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Section 4
REQUIREMENTS FOR THE IMPLEMENTATION
OF THE SDGs IN ARAB COUNTRIES
Hussein Abaza

ARAB ENVIRONMENT: SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

Some necessary requirements are needed for
achieving the SDGs in Arab countries, covering
strategies, policies, planning and governance.
Those include:

A. LONG-TERM STRATEGIES AND
MEDIUM-TERM PLANS
Developing a long-term strategy with a
clear vision, action plan, and indicators are
essential requirements for achieving sustainable
development. Water, energy and food continue
to be among the main challenges facing Arab
countries. This is further aggravated by rapid
population growth, increased rates of poverty
and the widening gap between the rich and poor,
combined by increased levels of unemployment,
illiteracy and poor health services, particularly
for low income groups, the poor and under
privileged communities.
SDG1 “End poverty in all forms everywhere”
SDG2 “End hunger, achieve food security and
improved nutrition and promote sustainable
agriculture”
SDG6 “Ensure availability and sustainable
management of water and sanitation for all”
SDG7 “Ensure access to affordable, reliable
sustainable and modern energy for all”
The outbreak of revolutions in several Arab
countries since 2011 was mainly attributed to
deteriorating social and economic conditions
in these countries. Social injustice, reflected in
inequitable distribution of wealth and social
services, including sanitary and health facilities,
education, and access to job opportunities were
among the main causes for the Arab uprising,
and they continue to be the main challenges
facing these countries.
Moreover, it should be emphasized that a
necessary requirement for achieving sustainable
development is a secure, stable, and predictable
macro-economic environment. Conflicts and
wars in some Arab countries, particularly in
Syria, Libya, and Yemen have claimed a heavy toll
on their MDG gains. Launching action plans for
the implementation of the SDGs requires first

and foremost restoring political stability and the
rule of law. Some other Arab countries are still
grappling with political governance issues that
need to be resolved to prevent sparking further
uprisings and unrest.

B. GOOD GOVERNANCE, TRANSPARENCY AND ACCOUNTABILITY
Good governance represented mainly in
national institutions that function in an effective
and efficient, transparent and accountable
manner are necessary for achieving sustainable
development. These are lacking in most Arab
countries, thus requiring corrective actions
and reform in the existing institutional set-ups
of governments. Lack of public participation,
transparency and accountability represent one
of the main constraints for the development
and implementation of strategies, policies,
and action plans. Adopting more transparent,
accountable, and participatory approaches in
the formulation and implementation of policies
enhances the confidence of the public in the
government, creates a sense of ownership on
the part of citizens, thus contributing to a more
positive attitude towards the government. This
ultimately contributes to increased productivity
and a more efficient use of resources. Good
governance may therefore be regarded as a
requirement for an outcome of sustainable
development policies.
SDG16 “Promote peaceful and inclusive
societies for sustainable development, provide
access to justice for all and build effective,
accountable and inclusive institutions at all
levels”
SDG17
“Strengthen
the
means
of
implementation and revitalize the global
partnership for sustainable development”
Public participation is key in achieving sustainable
development. Effective actual engagement
of different stakeholders in the formulation,
development, and implementation of strategies,
policies, and plans is a necessary prerequisite
for the successful realization of SDGs. Public
participation ensures that priorities and concerns
of the different segments of the population are
taken into account in the formulation of policies,
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plans and programs. It also promotes transparency,
accountability, and the empowerment and
effective engagement of different stakeholders,
and consequently the successful implementation
of proposed policies, plans and programs.
Adopting top down approaches to development
have proven their shortcomings, as they fail
to reflect local priorities and concerns and the
involvement of different stakeholders in the
implementation process and the successful
achievement of set targets and goals. Public
participation may take different forms, including
public policy dialogues, public hearings, surveys
and questionnaires. What is also important is
that governments should make the public aware
of the status of implementation of the proposed
programs, successes, failures, bottlenecks and
proposed measures for corrective actions.

