the HDRO online database at [http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/data].
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Table 23. . .protecting personal security . . .

Refugees and armaments

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 26: 318-321.

* Data for Iraq and Somalia are from the HDRO online database at [http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/data].

Conventional arms transfers
Refugees (1990 prices)

Internally
displaced By country By country Exports Total armed forces

people of asylum of origin Imports US$ Share Index
(thousands) (thousands) (thousands) (US$ millions) millions (%) Thousands (1985=100)

HDI Rank 2006 2006 2006 1996 2006 2006 2002-2006 2007 2007

High Human Development

33 Kuwait .. (.) 1 1,161 107 0 (.) 16 133

35 Qatar .. (.) (.) 201 0 0 (.) 12 200

39 United Arab Emirates .. (.) (.) 474 2,439 7 (.) 51 119

41 Bahrain .. .. (.) 181 60 0 (.) 11 393

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya .. 3 2 0 5 24 (.) 76 ..

58 Oman .. (.) (.) 284 406 0 (.) 42 144

61 Saudi Arabia .. 241 1 1,725 148 0 (.) 225 360

Medium Human Development

86 Jordan .. 500 2 76 117 13 (.) 101 144

88 Lebanon 216-800 20 12 20 0 0 (.) 72 414

91 Tunisia .. (.) 3 56 16 .. .. 35 100

104 Algeria 1,000 94 8 87 173 .. .. 138 81

106 Occupied Palestinian Territories 25-57 .. 334 9 0 .. .. .. ..

108 Syrian Arab Republic 305 702 12 21 9 3 (.) 308 77

112 Egypt .. 88 8 986 526 0 (.) 469 105

126 Morocco .. 1 5 86 49 .. .. 201 135

134 Comoros .. .. (.) .. .. .. .. .. ..

137 Mauritania .. 1 33 2 0 .. .. 16 188

147 Sudan 5,355 202 686 29 48 .. .. 105 186

149 Djibouti .. 9 (.) 0 0 .. .. 11 367

153 Yemen .. 96 1 0 0 .. .. 67 105

Without HDI Rank

Iraq 1,884 44 1,451 0 195 .. .. 227 23

Somalia 400 1 464 0 0 .. .. .. ..

All developing countries .. 7,084 T .. .. .. .. .. 13,950 T 90

  Least developed countries .. 2,177 T .. .. .. .. .. 1,781 T 152

  Arab States .. 2,001 T .. .. .. .. .. 2,167 T 80

  East Asia and the Pacific .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 5,952 T 80

  Latin America and the Caribbean .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 1,327 T 99

  South Asia .. 2,326 T .. .. .. .. .. 2,877 T 113

  Sub-Saharan Africa .. 2,227 T .. .. .. .. .. 1,102 T 130

Central and Eastern Europe and the CIS .. 168 T .. .. .. .. .. 2,050 T ..

OECD .. 2,556 T .. .. .. .. .. 4,995 T 69

  High-income OECD .. 2,533 T .. .. .. .. .. 4,028 T 69

High human development .. 2,885 T .. .. .. 25,830 T .. 7,101 T 52

Medium human development .. 5,389 T .. .. .. .. .. 10,143 T 91

Low human development .. 1,453 T .. .. .. .. .. 835 T 146

High income .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 4,611 T 74

Middle income .. 3,267 T .. .. .. .. .. 9,440 T ..

Low income .. 3,741 T .. .. .. .. .. 5,413 T 110

World 23,700 T 9,894 T 9,894 T 22,115 T 26,130 T 26,742 T .. 19,801 T 73
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Table
Crime and justice

. . . protecting personal security . . . 24

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 27: 322-325.

* Data for Iraq and Somalia are from the HDRO online database at [http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/data].

Prison population Year in which countries
Intentional homicides (per 100,000 Female have partially or
(per 100,000 people) Total people) (% of total) completely abolished

HDI Rank 2000-2004 2007 2007 2007 the death penalty

High Human Development

33 Kuwait 1.0 3,500 130 15 ..

35 Qatar 0.8 465 55 1 ..

39 United Arab Emirates 0.6 8,927 288 11 ..

41 Bahrain 1.0 701 95 .. ..

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya .. 11,790 207 3 ..

58 Oman 0.6 2,020 81 5 ..

61 Saudi Arabia 0.9 28,612 132 6 ..

Medium Human Development

86 Jordan 0.9 5,589 104 2 ..

88 Lebanon 5.7 5,971 168 4 ..

91 Tunisia 1.2 26,000 263 .. 1991

104 Algeria 1.4 42,000 127 1 1993

106 Occupied Palestinian Territories 4.0 .. .. .. ..

108 Syrian Arab Republic 1.1 10,599 58 7 ..

112 Egypt 0.4 61,845 87 4 ..

126 Morocco 0.5 54,542 175 2 1993

134 Comoros .. 200 30 .. ..

137 Mauritania .. 815 26 3 1987

147 Sudan 0.3 12,000 36 2 ..

149 Djibouti .. 384 61 .. 1995

153 Yemen 4.0 14,000 83 .. ..

Without HDI Rank

Iraq 6.3 15,000 60 3 ..

