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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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again over the next 40 years.

to be reinforced to prepare them for this growth.

conflict with the importance of these causes varying by sub-region.

(economic) migrants.

regional urbanization patterns tend to bring complex issues of region-wide urban governance, authority conflicts and governance 
voids. Addressing these governance matters should receive priority attention.

political participation and erode the relationships between the citizenry and the level of government closest to them.

participation of the private sector in urban development.

the countries of the GCC and those of the Southern Tier (Comoros, Djibouti, Somalia, South Sudan, Sudan and Yemen). This 
should be addressed as a matter of inter-Arab solidarity.

lessons learned offer important models for other Arab countries.

expensive property registration and limited access to housing finance.

have the capability of generating significant urban social unrest.

countries is under-utilized while regional physical and policy infrastructures remain uncoordinated.

The Arab States Region: Key Findings and Messages
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Why a State of the Arab Cities Report

T he State of Arab Cities Report 2012 is the first report in 
the UN-Habitat series on the state of cities to focus on 
the Arab world. It presents a collective picture of urban 

conditions and trends in each of four Arab regions (Maghreb, 
Mashreq, Gulf Cooperative Council (GCC) and Southern 
Tier), and provides a discussion of the similarities, differences 
and linkages between these countries in the context of a larger 
Arab region. 

This report complements the State of the World Cities 
2010/11 report, as well as the chapter on North Africa in the 
State of African Cities 2008 and 2010 reports. It is particularly 
relevant and timely to review urbanization issues in the Arab 
region given the events of 2011.

Home to the oldest urban civilizations in the world, the 
Arab region is also one of the most urbanized. As of 2010, the 
Arab countries are home to 357 million residents, 56 per cent 
of whom live in cities; by 2050, these countries will be home 
to 646 million people, 68 per cent of whom will live in cities.  

The urban population in Arab countries grew by more than 
four times from 1970 to 2010 and will more than double 
again from 2010 to 2050. Most of the growth to date has 
taken place on the peripheries of each country’s primary cities 
although, today, secondary cities are experiencing the fastest 
rate of growth. 

Across the region, around 18 per cent of residents live under 
each country’s national poverty line2, with significant variation 
between the Gulf countries, which have an average per capita 
income of USD 29,000, and the Southern Tier countries (not 
including Somalia), which have an average per capita income of 
USD 1,300.3 In the Gulf, oil revenues typically represent 40 to 
50 per cent of government budgets and as much as 90 per cent 
in Sudan. Most oil-rich countries have invested significantly in 
infrastructure, housing improvements and subsidies for food, 
water and energy. In the oil-poor countries, governments have 
been constrained in their ability to dampen the shocks of 
rising food and energy prices while simultaneously supporting 
the production of affordable housing. 

The Arab states have made significant strides towards 
reaching the MDGs, particularly in health and education, 
in spite of limited economic growth in the 1990s and 2000s, 
the recent global economic crisis, and continuing sporadic 
conflicts in the region. As an aggregate, the region is on track 
to halve the proportion of people living below USD 1.25 a 
day and has achieved remarkable gains in universal primary 
education, the reduction of child and infant mortality and of 
the gender gaps in school enrolment. 

However, significant disparities continue to exist between 
rural and urban areas as well as between the high-income 
countries of the Gulf Cooperation Council, which are 
expected to meet most Millennium Development Goal targets, 
and the countries of the Southern Tier, Mauritania, Iraq and 
the Occupied Palestinian Territories, which are expected to 
miss most of the Goals’ targets by 2015. The Mashreq and 
Maghreb countries face particular challenges in reducing 
youth unemployment, child mortality and, in a few countries, 
achieving universal primary education.4

Urbanization has been driven by the region’s economic 
development, migration to the oil rich countries, drought 
and conflict driven displacement. As of 2010, there were 
7.4 million registered refugees in Arab countries5, most of 
them Palestinians and Iraqis living in Jordan and Syria; 9.8 
million internally displaced peoples (IDPs), mostly in Sudan, 
Iraq, Somalia, Lebanon, Syria and Yemen6 and 15 million 
international migrants in the GCC. Most live in cities and, 
together, represent one-third of the sub-region’s population. 

