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ii Message from the Secretary-General

In recent months, Arab cities have been the central meeting 
ground for courageous calls for better governance, more 
effective economic management, greater transparency 

and more freedom. Those legitimate aspirations for human 
rights and dignity have echoed around the world.

Through the centuries, Arab cities have generated many 
of humankind’s most enduring achievements and legacies. 
Today, we must ensure that these cities are sustainable and 
inclusive – able to maintain their cultural and spiritual 
heritage while advancing well-being for generations to come.

The State of Arab Cities 2012 offers a timely account of the 
progress and the problems in these rapidly urbanizing centres 
of human civilization. It tells us, for example, that urban 
slums are decreasing in large parts of the region, and that 
urban innovations are being introduced with dazzling speed. 
But it also shows how many Arab societies continue to suffer 
under conflict, extreme poverty and under-development.

Far too often, highly centralized governance structures 
undermine local authorities’ efficiency, perpetuate corruption, 
obstruct political participation and erode the relationships 
between the citizenry and the level of government closest to 
them. The Arab Awakening has delivered welcome change, 
but there is still much work ahead even in those places where 
democratic transitions are taking root.

This report also highlights the importance of young people. 
In most Arab countries, youth make up the majority of the 
population, and youth unemployment is very high. These 
trends often converge in the region’s cities, where a lack of 
opportunities and dim prospects for personal and professional 
advancement can have destabilizing impacts.

Arab nations and cities are at a pivotal moment. As we 
look to the challenges of the future, The State of Arab Cities 
2012 offers insight and analysis to inform and enlighten. I 
commend it to a wide global audience.

Ban Ki-moon
Secretary-General
United Nations
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It gives me great pleasure to introduce this first The State 
of the Arab Cities report, the latest addition to a rapidly 
expanding series of regional publications on the state of 

cities which already include the African, the Asia-Pacific, the 
East European and the Latin America-Caribbean regions.

The Arab States constitute perhaps the most diverse region 
so far covered by the state of the cities report series. National 
populations for 2010 varied from as little as 691,000 in the 
Comoros to well over 84 million in Egypt. IMF data for the 
same year showed that GDP per capita ranged from USD 
862 in the Comoros to USD 74,901 in Qatar. The region’s 
highest literacy rate of 94.5 per cent is found in Kuwait, 
while Mauritania scores only 55.8 per cent. Likewise, the 
national urbanization rate in Kuwait is 98.4 per cent versus 
31.8 in Yemen.

Clearly, the region also has a significant number of shared 
characteristics beyond being Arab States. The overriding 
common feature is the shared Islamic religion and culture, but 
there are other common traits, including large demographic 
youth bulges, significant youth under- and unemployment 
rates. There are also highly centralized governance systems 
that are being questioned by the populations at large, acute 
stresses on fresh water supplies, and increasingly felt impacts 
of climate change, to mention a few.

The year 2011 has been a historic one for the Arab States 
region. I am referring to what became known as ‘the Arab 
Spring’. As early as 2008, the first State of the African Cities 
report - which covered the Arab States on the Africa continent 
- issued succinct but accurate advice to the governments of 
northern Africa that only major political, social and economic 
reform could avert significant urban unrest. 

The report warned that the combination of large numbers of 
unemployed urban youth, a lack of affordable housing, and the 
resultant stress on the ability of societies to cater for urban new 
household formation rates constituted an explosive mixture. 
The events of 2011 showed the validity of this forecast.

The Arab States region is currently at a historic cross road 
in its political, social and economic evolution.  And so I 
would like to repeat here the message carried in our 2008 
Africa report, because of its significance for the Arab States 
region as a whole:

The challenge is to reshape social and urban policies towards 
sustainable economic growth and adequate living conditions 
for rapidly expanding numbers of young and poor urbanites. 
But the confrontation with urbanity and modernity can 
only be resolved by the region itself, while the outcomes of 
policies to better integrate [the Arab States] in the global 
economy … and among themselves … will determine its 
future.

UN-Habitat is promoting the economic role of cities both 
in the Arab world and beyond. We also want to ensure that 
urban planning is well equipped to deal with current urban 
challenges. 

Finally, I would like to commend the excellent inter-agency 
cooperation in the true spirit of One-UN in the preparation 
of this publication. I thank all partners for their vision, 
contributions and cooperation.

Foreword by UN-Habitat

Dr. Joan Clos
Under-Secretary General of the United Nations
Executive Director UN-Habitat
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In an effort to review in detail the conditions and trends across the Arab States region, this report has drawn on an initial 
background report on Arab cities prepared by the Kuwait office of UN-Habitat and the knowledge of a wide range of 
specialists. This included a first expert group meeting hosted by the Arab Fund For Social and Economic Development in 

Kuwait City, Kuwait, on 28 and 29 April 2010. A second expert group meeting, hosted by the League of Arab States was held 
on 1-3 November 2010 in Cairo, Egypt. A peer review of the consolidated draft was reviewed by an Editorial Board meeting 
of experts, held on 20 and 21 November 2011 in Amman, Jordan.