Somalia .. .. .. .. ..
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Table25. . . and achieving equality for all women and men

Gender-related development index

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 28: 326-329.

* Data for Iraq and Somalia are from the HDRO online database at [http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/data].

Combined gross
enrolment ratio for

primary, secondary and Estimated earned
Gender-related Life expectancy at birth Adult literacy rate tertiary education income
development (years) (% aged 15 and older) (%) (PPP US$) HDI rank
index (GDI) 2005 1995-2005  2005 2005 minus GDI

HDI Rank Rank Value Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male rank

High Human Development

33 Kuwait 32 0.884 79.6 75.7 91.0 94.4 79 71 12,623 36,403 0

35 Qatar 37 0.863 75.8 74.6 88.6 89.1 85 71 9,211 37,774 -3

39 United Arab Emirates 43 0.855 81.0 76.8 87.8 89.0 68 54 8,329 33,555 -5

41 Bahrain 42 0.857 77.0 73.9 83.6 88.6 90 82 10,496 29,796 -2

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 62 0.797 76.3 71.1 74.8 92.8 97 91 4,054 13,460 -9

58 Oman 67 0.788 76.7 73.6 73.5 86.9 67 67 4,516 23,880 -13

61 Saudi Arabia 70 0.783 74.6 70.3 76.3 87.5 76 76 4,031 25,678 -13

Medium Human Development

86 Jordan 80 0.760 73.8 70.3 87.0 95.2 79 77 2,566 8,270 -2

88 Lebanon 81 0.759 73.7 69.4 93.6 93.6 86 83 2,701 8,585 -1

91 Tunisia 83 0.750 75.6 71.5 65.3 83.4 79 74 3,748 12,924 -1

104 Algeria 95 0.720 73.0 70.4 60.1 79.6 74 73 3,546 10,515 -2

106 Occupied Palestinian Territories .. .. 74.4 71.3 88.0 96.7 84 81 .. .. ..

108 Syrian Arab Republic 96 0.710 75.5 71.8 73.6 87.8 63 67 1,907 5,684 0

112 Egypt .. .. 73.0 68.5 59.4 83.0 .. .. 1,635 7,024 ..

126 Morocco 112 0.621 72.7 68.3 39.6 65.7 55 62 1,846 7,297 -1

134 Comoros 116 0.554 66.3 62.0 63.9 63.9 42 50 1,337 2,643 0

137 Mauritania 118 0.543 65.0 61.5 43.4 59.5 45 47 1,489 2,996 1

147 Sudan 131 0.502 58.9 56.0 51.8 71.1 35 39 832 3,317 -3

149 Djibouti 129 0.507 55.2 52.6 79.9 79.9 22 29 1,422 2,935 1

153 Yemen 136 0.472 63.1 60.0 34.7 73.1 43 67 424 1,422 -3

Without HDI Rank

Iraq .. .. 59.9 55.7 64.2 84.1 51 67 374 1,925 ..

Somalia .. .. 48.2 45.9 .. .. .. .. 477 1,000 ..
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Table 26
Gender empowerment measure

. . . and achieving equality for all women and men

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 29: 330-333.

* Data for Iraq and Somalia are from the HDRO online database at [http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/data].

MDG Female legislators, Female professional
Gender empowerment measure Seats in parliament senior officials and technical Ratio of estimated

(GEM) held by women and managers workers female to male
HDI Rank Rank Value (% of total) (% of total) (% of total) earned income

High Human Development

33 Kuwait .. .. 3.1 .. .. 0.35

35 Qatar 84 0.374 0.0 8 24 0.24

39 United Arab Emirates 29 0.652 22.5 8 25 0.25

41 Bahrain .. .. 13.8 .. .. 0.35

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya .. .. 7.7 .. .. 0.30

58 Oman 80 0.391 7.8 9 33 0.19

61 Saudi Arabia 92 0.254 0.0 31 6 0.16

Medium Human Development

86 Jordan .. .. 7.9 .. .. 0.31

88 Lebanon .. .. 4.7 .. .. 0.31

91 Tunisia .. .. 19.3 .. .. 0.29

104 Algeria .. .. 6.2 .. 32 0.34

106 Occupied Palestinian Territories .. .. .. 11 35 ..

108 Syrian Arab Republic .. .. 12.0 .. 40 0.34

112 Egypt 91 0.263 3.8 9 30 0.23

126 Morocco 88 0.325 6.4 12 35 0.25

134 Comoros .. .. 3.0 .. .. 0.51

137 Mauritania .. .. 17.6 .. .. 0.50

147 Sudan .. .. 16.4 .. .. 0.25

149 Djibouti .. .. 10.8 .. .. 0.48

153 Yemen 93 0.129 0.7 4 15 0.30

Without HDI Rank

Iraq .. .. 25.5 .. .. 0.19

Somalia .. .. 8.2 .. .. 0.48
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Table 27
Gender inequality in education

. . . and achieving equality for all women and men

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 30: 334-337.