All Arab governments recognize the importance of the city 
as a laboratory for innovation, a magnet for investment and a 
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source of job creation as cities have become the main engines 
of economic development. Given the relatively low income 
disparities in the region, cities are also the key to reducing the 
proportion of people living in poverty. 

The industrial and service sectors, which are largely 
concentrated in cities, contribute over 92 per cent of the 
GDP in Arab countries. Agriculture, which employs 25 per 
cent of the workforce, has been declining as a share of GDP 
and was 8 per cent in 2008.7 Many countries, especially those 
that rely heavily on oil revenues, have been diversifying their 
economic bases in the manufacturing, service, tourism and 
knowledge industries with a particular aim of employing 
well-educated youth.

In general, access to services, infrastructure, health, 
education attainment is better in cities than in rural areas, 
although unemployment and continuing poverty is a growing 
urban phenomenon. While a few primary cities have become 
the centres of extended metropolitan regions or mega-urban 
regions, governments throughout the Arab world have 
developed policies to channel investments into secondary 
cities in an effort to improve rural-urban economic linkages 
and foster more equitable development across each country’s 
sub-regions. 

The high demand for housing, infrastructure and urban 
management systems in key cities has stressed the ability of 
governments to provide serviced land. In spite of significant 
progress in regularising the informal settlements that had pro-
liferated in the closing decades of the 20th century, there is still 
a significant shortage of affordable housing in most countries. 

While the private sector has taken an increasingly active 
role in providing housing for households in the upper-income 
tiers, there is still a shortage of affordable units for lower-
income households due to the high rate of family formation. 

A lack of housing finance mechanisms, except at the highest 
income levels, has hindered the production of formal housing 
for lower- and middle-income households. However, the 
global economic crisis of 2008 and the ensuing collapse of the 
luxury housing market is leading housing developers in the 
Mashreq and Maghreb to re-examine opportunities for the 
middle-income housing market. 

The proportion of sub-standard housing varies from 
country to country, with slum dwellings forming isolated, 
marginalized pockets in some countries, while in Mauritania 
and Southern Tier countries, especially Somalia and Sudan, 
67 to 94 per cent of urban residents live in slums with one 
or more housing deprivations. In the Maghreb and Mashreq, 
middle-to-low-income groups tend to live in informal 
settlements that are of decent quality and infrastructure but 
lack land title.

Most countries in the Maghreb and the Mashreq have made 
significant progress in developing initiatives to increase the 
supply of affordable housing through targeted programmes 
while the Gulf Cooperation Council countries and Saudi 
Arabia have policies to provide their citizens with adequate 
housing. In the Gulf countries, the housing conditions of 
low-income expatriate workers present a challenge. 

Morocco, Tunisia and Egypt have made the most notable 
national commitments to slum upgrading and the production 
of affordable housing. Although using different models, all 
three have developed dedicated national housing agencies 
that conduct planning, fund projects with private sector 
participation and coordinate implementation on behalf of 
local municipalities. 

Tunisia was the first Arab country to eliminate slums, restore 
historic areas, regularize land tenure and ensure basic services 
to the urban poor. Morocco, which has the most developed 

�
Sana’a, Yemen, is one of the oldest continuously inhabited cities in the world. ©Oleg Znamenskiy/Shutterstock
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affordable housing programme among Arab countries, 
reduced the number of slums by 65 per cent between 1990 
and 2010. Its national public holding company produces 
social housing, resettles slum dwellers and develops new 
towns, with market rate units cross-subsidizing the lower-
income units. Through diverse incentives and subsidies 
to promote private sector investment, Egypt’s National 
Housing Project aims to build 500,000 affordable housing 
units between 2005 and 2011, mostly in new towns. In 
2011, Abu Dhabi’s government mandated that all future 
housing projects dedicate 20 per cent of units to affordable 
housing. These initiatives and lessons learned from their 
implementation offer important models for consideration 
by other Arab countries as they embark on new affordable 
housing programmes. 