This report could not have been realized without the generous financial support by the Government of Kuwait and the 
cooperation of Arab Towns Organization. UN-Habitat is further grateful to the Government of Norway for its financial 
contribution to the editorial board meeting and the graphic design. 

The report was coordinated by Tarek El-Sheikh and Dalal Al-Rashed of UN-Habitat’s Kuwait Office. Jos Maseland and Lusungu 
Kayani of UN-Habitat’s Regional Office for Africa and the Arab States conceptualized the report and designed the drafting 
process. An initial background report was prepared by Tarek El-Sheikh and Victoria Wisnewski-Otero of UN-Habitat Kuwait. 
Daniel Biau, formerly Director of UN-Habitat’s Regional and Technical Cooperation Division, and Alioune Badiane, Director 
of UN-Habitat’s Project Office, provided overall guidance.

Mona Serageldin, the lead author of the report, was supported by a team of experts composed of Kendra Leith, Maria Luisa 
Fernandez Mansfield, Linda Shi and François Vigier.

A number of regional experts have contributed by providing specific countries background reports. The UN-Habitat Team 
contributed to the drafting of Chapter One. Dr. Abdul Aziz Adidi contributed to Chapter Two (the Maghreb). Dr. Nassr 
Yassin and Dania Rifai prepared the Lebanon report. Dr. Rami Nasrallah and Filiep Decorte prepared Occupied Palestinian 
Territories background documents. Fiona McCluney prepared a note on Baghdad for Chapter Three (the Mashreq). Dr. Ali A. 
Alraouf prepared the Qatar and Bahrain national reports. Dr. Saied Maksoud provided the Saudi Arabia report. Dr. Radhiya 
AlHashimi contributed the United Arab Emirates and Oman reports, while Tarek El-Sheikh and Sara Al Duwaisan provided 
background information on Kuwait. Eng. Eid Al-Khaldi contributed valuable statistics and regional data for Chapter Four (the 
Gulf Cooperation Council). Dr. Salah Osman prepared the Sudan country report, while Eng. Yasmin Al-Awadi prepared the 
Yemen background report for Chapter Five (the Southern Tier). Chris Horwood prepared reference documents on all countries 
covered by this report. Lusungu Kayani compiled the Statistical Annex, based on data from The State of African Cities 2010 and 
the World Urbanization Prospects: The 2009 Revision, UNDESA.

The expert group meetings in Kuwait City and Cairo benefited from expert guidance provided by:
Abdelaziz Adidi, Adam Abdelmoula, Basiouni Abdelrahman, Ahmed Aladsani, Dhari Al Ajmi, Abdulrahman Alduaij, Sohaib 
Allabdi, Ali A. Alraouf, Sateh Arnaout, Yasmine Al Awadhint Dina Al Beheri, Daniel Biau, Rounwah Adly Bseiso, Hussain 
Dashti, Sara Al Duwaisan, Assem El Gazzar, Thabit Al Haroun, Radhiya Al Hashimi, Chris Horwood, Lusungu Kayani, 
Mohamed Khadim, Eid Al Khaldi, Jos Maseland, Fiona McCluney, Eduardo Moreno, Rami Nasrallah, Trevor Pearson, Gerry 
Post, Dania Rifai, Sandra Al Saleh, Ghassan Samman, Mowaffaq Al Saqqar, Mona Serageldin, Ehab Shalaan, Sahar Shawa, 
Tarek El-Sheikh, Monica El Shorbagi, David Simms, Ali Shabou, Doaa El Sherif, Ahmed Taha, Maha Yahya and Nasser Yassin.

UN-Habitat appreciates the guidance provided by the following Editorial Board members: 
Abdelaziz Adidi, Ali Abdel Raouf, Ali Shabou, Alioune Badiane, H.E. Ammar Gharaibeh, Chairman of Greater Amman 
Municipality Committee, Dalal Al-Rashed, Dania Rifai, Daniel Biau, Eduardo Moreno, Ghassan Samman, Hatem Taha, Jan 
Meeuwissen, Jos Maseland, Lusungu Kayani, Maha Yahya Mohamed Khadim, Mona Serageldin, Paulius Kulikauskas, Riad 
Tabbarah, Riadh Tappuni, Tarek El-Sheikh, Sateh Aranout, Waleed Al Arabi and H.E. Yehia Al Kasby.

The following contributed text boxes to the report:
Nadia Alaily-Mattar, Yasmine Al Awadhi, Dorothee von Brentano, Radhiya Al Hashimi, Jos Maseland, Fiona McCluney, Rami 
Nasrallah, Salah Osman, Ali A. Raouf, Mowafaq Al Saqqar, Ali Shabou, Tarek El Sheikh, David Simms and Maha Yahya.
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