C. INTEGRATED POLICYMAKING
Policy development and implementation in
most Arab countries lack integration of social,
environmental, and economic aspects. In many
instances emphasis is mainly laid on economic
considerations without giving due attention
to social and environmental considerations.
Government policies may not only neglect these
two dimensions, but may also result in negative
implications on them. Adopting an integrated
approach in policy development is therefore
crucial in achieving sustainable development.
Integrated policies that ensure complementarities
and supportiveness of the three dimensions of
sustainability should be developed. There is a
need to depart from the assumption that there is
always a tradeoff between the three dimensions of
sustainability, which may still be the case at some
point, but this should not be the starting point
in the policy formulation process. Starting from
this premise is apt to render environmental and
social considerations a low priority as compared
to the economic aspects. Adopting the proposed
approach requires full understanding of the
interlinkages and feedback loop between the three
dimensions of sustainability. It will also benefit
from the use of a modeling exercise that clearly
shows the implications of the different weights
and priorities given to specific goals on other
parameters and objectives. It has been proven
that countries following an integrated approach
in policy formulation have been better able to
achieve sustainable economic development that is

inclusive and socially acceptable, while at the same
time ensuring the integrity of the environment.
Integrated policymaking is not only meant to
ensure the integration of social, environmental,
and economic aspects in policy design, but is also
intended to ensure the integration and coherence
between different sectoral policies. This is
particularly relevant when addressing the waterenergy-food nexus and the close relationship
and interlinkages between them. It is therefore
essential that the design of a long-term vision
and strategy for water, energy, and food considers
closely those linkages and implications in order
to optimize the outcome of the proposed policies,
plans and programs, including the development
and social component associated with them.
The general practice in most Arab countries is to
develop policies in an isolated, segregated manner
without proper coordination and integration
between different sectors. This has resulted in a
lack of coherence, coupled with shortsighted and
deficient policies. It is therefore imperative that
a proper mechanism is put in place to ensure
proper coordination and integration of policies
across sectors. Moreover, the increased number of
ministries with unclear and sometimes overlapping
responsibilities in most Arab countries further
aggravates the situation. In almost all countries
of the region, ministries of environment are the
least budgeted with a restricted mandate confined
to deal mainly with pollution related issues in
isolation from mainstream economic sectors
Since the Arab world faces a water, energy, and food
challenge, priority should be given to addressing
these challenges with a focus on how integrated
policymaking will help achieve water, energy and
food security for the region. Emphasis in policy
design should also be laid on how the proposed
policy would help revitalize and diversify the
economies of Arab countries, promote resource
efficiency, enhance competitiveness and market
access, create jobs, reduce poverty and improve
human welfare of the population.

D. POLICY COHERENCE
Regulations supported by market-based
incentives, if properly designed, can be quite
effective in realizing sustainable development
objectives. However, the general practice in
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most Arab countries is the development of
regulations, market incentives, as well as trade
and finance policies along sectoral lines without
taking into account the implications of one
policy tool on the other and their implications
across sectors. Moreover, the full social,
economic and environmental implications of
the proposed policy package is not properly
assessed and analyzed. That is to say regulations
related to buildings and new communities do
not necessarily take into account their social,
economic, and environmental considerations
and in most cases their implications on resource
consumption and on other sectors such as,
for example, roads and transportation. It is
therefore essential that the different policy tools
are developed in such a way to ensure their
supportiveness and coherence, and consequently
their effectiveness in achieving sustainable
development objectives.
Moreover, promoting tools and concepts such as
the ecosystem approach, full lifecycle assessment,
producers’ responsibility, as well as consumers’
responsibility can go a long way in promoting
resource efficiency and reducing waste by
producers and consumers. Adopting such
approaches in the building and construction
sector, for example will necessitate that the
full social and environmental together with
the economic aspects are taken into account
in the construction of buildings. This includes
accounting for the carbon footprint resulting
from the production of building material, the
construction and operation processes, as well
as the demolition phase. Social factors to be
considered include the number of decent jobs
created and the health implications resulting
from the building and construction process.
Moreover, other necessary enabling conditions
such as research and development, education,
public awareness, and capacity development
policies should all be designed to support the
overall strategic vision and direction of the country.