* Data for Iraq and Somalia are from the HDRO online database at [http://hdr.undp.org/en/ statistics/data].

MDG MDG MDG
MDG Net primary Gross primary Gross secondary Gross tertiary

Adult literacy Youth literacy enrolment enrolment enrolment enrolment
Female Ratio of Female Ratio of Ratio of Ratio of Ratio of Ratio of

rate female rate female Female female Female female Female female Female female
(% aged 15 rate to (% aged rate to rate rate to ratio rate to ratio rate to ratio rate to
and older) male rate 15-24) male rate (%) male rate (%) male rate (%) male rate (%) male rate

HDI Rank 1995-2005 1995-2005 1995-2005 1995-2005 2005 2005 2005 2005 2005 2005 2005 2005

High Human Development

33 Kuwait 91.0 0.96 99.8 1.00 86 0.99 97 0.98 98 1.06 29 2.66

35 Qatar 88.6 0.99 97.5 1.03 96 1.00 106 0.99 99 0.98 33 3.45

39 United Arab Emirates 87.8 0.99 95.5 0.98 70 0.97 82 0.97 66 1.05 39 3.24

41 Bahrain 83.6 0.94 97.3 1.00 97 1.00 104 0.99 102 1.06 50 2.23

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 74.8 0.81 96.5 0.97 .. .. 106 0.98 107 1.19 59 1.09

58 Oman 73.5 0.85 96.7 0.99 76 1.01 85 1.00 85 0.96 19 1.09

61 Saudi Arabia 76.3 0.87 94.7 0.98 79 1.03 91 1.00 86 0.96 34 1.47

Medium Human Development

86 Jordan 87.0 0.91 99.0 1.00 90 1.02 96 1.01 88 1.02 40 1.06

88 Lebanon .. .. .. .. 92 0.99 105 0.97 93 1.10 54 1.15

91 Tunisia 65.3 0.78 92.2 0.96 97 1.01 108 0.97 88 1.09 35 1.40

104 Algeria 60.1 0.76 86.1 0.92 95 0.98 107 0.93 86 1.07 24 1.37

106 Occupied Palestinian Territories 88.0 0.91 98.8 1.00 80 0.99 88 0.99 102 1.07 39 1.04

108 Syrian Arab Republic 73.6 0.84 90.2 0.95 .. .. 121 0.95 65 0.94 .. ..

112 Egypt 59.4 0.71 78.9 0.88 91 0.95 97 0.94 82 0.92 .. ..

126 Morocco 39.6 0.60 60.5 0.75 83 0.94 99 0.89 46 0.85 10 0.85

134 Comoros .. .. .. .. .. .. 80 0.88 30 0.76 2 0.77

137 Mauritania 43.4 0.73 55.5 0.82 72 1.00 94 1.01 19 0.85 2 0.33

147 Sudan 51.8 0.73 71.4 0.84 .. .. 56 0.87 33 0.94 .. ..

149 Djibouti .. .. .. .. 30 0.81 36 0.82 19 0.66 2 0.73

153 Yemen 34.7 0.47 58.9 0.65 63 0.73 75 0.74 31 0.49 5 0.37

Without HDI Rank

Iraq 64.2 0.76 80.5 0.91 81 0.86 89 0.83 35 0.66 11 0.59

Somalia .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

All developing countries 69.9 0.91 81.4 0.91 83 0.95 104 0.94 58 0.93 16 0.91

  Least developed countries 44.3 0.80 58.0 0.80 70 0.92 90 0.89 28 0.81 3 0.63

  Arab States 59.4 0.88 79.5 0.88 77 0.92 88 0.90 65 0.92 21 1.01

  East Asia and the Pacific 86.7 0.99 97.5 0.99 93 0.99 110 0.98 72 1.00 21 0.93

  Latin America and the Caribbean 89.7 1.01 97.0 1.01 95 1.00 115 0.96 91 1.08 32 1.17