Emerging trends

The major challenges facing the region are the need to provide 
gainful employment to its young people and anticipated 
climate change. With 60 per cent of the population below 25 
years of age, Arab countries face the challenge of providing 
employment opportunities for their young people whose 
current unemployment rates range from 11 per cent in Kuwait 
to 35 per cent in Morocco. Disenchantment and poverty 
induced by a lack of mobility has been one of the fuelling 
mechanisms for the recent political polarization of the region. 

With the exception of Iraq, Arab countries have some 
of the scarcest water resources per capita in the world 
and groundwater reserves are being depleted at alarming 
rates. Although 85 per cent of the region’s water is used 
for agriculture, most countries in the region import more 
than 50 per cent of their caloric intake. Climate change-
induced temperature increases and precipitation declines 
are projected to increase water scarcity and the frequency of 

severe droughts and also decrease agricultural productivity 
by 10 to 40 per cent, potentially leading to further poverty-
induced rural to urban migration.

Desertification and the associated threats of future water 
and food insecurity for its growing urban populations are 
among the key defining problems of the region. In addition, 
most of the region’s major cities, economic centres and 
transportation hubs activity are in low-lying, coastal areas. A 
rise in sea level could be disastrous for many of the region’s 
densely populated coastal cities. 

Faced with these pressures, most of the region’s governments 
have embarked on spatial interventions to guide new urban 
developments. Many cities are drafting strategic plans, linking 
various development projects and renewal programmes under 
the umbrella of a broader vision. New cities are being created 
as centres of excellence, innovation, technology and research.  
Cities are also marketing themselves as international tourism 
destinations, putting more emphasis on marketing their 
historic and cultural assets than ever before.  Whether 
through culture, education and research or financial niches, 
cities in the Arab world are putting their mark on the map. 

To implement these plans successfully and manage 
increasingly large and complex urban systems, governments 
in Arab countries will need to better coordinate the 
complementary roles of central and local governments and 
increase the participation of the private sector in urban 
development. Historically, these countries have been 
highly centralized and the devolution of responsibilities 
to local authorities has been uneven, with a tendency for 
central governments to devolve responsibilities without a 
commensurate redistribution of funding or giving local 
authorities the power to raise revenue at the local level.  At 
the time of writing, the repercussions of the 2011 protests 
remain unclear, although the widespread debates demonstrate 
the need for a new participatory approach to governance. 

FIGURE II: SLUM PREVALENCE IN ARAB COUNTRIES, 2005-2007 DATA

Source: UN-Habitat Global Urban Observatory.

N

No data

0 - 15%

15.1 - 50%

50.1 - 70%

70.1 - 100%

0 2,500km



xi

Regional Subdivision and Sub-Regional 
Differences

As a result of the ongoing conflicts in Palestine and Iraq 
and past conflicts in Lebanon, the Mashreq countries are 
home to 50 per cent of the world’s registered refugees. Their 
presence, as well as internal rural-urban migration, has placed 
immense pressure on cities. Informal settlements, which 
tend to lack improved sanitation but otherwise offer decent 
housing conditions, have proliferated in Mashreq cities, with 
as many as 62 per cent of households in Greater Cairo living 
in such settlements.  Except for Iraq, the Mashreq countries 
are oil poor and have fiscal deficits that constrain their ability 
to subsidize costs to the poor significantly as food and energy 
prices rise. 

The Maghreb countries are typically more than 50 per 
cent urbanized, and have slowed in their urban growth rates. 
Current urban policy focuses on diversifying their economies, 
linking major urban areas and planning to redirect growth to 
secondary cities in the interior. Agriculture remains a major 
employment base for Morocco and Algeria. 