E. HIGH COUNCIL FOR
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
In order to ensure proper integration of policies
and coordination between sectoral policies,
policy coherence, as well as monitoring and
follow up, it is proposed that a High Council for

Sustainable Development attached to either the
Head of State or the Prime Minister is established.
It is proposed that such an entity includes the
membership of all ministries concerned. This
body should function in tandem with another
entity that represents the private sector, industry,
academia and civil society, and minority groups.
The main mandate of this institution will
be to ensure integrated policy formulation,
adequate cooperation and coordination between
different government entities, and between
the government and all other stakeholders
in the country. It will also be responsible for
overseeing and assessing the implementation of
the proposed strategy, action plan and programs,
suggest corrective or remedial actions as may be
required, and ensure adequate communication
between the government, the general public, the
private sector and civil society.

F. FOLLOW-UP, MONITORING AND
IMPLEMENTATION
Though most Arab countries do not lack
development plans, the main flaw lies in the lack
of the sustainability element. This is in addition
in many instances to lack of implementation,
follow up, and an assessment mechanism as an
integral part of the plan. In many countries of the
region proposed strategies, plans and programs
are mainly associated with a specific cabinet or
minister which are not necessarily subject to
being seen through by subsequent cabinets and
ministries. This practice has led to the waste
in the use of resources, and the disruption and
delay in achieving the set government objectives.
This practice should be discontinued, with
successive cabinets and ministers building on
previous set strategies, plans, and programs
and introducing necessary corrective actions as
appropriate to address changing circumstances
and emerging issues. Adopting such an approach
will save scarce resources, ensure continuity and
consistency of strategies, plans, and programs,
building and capitalizing on success stories and
learning from mistakes.
An important requirement for sound
decision making, follow-up, monitoring and
implementation is the availability of highquality reliable qualitative and quantitative data.
This should be supported by adequate national
capacities for data gathering, analysis and
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interpretation. Though the role of data gathering
and dissemination is normally assigned to
national statistical systems, close collaboration
should be maintained between them and other
government institutions, including academia,
the private sector, and civil society (Third
International Conference, 2015).

G. HUMAN RESOURCE
DEVELOPMENT
Investing in human capital is one of the key
requirements needed to make a qualitative shift
towards sustainable development. Apart from
few countries in the region giving high priority
to education, most countries in the region give
education a low priority.
SDG 4 “Ensure inclusive and equitable quality
education and promote lifelong learning
opportunities for all”
Investing in human resources includes
reforming the education system in Arab
countries to produce a future generation
of highly qualified calibers of scientists,
researchers, policy makers, practitioners and
skilled workers needed to support sustainable
development efforts. This requires making
an emphasis on an education system that
encourages innovative thinking, research
and development. A reform that ensures the
integration of sustainability considerations
(environmental and social) across sectors.
The education system needs to result in the
production of calibers that are capable of
supporting a transition to a green economy
as a tool to achieve sustainable development.
Particular attention should be given to
vocational training to generate a caliber of
skilled labor capable of introducing and
applying resource efficient techniques, and
handling new innovative environmental
friendly technologies. The new generation
of calibers include policy makers and
practitioners that would be able to support
integrated policy making across sectors
(agriculture, industry, tourism, housing and
construction, and transportation), in addition
to water and energy efficient policies, the use
of renewable water and energy resources, and
integrated waste management.

H. INVESTING IN THE ENVIRONMENT
Investing in environmental and natural resources
with a view of how such investments would
support economic and social development
should be the main guiding principle in
developing national development strategies and
action plans in the Arab region.
There is a need to depart from the conventional
belief that environmental considerations represent
a constraint and an impediment to development,
to perceiving them as opportunity for achieving
inclusive and equitable sustainable development.

I. PHYSICAL INFRASTRUCTURE
DEVELOPMENT
An efficient physical infrastructure is
necessary to support sustainable development.
Priority should be given to electricity and
water networks and services, road network,
transportation system, wastewater treatment
and sewage facilities with emphasis given to
the construction of biogas production units
in villages and remote communities. Priority
should be given to investing in renewable
sources of energy and water, including water
recycling and desalination using renewable
sources of energy. This should be supported by
a package of regulations and incentive measures
that encourage the shift towards sustainable
production and consumption patterns, thus
promoting efficiency in the use of water, energy,
food, and other factor inputs, and a shift
towards renewable water and energy sources
and integrated waste management techniques
and practices.
SDG12 “Ensure sustainable consumption and
production patterns”
Emphasis in the design of road and
transportation systems should be given to the
development of environmental friendly public
transport systems vis-à-vis private car ownership.
Apart from reducing CO2 emissions, this will
also contribute to promoting social justice
by catering for the needs of the middle and
low income families. This is further achieved
by laying emphasis on planning for road
construction and transportation systems for
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rural and remote areas, thus providing access to
economic and job opportunities and markets for
these communities.

J. RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT
Innovative approaches and environmentally sound
technologies are key in achieving sustainable
development objectives and addressing climate
change concerns. There is a need for a clear longterm research strategy to support the realization
of sustainable development objectives. Such a
strategy which should be socially acceptable,
environmentally sound, and economically viable
is thus significantly important for contributing to
sustainable development and GDP growth.
SDG13 “Take urgent action to combat climate
change and its impacts”
Areas of research may include innovative
technologies for renewable sources of water
and energy, the use of renewable sources of
energy for water desalination, waste to energy,
environment friendly public transport systems,
water saving and efficient crops, building and
construction material and techniques, green
industrial technologies, and waste recycling
equipment. The potential of industry and the
private sector, academia, and national research
institutions should be tapped into and close
linkages between them established.

K. METHODOLOGICAL
APPROACHES AND TOOLS
Transitioning into a green economy is one of
the most effective tools to achieve sustainable
development. The concept was launched by
UNEP in October 2008 in response to the
financial and economic crisis facing the world. It
emphasizes investing in environmental resources
as a means to improve human well-being and
social equity. It also emphasizes investing in the
environment as a means to achieving sustainable
economic growth. Rather than considering the
environment as a constraint to development, it
should be viewed as an opportunity for achieving
sound and sustainable development. Adopting
a green economy approach promotes the
revitalization and diversification of economies,
efficiency in the use of natural resources

and factor inputs, reduces waste, promotes
innovation, enhances competitiveness and
market access, creates new jobs, and improves
health and human welfare.
“A green economy is one that results in improved
human well-being and social equity while
significantly reducing environmental risks and
(UNEP 2010)
ecological scarcities”
Promoting sustainable consumption and
production patterns is essential in enhancing
resource efficiency and reducing waste. It is
estimated that about one third of produced
food is wasted worldwide. This figure is
expected to be higher in the Arab world, given
their current consumption practices. Wasteful
food, water, and energy consumption in Arab
countries is attributed to cultural and traditional
considerations, as well as to the low price level
of these resources. Subsidies provided by most
Arab countries for water, energy and food
induce wasteful consumption of these resources.
However, a number of countries in the region
have already started taking steps to phase out
subsidies on these resources.
The main tool for measuring economic
performance continues to be the system
of national accounts (SNA). It is used by
governments to provide an indicator for the
performance of an economy. It was introduced in
the 1930s mainly to measure the value of goods
and services produced in a country. However,
the SNA is not a correct indicator for measuring
sustainable development and human welfare. It
does not reflect the depletion and degradation
of resources and provides a distorted picture
regarding the performance of the economy. It
reflects damage, and the cost of selling natural
assets such as oil and natural gas as an income.
Attempts to provide an alternative measurement
or indicator started in the early 1980s when
UNEP, together with the World Bank, started
off an initiative exploring the introduction of
environmental accounting as a genuine measure
for the real performance of an economy.
Since the early eighties a great deal of work has
gone into the development of methodologies for
green and environmental accounting or what is
referred to by the Statistics Division of the United
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Nations Division of Economic and Social Affairs
(DESA) as “Integrated Environmental and
Economic Accounting”. The need to go beyond
the GDP has been further stressed in the Stiglitz
Commission Report on the Measurement of
Economic Performance and Social Progress
established in 2008 to identify the limits of
GDP as an indicator for human wellbeing.
The proposed system for green accounting
is reflected in «The Handbook of National
Accounting: Integrated Environmental and
Economic Accounting 2003». The Handbook
brings together economic and environmental
information in a common framework to measure
the impact of the economy on the environment
and vice versa. This has been followed by the
preparation by the United Nations Department
of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA) of a
revised version of the System of Environmental
and Economic Accounting (SEEA). The final
version of the SEEA Central Framework was
published in February 2014.
Apart from several developed countries who have
developed green accounting systems such as the
Netherlands, Germany, and France, developing
countries introducing the system include China,
Indonesia, and the Philippines (Sustainable and
Green Growth for Egypt, 2011). There is little
or no evidence that Arab countries have taken
steps towards introducing environmental or
green accounting as an indicator for achieving
sustainable development.