  South Asia 47.4 0.81 66.6 0.81 82 0.92 109 0.93 48 0.83 9 0.74

  Sub-Saharan Africa 51.2 0.84 65.1 0.84 68 0.93 92 0.89 28 0.79 4 0.62

Central and Eastern Europe and the CIS 98.7 1.00 99.6 1.00 91 1.00 107 0.99 90 0.98 63 1.30

OECD .. .. .. .. 96 1.00 101 0.99 98 1.00 65 1.17

  High-income OECD .. .. .. .. 96 1.01 102 0.99 103 1.00 76 1.20

High human development 93.6 1.01 98.4 1.01 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Medium human development 71.2 0.92 83.2 0.92 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Low human development 43.8 0.80 58.9 0.80 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

High income .. .. .. .. 95 1.01 101 0.99 102 1.00 73 1.21

Middle income 86.5 0.99 96.2 0.99 92 0.99 110 0.97 78 1.01 28 1.09

Low income 48.8 0.82 65.8 0.82 76 0.92 99 0.91 41 0.82 7 0.68

World 72.7 0.92 82.5 0.92 85 0.96 104 0.95 64 0.94 25 1.05
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Table 28
Gender inequality in economic activity

. . . and achieving equality for all women and men

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 31: 338-341.

Employment by economic activity
Contributing

Female economic activity (%) family workers
(aged 15 and older) Agriculture Industry Services (%)

Rate Index As % of Women Men Women Men Women Men Women Men
(%) (1990=100) male rate 1995- 1995- 1995- 1995- 1995- 1995- 1995- 1995-

HDI rank 2005 2005 2005 2005 2005 2005 2005 2005 2005 2005 2005

High Human Development

33 Kuwait 49.0 141 58 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

35 Qatar 36.3 123 41 (.) 3 3 48 97 49 .. ..

39 United Arab Emirates 38.2 152 42 (.) 9 14 36 86 55 .. ..

41 Bahrain 29.3 103 33 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 32.1 168 40 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

58 Oman 22.7 149 28 5 7 14 11 80 82 .. ..

61 Saudi Arabia 17.6 118 22 1 5 1 24 98 71 .. ..

Medium Human Development

86 Jordan 27.5 155 36 2 4 13 23 83 73 .. ..

88 Lebanon 32.4 102 41 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

91 Tunisia 28.6 138 38 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

104 Algeria 35.7 158 45 22 20 28 26 49 54 .. ..

106 Occupied Palestinian Territories 10.3 111 15 34 12 8 28 56 59 .. ..

108 Syrian Arab Republic 38.6 135 44 58 24 7 31 35 45 .. ..

112 Egypt 20.1 76 27 39 28 6 23 55 49 .. ..

126 Morocco 26.8 110 33 57 39 19 21 25 40 .. ..

134 Comoros 57.9 92 67 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

137 Mauritania 54.4 98 65 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

147 Sudan 23.7 86 33 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

149 Djibouti 52.9 94 64 (.) 3 1 11 88 78 .. ..

153 Yemen 29.7 108 39 88 43 3 14 9 43 .. ..

Developing countries 52.4 101 64 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

  Least developed countries 61.8 95 72 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

  Arab States 26.7 110 34 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

  East Asia and the Pacific 65.2 96 79 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

  Latin America and the Caribbean 51.9 127 65 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

  South Asia 36.2 99 44 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

  Sub-Saharan Africa 62.6 96 73 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Central and Eastern Europe and the CIS 52.4 89 79 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

OECD 50.3 105 72 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

  High-income OECD 52.8 107 76 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

High human development 51.6 107 73 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Medium human development 52.2 98 64 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Low human development 63.4 97 72 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

High income 52.1 107 75 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Middle income 57.0 101 72 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Low income 45.7 96 55 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

World 52.5 101 67 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..
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Table 29
Women’s political participation

. . . and achieving equality for all women and men

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 33: 343-346.

* Data for Iraq and Somalia are from the HDRO online database at [http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/data].

MDG
Women in Seats in parliament held by women

Year first woman government at (% of total)
Year women received right elected (E) or ministerial level Upper house

To stand for appointed (A) (% of total) Lower or single house or senate
HDI rank To vote election to parliament 2005 1990 2007 2007