While young people under 25 years of age comprise 48 per 
cent of the total population, their unemployment rate reaches 
70 per cent among men with only a primary educations and 
this represents the bulk of total unemployment. The Maghreb 
countries have made the most significant gains in reducing the 
number of urban households living with shelter deprivations; 
their efforts demonstrate that slum upgrading and service 
provision for the poor can be achieved with a strong political 
commitment.

Given that 90 per cent of the Gulf Peninsula is desert, 
Gulf Cooperation Council countries are among the most 
urbanized in the world and several countries function as 
city-states. These countries have achieved major milestones 
in infrastructure, health and education, and have reached 
their Millennium Development Goals.8 Faced with 
declining oil reserves and the rising cost of subsidies in 
energy, water and housing, the policy focus now addresses 
economic diversification, the absorption of nationals into 
the private sector labour force, affordable housing and 
environmental sustainability. Highly-ambitious projects in 
public transportation planning and urban environmental 
sustainability are underway, although urban planning is still 
often done as a piecemeal effort.

Following prolonged periods of conflict, governments in the 
Southern Tier have been unable to secure basic services for 
most of their citizens. With the exception of Djibouti, these 
countries are still predominantly rural but are now experiencing 
the highest urbanization rates in the region. The ability of these 
less-developed Arab countries to cope with rapid urbanization 
and move from rural to urban-based settlement patterns will 
be of critical importance in the coming decades. 

Looking forward, climate change will worsen droughts in 
the Horn of Africa. The danger of new conflicts over water 
and oil rights may complicate the orderly split of Sudan into 
North and South. 

With intra-regional exports accounting for only 8.5 per 
cent of total exports in 2007, the Arab region is one of 
the least integrated with regards to internal trade, due to a 
lack of economic complementarity between countries and 
uncoordinated physical and policy infrastructures.9  New 
efforts aiming to establish a network of roads, railways, ports 
and streamlined customs points throughout the Mashreq 
and Maghreb will help to incentivize trade and transport 
through the region. 

Arab countries have signed a number of bilateral and 
multilateral trade agreements with each other, African 
countries, the European Union and the United States. 
They include the Pan-Arab Free Trade Area (PAFTA), the 
emerging EURO-MED free trade area and the Agadir 
Agreement for a Free Trade Zone between Morocco, Tunisia, 
Egypt and Jordan.

To strengthen regional integration, several countries 
are undertaking major projects to improve road networks, 
railways and electrical grids, as well as streamlined trade 
and customs procedures. These include a north-south 
corridor that would link the European Union and the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) countries through Turkey, 
Syria and Jordan; two east-west corridors that would link 
Syrian ports with Iraq and over USD100 billion in rail 
improvements in the GCC that connect Jeddah, Riyadh and 
Bahrain, as well as Kuwait, Muscat and the Mashreq and 
Maghreb. Various planned initiatives to build concentrated 
solar and wind power plants throughout the Maghreb, with 
a potential to expand into the Mashreq and GCC, could also 
transform regional economies. 

Perhaps the single most transformative initiative underway 
is the planned network of concentrated solar and wind power 
plants throughout the Maghreb, with a potential to expand 
into the Mashreq and GCC. With the EU target to produce 
20 per cent of its energy consumption from renewable 
sources by 2020, and visions for a Mediterranean Union, 
Europe-North African energy networks are being developed 
and expanded. This could bring significant investment and 
economic development opportunities to the region and 
create an economic base to balance the negative impacts of 
climate change and urbanization. 

While many daunting challenges continue to face the 
region, considerable progress has been made toward the 
achievement of a more sustainable and inclusive urbanization. 
The benefits that many Arab countries have received from oil 
revenues in the past 50 years have led to significant progress 
in lifting living standards in the region and provide the means 
with which to complete the Millennium Development Goals, 
particularly in the fields of education, health and disposable 
income. Through this discussion of current conditions and 
trends, this report aims to promote the good management 
and improvements needed to help cities serve as engines of 
growth and innovation. 