L. THE ROLE OF DIFFERENT
STAKEHOLDERS IN IMPLEMENTING
SDGs
Achieving sustainable development requires the
concerted efforts of different stakeholders in a
coordinated manner. The role of governments
should continue to be mainly regulatory and
supervisory, and providing the enabling and
facilitating conditions for different entities to
contribute to sustainable development. One of
the main roles of governments, as stated earlier,
is to provide the right kind of institutions
that function in an efficient, transparent and
accountable manner. They should provide
a predictable and secure macroeconomic
environment that encourages and attracts
local and external investment. A stable macroeconomic environment is represented in stable

and predictable fiscal policies, including exchange
rates, policies related to investment requirements,
the registration and creation of new companies,
laws governing the allocation of land, transfer of
funds, and import of technologies and equipment
required for investment projects. Governments
also play a critical role in the design of policy
packages that promote sustainable production
and consumption and the transition to a green
economy and consequently the achievement of
sustainable development objectives.
1. The Private Sector
Governments alone cannot address the challenges
facing achieving the sustainable development
goals. The private sector has an important role
to play in the implementation of proposed
strategies and the achievement of sustainable
development. Characterized by more efficient
and accountable operating structures, qualified
technical and operating staff and efficient and
flexible administrative structures, technical and
financial capabilities, the private sector can play
an effective role in supporting governments in
achieving sustainable development. Governments
need, though, to provide the necessary enabling
environment to encourage private sector
engagement. Public-Private-Partnership (PPP)
provides an effective arrangement for utilizing
the potential of the private sector in investing
in different sectors, including the housing
sector, transportation, water, energy, agriculture,
industry and tourism. PPP should therefore be
promoted, where governments would, apart
from providing the necessary enabling conditions
for the private sector to operate in different
sectors, provide the framework and guiding
principles for that sector to ensure that the
development component is taken into account in
the implementation of projects. This is while at
the same time allowing the latter to fully utilize
their full technical and operational capabilities
and expertise to realize governments’ sustainable
development objectives.
2. Research Institutions
The development of a long-term R&D strategy
to support the implementation of sustainable
development, achieve SDGs and address climate
change concerns is essential. In order to develop
an effective R&D strategy, there should be close
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collaboration between research institutions,
academia, and the private sector. Researchers in
research institutions and universities should be fully
aware of government policy directions as well as the
needs of the different sectors in order to direct their
research accordingly. Close coordination between
relevant institutions should therefore be maintained
in order to ensure that R&D is consistent with
government policies and is designed to support
sustainable development objectives.
3. Civil Society
Civil society has an important role to play
in promoting and implementing sustainable
development. This is mainly due to their
knowledge of realities on the ground, priorities,
concerns and actual needs of local communities.
Moreover, civil society organizations through
effective stakeholders’ engagement have gained
the confidence and trust of local communities,
and consequently have greater potential
in implementing sustainable development
programs, plans and projects. Governments
should therefore capitalize on the potential
of civil society organizations by providing
the necessary enabling conditions for their
effective engagement. This may be achieved by
facilitating the registration and creation of civil

society organizations, reducing cumbersome
and complicated registration requirements,
encouraging their involvement in the
implementation of sustainable development
plans, programs, and projects by assigning them
specific activities in support of government
efforts in the various sectors. Specific activities
that civil society organizations would be most
effective in undertaking include the following:
•

Designing and implementing public
awareness campaigns, including the
development of communication packages
targeting different stakeholders..

•

Undertaking a needs assessment for capacity
building requirements for the different
target groups, including policy and decision
makers, practitioners, skilled labour needed
to support the transition to green economy
and sustainable development.