High Human Development

33 Kuwait 2005 2005 2005 A 0.0 .. 3.1 —

35 Qatar 2003 .. .. 7.7 .. 0.0 —

39 United Arab Emirates — — — 5.6 0.0 22.5 —

41 Bahrain 1973, 2002 1973, 2002 2002 A 8.7 .. 2.5 25.0

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 1964 1964 .. .. .. 7.7 —

58 Oman 1994, 2003 1994, 2003 .. 10.0 .. 2.4 15.5

61 Saudi Arabia — — — 0.0 .. 0.0 —

Medium Human Development

86 Jordan 1974 1974 1989 A 10.7 0.0 5.5 12.7

88 Lebanon 1952 1952 1991 A 6.9 0.0 4.7 —

91 Tunisia 1959 1959 1959 E 7.1 4.3 22.8 13.4

104 Algeria 1962 1962 1962 A 10.5 2.4 7.2 3.1

106 Occupied Palestinian Territories .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

108 Syrian Arab Republic 1949, 1953 1953 1973 E 6.3 9.2 12.0 —

112 Egypt 1956 1956 1957 E 5.9 3.9 2.0 6.8

126 Morocco 1963 1963 1993 E 5.9 0.0 10.8 1.1

134 Comoros 1956 1956 1993 E .. 0.0 3.0 —

137 Mauritania 1961 1961 1975 E 9.1 .. 17.9 17.0

147 Sudan 1964 1964 1964 E 2.6 .. 17.8 4.0

149 Djibouti 1946 1986 2003 E 5.3 0.0 10.8 —

153 Yemen 1967, 1970 1967, 1970 1990 E 2.9 4.1 0.3 1.8

Without HDI Rank

Iraq 1980 1980 1980 E 18.8 10.8 25.5 —

Somalia 1956 1956 1979 E .. 4.0 8.2 —
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Table 30
Status of major international human rights instruments

Human and labour rights instruments

Convention
against Torture

International International International Convention on and Other
Convention on the Convention on the International Covenant on the Elimination Cruel, Inhuman

Prevention and Elimination of All Covenant Economic, of All Forms of or Degrading Convention
Punishment of the Forms of Racial on Civil and Social and Discrimination Treatment or on the Rights
Crime of Genocide Discrimination Political Rights Cultural Rights against Women Punishment of the Child

HDI rank 1948 1965 1966 1966 1979 1984 1989

High Human Development

33 Kuwait 1995 1968 1996 1996 1994 1996 1991

35 Qatar .. 1976 .. .. .. 2000 1995

39 United Arab Emirates 2005 1974 .. .. 2004 .. 1997

41 Bahrain 1990 1990 2006 .. 2002 1998 1992

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 1989 1968 1970 1970 1989 1989 1993

58 Oman .. 2003 .. .. 2006 .. 1996

61 Saudi Arabia 1950 1997 .. .. 2000 1997 1996

Medium Human Development

86 Jordan 1950 1974 1975 1975 1992 1991 1991

88 Lebanon 1953 1971 1972 1972 1997 2000 1991

91 Tunisia 1956 1967 1969 1969 1985 1988 1992

104 Algeria 1963 1972 1989 1989 1996 1989 1993

106 Occupied Palestinian Territories .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

108 Syrian Arab Republic 1955 1969 1969 1969 2003 2004 1993

112 Egypt 1952 1967 1982 1982 1981 1986 1990

126 Morocco 1958 1970 1979 1979 1993 1993 1993

134 Comoros 2004 2004 .. .. 1994 2000 1993

137 Mauritania .. 1988 2004 2004 2001 2004 1991

147 Sudan 2003 1977 1986 1986 .. 1986 1990

149 Djibouti .. 2006 2002 2002 1998 2002 1990

153 Yemen 1987 1972 1987 1987 1984 1991 1991

Without HDI Rank

Iraq 1959 1970 1971 1971 1986 .. 1994

Somalia .. 1975 1990 1990 .. 1990 2002

Data refer to year of ratification, accession or succession. All these stages have the same legal effects. Bold signifies signature not yet followed by ratification.

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 34: 347-350.

* Data for Iraq and Somalia are from the HDRO online database at [http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/data].
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Table 31
Status of fundamental labour rights conventions

Human and labour rights instruments

Elimination of discrimination
Freedom of association and Elimination of forced and in respect of employment

collective bargaining compulsory labour and occupation Abolition of child labour
Convention Convention Convention Convention Convention Convention Convention Convention

HDI rank 87 98 29 105 100 111 138 182

High Human Development

33 Kuwait 1961 .. 1968 1961 .. 1966 1999 2000

35 Qatar .. .. 1998 2007 .. 1976 2006 2000

39 United Arab Emirates .. .. 1982 1997 1997 2001 1998 2001

41 Bahrain .. .. 1981 1998 .. 2000 .. 2001

56 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 2000 1962 1961 1961 1962 1961 1975 2000