� For the foreseeable future, Cairo will remain the sole Arab megacity. ©Joel Carillet/iStockphoto
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Overview

The Arab region, home to 357 million people in 2010, 
is one of the most urbanized in the world, with 56 
per cent of its residents living in cities. Past and 

emerging conflicts and worsening droughts are major drivers 
of urbanization. Within the region, the Gulf Cooperation 
Council is experiencing the fastest rate of total population 
growth, while the Southern Tier is experiencing the fastest 
rate of urbanization. Although both rates are slowing, total 
population is still projected to double by 2050, by which time 
the region will be 68 per cent urbanized. This trend will place 
continued pressure on urban infrastructure, housing and 
social services.

With 53 per cent of the population under 25 years of age, 
the demands of maturing youth for jobs and housing will 
add to the pressures on urban systems. Affordable and decent 
housing is a major challenge throughout the region, including 
in the Gulf States. In countries that have experienced 
continued conflict, high rates of poverty and pervasive 
political instability - such as Sudan, Somalia, Comoros, 
Yemen, Lebanon and Iraq - these demographic trends have 
translated into pervasive slums, which comprise 50 to 95 per 
cent of total urbanization. 

The proliferation of slums and peri-urban informal 
settlements is the result of a scarcity of serviced land and 
affordable housing options. Slums in the region include 
older, deteriorated buildings within the urban fabric and, 
particularly in the Southern Tier, newly-constructed housing 
that is not durable and lacks most services. In refugee camps, 
residents often also face social trauma. 

In contrast, informal settlements are mostly constructed of 
durable materials, often as multi-storey buildings on former 

FIGURE 1: ARAB REGIONS’ URBAN POPULATION TREND (1970-2050) FIGURE 2: ARAB REGION’S URBANIZATION TREND (1970-2050)

agricultural land, and their informality is generally the result 
of their unplanned nature and lack of registered titles. Their 
residents typically lack waterborne sewerage but, on the 
whole, have access to potable water, electricity and some form 
of sanitation. These settlements attract middle-class families, 
with wage earners in professional or managerial occupations 
in the public and private sectors. 

Unemployment, particularly among the young, is 
one of the most notable challenges in the region. In the 
Maghreb and Mashreq, total unemployment ranges from 
9 per cent to 26 per cent while rates in the Southern Tier 
range from 15 to 60 per cent. While the GCC has low rates 
of unemployment, ranging from 0.5 per cent in Qatar to 
5.1 per cent in Saudi Arabia, because of a strong system 
of employing nationals in the public sector. All the same, 
young people make up a disproportionate component of the 
unemployed. They account for 37 to 82 per cent of total 
unemployment depending on the country. Unemployment 
rates of youth with secondary and tertiary degrees is 
particularly high in the Maghreb, and contributes to youth 
disenchantment and despair in the current political systems.

As a result of the events of 2011, countries are engaged 
in dialogue to adapt governance systems or in some cases 
build new institutions from scratch. These efforts to make 
government more transparent and inclusive are mirrored 
in economic systems. In order for cities and countries 
to reposition themselves as global economies, attract 
foreign investment and, particularly in the Maghreb, 
make the transition from agriculture-based to services and 
industry economies, they are gradually reforming land use 
management, banking and finance systems. 

Summaries of Sub-regional Sections1.1

Source: WUP 2009. Source: World Urbanization Prospects: The 2009 Revision, UNDESA, New York, 2010.
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Mashreq Regional Summary

Population and Urbanization. The countries in the 
Mashreq region are moderately to highly urbanized with 
urban populations varying in total percentage terms from 
43 (Egypt) to 87 (Lebanon). Urban and total growth rates 
have been relatively low (1 to 3 per cent) and will continue 
to decline. 