•

Organizing and conducting national
workshops and seminars aimed at
promoting sustainable development in
different sectors.

•

Conducting training and sensitization courses
and sessions for different target groups aimed
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at enhancing local capacities in achieving
SDGs and implementing sustainable
development policies, plans and programs.
•

Implementing projects on the ground,
which may include capacity building and
public awareness related projects, training
the trainers programs. Other activities may
include the implementation of sustainable
development related projects, such as organic
and sustainable agricultural projects, cleaner
production related activities, integrated solid
waste, including waste to energy, and the
production of compost from municipal solid
waste and agricultural waste.

4. Media
The role of media in awareness raising and
communicating the benefits of greening national
economies and transition to a green economy
and a sustainable development path cannot be
ignored. The potential of media in reaching out
to the different segments of the population with
their different backgrounds, levels of education,
priorities and concerns should be adequately
utilized to support the transitioning to a green
economy and the achievement of SDGs. The
media has also the potential of reaching out to the
general public in different geographic locations
and in remote areas. There is a great need, in the
first instance to communicate and make explicitly
clear what is behind the different concepts
and approaches, what are their implications,
advantages, and what actions are needed to
achieve the desired outcomes. To many, the term
sustainable development for example is still an
ambiguous term and has different meanings for
different people. It is therefore essential that there
is a common understanding at the national level
of the meanings of the different concepts and
approaches. The media should thus also have a full
understanding of the concepts and terminologies
and should be fully versed and updated about the
main sustainable development related issues on
the international agenda.
Lack of knowledge and understanding by media
is likely to result in communicating the wrong
message with negative implications, including
failure to mobilize different stakeholders to
support sustainable development efforts. It is
therefore essential that the media is properly

briefed about the main concepts, issues
involved and their implications for the different
stakeholders and the country as a whole. It should
be emphasized that the sensitization of media
should not be confined only to those responsible
for the environment portfolio, but should
be extended to those covering economic and
development matters due to the inter linkages
and interconnectedness of the issues. This will
also allow for a broader coverage and outreach.
5. Development Institutions and
Donor Agencies
Development and donor funding can play
an important role in supporting sustainable
development activities if properly utilized.
However, the lack of adequate coordination of
activities by development and donor institutions
at the national level can sometimes result in
the duplication of efforts and the inefficient
use of donor funding, and consequently the
ineffectiveness of donor funded activities.
Though attempts have been and continue to
be made by donors to properly coordinate their
activities at the national level, a great deal is
yet to be desired to achieve this end. It should
be emphasized, however, that coordination of
activities by donor and development institutions
should be the role of governments. It is essential
that proper coordination is maintained between
activities supported by development institutions
and donor agencies in order to avoid duplication
of efforts, ensure the supportiveness and
complementarities of activities and enhance the
effectiveness of efforts at the national level.
6. Financial Institutions
Making available the needed financial resources
is necessary to support the implementation of
sustainable development activities, including
achieving the SDGs and addressing climate
change concerns. Financial institutions should
be directed towards providing funds and soft
loans for supporting sustainable development
activities. Emphasis should be given to providing
soft loans to support priority areas including
water, energy, and food production for small and
medium size enterprises (SMEs). Priority should
also be given to funding activities contributing
to capacity development and education, public
awareness, and health. Seeking loans from

ARAB ENVIRONMENT: SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

international financial institutions and donor
agencies to meet public deficits, payment of
subsidies and salaries should be avoided to
the maximum extent possible. This is because
such loans are not directed towards investment
projects that will result in financial returns and
that will enable the repayment of loans and the
servicing of the debt, hence placing financial
burdens on current and future generations.
A change in the mindset and culture of designing
strategies, policies, plans and programs, and
their monitoring and assessment is essential

if Arab countries are to achieve sustainable
development and address climate change
concerns. Adopting an integrated approach
to policy making is a necessary requirement
for achieving sustainable development.
This should be supported by a package of
regulatory and market-based measures in
order to ensure that the proposed policies,
plans, and programs are economically, socially
equitable, and environmentally acceptable.
Moreover, adopting a transparent, accountable,
and participatory approach is a necessary
requirement for achieving this end.
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