58 Oman .. .. 1998 2005 .. .. 2005 2001

61 Saudi Arabia … … 1978 1978 1978 1978 … 2001

Medium Human Development

86 Jordan .. 1968 1966 1958 1966 1963 1998 2000

88 Lebanon .. 1977 1977 1977 1977 1977 2003 2001

91 Tunisia 1957 1957 1962 1959 1968 1959 1995 2000

104 Algeria 1962 1962 1962 1969 1962 1969 1984 2001

108 Syrian Arab Republic 1960 1957 1960 1958 1957 1960 2001 2003

112 Egypt 1957 1954 1955 1958 1960 1960 1999 2002

126 Morocco .. 1957 1957 1966 1979 1963 2000 2001

134 Comoros 1978 1978 1978 1978 1978 2004 2004 2004

137 Mauritania 1961 2001 1961 1997 2001 1963 2001 2001

147 Sudan .. 1957 1957 1970 1970 1970 2002 2003

149 Djibouti 1978 1978 1978 1978 1978 2005 2005 2005

153 Yemen 1976 1969 1969 1969 1976 1969 2000 2000

Without HDI Rank

Iraq .. 1962 1962 1959 1963 1959 1985 2001

Somalia .. .. 1960 1961 .. 1961 .. ..

Years indicate the date of ratification.

Source: UNDP, HDR 2007/2008, Table 35: 351-354.

* Data for Iraq and Somalia are from the HDRO online database at [http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/data].





Annex II: Indicators of governance in the Arab countries 

Table 1: Institutional quality in the Arab countries in 1996

  Voice and 
accountability

Political 
stability

Government 
effectiveness

Regulatory 
quality

Rule of law Control of 
corruption

Average 
institutional 

quality

Low income -1.59 -1.97 -1.17 -1.53 -1.50 -0.90 -1.44

Comoros -0.04 1.05 -0.71 -0.82 .. .. -0.13

Mauritania -0.95 0.56 0.20 -0.86 -0.88 .. -0.39

Somalia -1.91 -2.30 -1.77 -2.91 -2.10 -1.74 -2.12

Sudan -1.95 -2.58 -1.49 -1.88 -1.63 -1.13 -1.78

Yemen -0.94 -1.15 -0.55 -0.44 -1.15 -0.29 -0.75

Lower middle income -1.17 -1.33 -0.26 -0.47 -0.41 -0.27 -0.65

Algeria -1.36 -2.44 -0.39 -0.94 -1.21 -0.37 -1.12

Djibouti -0.72 0.21 -0.98 0.17 -0.24 .. -0.31

Egypt -1.04 -1.07 -0.03 0.24 0.08 0.06 -0.29

Iraq -1.96 -2.90 -1.49 -2.95 -1.61 -1.39 -2.05

Jordan -0.37 0.17 0.23 0.29 0.44 -0.15 0.10

Morocco -0.63 -0.61 -0.05 0.15 0.12 0.22 -0.13

Syria -1.61 -0.82 -0.15 -0.91 -0.49 -0.79 -0.80

Tunisia -0.85 0.16 0.51 0.56 -0.20 -0.10 0.01

OPT -0.70 .. .. .. .. .. -0.70

Upper middle income -1.18 -0.88 -0.22 -0.94 -0.49 -0.51 -0.70

Lebanon -0.39 -0.52 0.21 0.02 -0.22 -0.23 -0.19

Libya -1.82 -1.76 -1.02 -2.10 -1.29 -0.97 -1.49

Oman -1.02 0.47 0.86 0.10 0.87 0.06 0.22

High income -1.44 -0.34 -0.17 -0.22 0.50 -0.27 -0.33

Bahrain -1.19 -0.82 0.43 0.51 0.17 0.02 -0.15

Kuwait -0.47 0.01 0.35 -0.04 0.74 0.61 0.20

Qatar -0.94 0.33 0.49 0.34 0.10 -0.12 0.03

Saudi Arabia -1.62 -0.52 -0.34 -0.38 0.45 -0.42 -0.47

UAE -1.02 0.74 0.42 0.53 0.84 0.13 0.27

Overall average -1.28 -1.35 -0.44 -0.69 -0.56 -0.41 -0.80

Source: Kauffman, World Bank Governance Indicators, 2008.

Note: Estimates between -2.5 and 2.5; higher is better.
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Table 2: Institutional quality in the Arab countries in 2007

  Voice and 
accountability

Political 
stability

Government 
effectiveness

Regulatory 
quality

Rule of law Control of 
corruption

Average 
institutional 

quality

Low income -1.49 -2.03 -1.25 -1.22 -1.40 -1.10 -1.42

Comoros -0.45 -0.40 -1.80 -1.43 -0.93 -0.69 -0.95

Mauritania -0.75 -0.33 -0.68 -0.36 -0.60 -0.50 -0.54

Somalia -1.89 -3.01 -2.35 -2.72 -2.64 -1.87 -2.41

Sudan -1.73 -2.30 -1.18 -1.25 -1.46 -1.25 -1.53

Yemen -1.06 -1.48 -1.02 -0.71 -0.94 -0.62 -0.97

Lower middle income -1.15 -1.00 -0.54 -0.53 -0.46 -0.58 -0.71

Algeria -1.01 -1.18 -0.52 -0.66 -0.72 -0.47 -0.76

Djibouti -1.06 -0.05 -0.98 -0.80 -0.51 -0.48 -0.65

Egypt -1.24 -0.77 -0.44 -0.31 -0.13 -0.58 -0.58

Iraq -1.29 -2.82 -1.68 -1.35 -1.89 -1.39 -1.74

Jordan -0.64 -0.29 0.27 0.35 0.51 0.32 0.09

Morocco -0.62 -0.52 -0.07 -0.11 -0.15 -0.24 -0.29

Syria -1.77 -0.61 -0.88 -1.22 -0.55 -0.88 -0.99

Tunisia -1.22 0.10 0.46 0.15 0.32 0.08 -0.02

OPT -1.28 -2.07 -1.24 -1.38 -0.84 -0.77 -1.26

Upper middle income -1.28 -0.29 -0.63 -0.41 -0.36 -0.48 -0.58

Lebanon -0.45 -2.09 -0.61 -0.21 -0.66 -0.65 -0.78

Libya -1.94 0.47 -1.07 -0.98 -0.62 -0.83 -0.83

Oman -1.03 0.76 0.38 0.63 0.73 0.62 0.35

High income -1.36 -0.29 0.01 0.08 0.38 0.14 -0.17

Bahrain -0.82 -0.28 0.41 0.89 0.66 0.60 0.24

Kuwait -0.46 0.40 0.20 0.29 0.69 0.49 0.27

Qatar -0.64 0.81 0.06 0.55 0.89 1.00 0.45

Saudi Arabia -1.59 -0.59 -0.18 -0.10 0.27 -0.10 -0.38

UAE -0.89 0.76 0.86 0.70 0.66 1.00 0.52

Overall average -1.25 -1.13 -0.65 -0.62 -0.58 -0.62 -0.81

Source: Kauffman, World Bank Governance Indicators, 2008.

Note: Estimates between -2.5 and 2.5; higher is better.



263Annex II: Indicators of governance in the Arab countries

Table 3: Direction of institutional reforms in Arab countries:  
change in governance indicators between 1996 and 2007

  Voice and 
accountability

Political 
stability

Government 
effectiveness

Regulatory 
quality

Rule of law Control of 
corruption

Average 
institutional 

quality

Low income 0.09 -0.09 -0.09 0.29 0.10 -0.18 0.02

Comoros -0.41 -1.45 -1.09 -0.61 .. .. -0.89

Mauritania 0.20 -0.89 -0.88 0.50 0.28 .. -0.16

Somalia 0.02 -0.71 -0.58 0.19 -0.54 -0.13 -0.29

Sudan 0.22 0.28 0.31 0.63 0.17 -0.12 0.25

Yemen -0.12 -0.33 -0.47 -0.27 0.21 -0.33 -0.22

Lower middle income 0.01 0.34 -0.27 -0.05 -0.05 -0.31 0.00

Algeria 0.35 1.26 -0.13 0.28 0.49 -0.10 0.36

Djibouti -0.34 -0.26 0.00 -0.97 -0.27 .. -0.37

Egypt -0.20 0.30 -0.41 -0.55 -0.21 -0.64 -0.29

Iraq 0.67 0.08 -0.19 1.60 -0.28 0.00 0.31

Jordan -0.27 -0.46 0.04 0.06 0.07 0.47 -0.02

Morocco 0.01 0.09 -0.02 -0.26 -0.27 -0.46 -0.15

Syria -0.16 0.21 -0.73 -0.31 -0.06 -0.09 -0.19

Tunisia -0.37 -0.06 -0.05 -0.41 0.52 0.18 -0.03

OPT -0.58 .. .. .. .. .. -0.58

Upper middle income -0.08 0.62 -0.38 0.57 0.15 0.04 0.15

Lebanon -0.06 -1.57 -0.82 -0.23 -0.44 -0.42 -0.59

Libya -0.12 2.23 -0.05 1.12 0.67 0.14 0.67

Oman -0.01 0.29 -0.48 0.53 -0.14 0.56 0.13

High income 0.06 0.01 0.15 0.27 -0.13 0.38 0.12

Bahrain 0.37 0.54 -0.02 0.38 0.49 0.58 0.39

Kuwait 0.01 0.39 -0.15 0.33 -0.05 -0.12 0.07

Qatar 0.30 0.48 -0.43 0.21 0.79 1.12 0.41

Saudi Arabia 0.03 -0.07 0.16 0.28 -0.18 0.32 0.09

UAE 0.13 0.02 0.44 0.17 -0.18 0.87 0.24

Overall average 0.03 0.22 -0.19 0.08 -0.02 -0.19 -0.02

Source: UNDP/AHDR calculations based on World Bank Governance Indicators, 2008. 

Note: Positive differences indicate improvements in the governance dimension while negative differences indicate a deterioration. As the average institutional change 
for the Arab countries is -0.02, there is no evidence of any overall improvements in governance. Indeed, the period 1996-2007 saw a deterioration. On the sub-regional 
level, the following conclusions may be drawn from Table 3: 1) For low income countries, the institutional reform challenge resides in Government Effectiveness, Political 
Stability and Control of Corruption where a deterioration is recorded in the 11 years under consideration.2) For the lower middle income countries a small improvement in 
political stability is noticeable; however the obvious explanation for this is that each of these populous countries, namely Algeria, Egypt and Iraq, started in 1996 with very 
low achievements in this dimension. On the other dimensions of governance, they record a deterioration. 3) The upper middle income countries recorded improvements 
on 4 of the 6 governance indicators. 4) The high income countries recorded improvements on all fronts, with the exception of the rule of law indicator. However, despite 
these achievements, the high income countries score below average on “Voice and Accountability”, which remains a significant priority for their reform efforts.





A.	 Survey implementation team

•	 Alfa International for Research Polling and 
Informatics/Ramallah, West Bank.

•	 Société d’Etudes de Realisation de Consultants 
(SEREC)/Casablanca, Morocco.

•	 Statistics Lebanon Ltd./Beirut, Lebanon.
•	 The Nielsen Company – ACNielsen/Kuwait.

B.	 Note on survey questionnaire 

The concept of human security: This included five questions 
on how satisfied the individual feels with his or her life in 
general and how secure s/he feels. Respondents were asked 
to specify the three most important sources of threat in relation 
to themselves personally, and to state what made them feel 
secure. The questionnaire then asked them to consider twenty-
two potential threats to human security, and to say whether 
each was related to human security. In this way, an attempt 
was made to explore the various dimensions of the concept as 
understood by Arab citizens.

Environmental security: This section presented a number of 
negative environmental phenomena and asked if they were 
problematic in the respondents’ countries and, if so, whether 
the problem was becoming worse over time; to what extent 
respondents were aware of efforts to deal with the problem; 
by what party those efforts were being made; and whether 
they were proving successful. Finally, respondents were asked 
how able they felt personally to help confront or alleviate the 
problem in question.

Security in its political and international dimensions: The 
question here was which states presented the greatest threat to 
the country’s security and which states did the most to enhance 
it. The individual was asked to state his/her attitude toward 
foreign military bases, peace-keeping forces, and the role 
played by regional and international institutions in enhancing 
Arab human security.

Social security (relations among groups): Questions related 
to how aware citizens were of ethnic, religious, sectarian, 
class, or political differences among citizens of their country, 
whether these differences caused problems, and whether such 
problems were getting worse or better. Respondents were asked 
what efforts were being made to deal with such problems, 
what parties were making these efforts, how effective they 
were proving, and how far individuals felt able to contribute 
to solutions themselves. Other questions concerned how 
far society was predisposed against particular groups, how 
this prejudice was manifested, whether external forces had 
intervened on behalf of such groups; who those forces were; 
and whether such interventions had benefitted the affected 
groups and the country in general. Still other questions probed 
the degree to which the respondent’s society favoured certain 

social groups, and how much confidence people had in those 
groups, public institutions and opportunities for political 
participation. Respondents were also asked if they thought the 
state supported fundamental rights, such as the freedoms of 
opinion, expression and association, and justice.

Economic security: This section enquired if income was 
adequate to cover basic human needs, to what degree the state 
contributed in that connection through subsidies and social 
security, to what extent groups often subject to prejudice—such 
as women, the poor, and young people—enjoyed access to 
employment, and how respondents’ viewed globalization.
	
Nutritional security: Questions related to the ability to obtain 
necessary and sufficient nutrition and how varied and safe food 
supplies were.

Health security: This section contained questions relating 
to health care and psychological health. They dealt with the 
availability of health care and psychological health services and, 
where these were unavailable, the reasons for this. Respondents 
were asked about the efficiency of health insurance systems and 
emergency medical services, and how far they were aware of 
health issues such as HIV/AIDS and other major health threats.

Personal safety: Individuals were asked how safe they thought 
they and their families were and whether state organs (the 
police, the judiciary) provided effective personal and family 
protection. They were asked about particular sources of threats 
to personal security in their countries, trends in that respect, 
whether efforts were being made to confront these threats, how 
successful such efforts were, and whether individuals felt able 
to help alleviate such threats. They were also asked to name the 
greatest threats to personal security in their countries, how they 
individually dealt with those threats, and which institutions 
were most supportive of human security.

Annex III: The human security survey