With limited options for expansion in the larger cities, 
governments are placing an emphasis on secondary cities 
and satellite locations. Lebanon’s draft National Master Plan 
proposed to shift the emphasis of investments from Beirut 
to Tripoli, Zahle-Chtaura, Saida, Nabatiyeh and Tyre. It also 
plans to re-establish the Beirut-Tripoli rail service. In Egypt, 
the government has created new towns to divert growth from 
Cairo to parallel satellite locations in the desert. In Jordan, the 
government has revitalized the urban cores of Salt, Ma’daba, 
Jerash and Karak in an effort to shift growth away from 
Amman. 

Economic Role of Cities. Many of the Mashreq region’s 
economic activities and employment opportunities are 
concentrated in its primary cities. Across the region, poverty has 
declined slightly and has been concentrated in particular parts 
of the region, especially in urban areas. Unemployment has 
been higher in rural areas; in urban areas, it disproportionately 
affects youth and women. 

Educational attainment and literacy rates tend to be higher 
in urban areas as are health services. For instance, in Jordan, 
urban residents are much more likely to achieve a higher 
level of education. In Syria, most of the health facilities are 
concentrated in Damascus and Aleppo. 

Urban Development and Housing. In spite of the Mashreq 
countries being on track to achieving the MDGs, housing costs 
are high relative to urban incomes and the growth of informal 
settlements continues to be a major challenge in the region as 
the formal housing and mortgage markets have focused on the 
upper-middle and upper-income classes.  Mortgage markets 
are underdeveloped and provide financing mostly to upper- 
and middle-class residents. 

Most residents purchase properties with cash, loans from 
family members and friends, remittances and informal loans. 
Access to housing finance has been complicated by the 
cumbersome property registration system, which often does 
not provide residents with the collateral they need to secure 
a mortgage.

The construction of affordable housing is limited by the 
lack of affordable serviced land and access to housing finance 
for both developers and homebuyers.  In Syria, 38 per cent 
of the total population lives in informal settlements and, 
in Damascus, informal settlements are growing at 40 to 50 
per cent per year. In Jordan, 16 per cent of urban residents 
live in informal settlements. In Egypt, it is estimated that in 
the Greater Cairo Region 62 per cent of households live in 
informal settlements.

Some countries have constructed affordable housing. 
Jordan is expected to develop 100,000 affordable housing 

units between 2008 and 2013 and has also focused on the 
construction of infrastructure and the redevelopment of 
slum areas. As part of its policy to develop new towns in 
the desert to preserve agricultural land, Egypt has been 
producing 15,000 to 35,000 housing units per year and 
has the goal of creating 500,000 affordable units. In 2011, 
Iraq announced a USD 35 billion investment programme 
to address a housing backlog estimated at 1.5 million 
units.  

Environment and Transportation. The Mashreq countries 
have an estimated 80 million cubic metres of renewable water 
supply but use 88 million cubic metres annually, gradually 
depleting their aquifers. In addition, the systems suffer from 
significant water losses (35-50 per cent in urban areas), further 
contributing to the water scarcity. 

Egypt, Jordan and Syria in particular, are using water 
at unsustainable levels. Water rationing and tariff 
structures are needed to reduce water use, but are difficult 
to implement. In an effort to reduce demand of fresh 
water, governments are reusing wastewater, particularly in 
agriculture.

Climate change will affect the Mashreq countries through 
higher temperatures, shorter wet seasons, more erratic rain and 
rising sea levels. The combined impact of meeting increased 
demand, protecting and developing new water resources, 
hydropower loss and ecosystem damage could represent 
a cost between 1 to 7 per cent of GDP depending on the 
country. Adapting to climate change will require better water 
conservation, a more optimal allocation of water use rights, 
a reduction in fossil fuel reliance, investments in renewable 
energy and an increase in international cooperation for 
resource sharing. 

The reliance of the Mashreq region on rain-fed agriculture 
makes it vulnerable to the effects of climate change. Although 
governments have provided food subsidies and higher 
government wages, the benefits often do not always reach 
those most in need. 

Car ownership rates are increasing in most countries in 
the region and there has been an underinvestment in public 
transportation. Only Cairo maintains an extensive public 
transport system, which carries 2 million passengers per day. 
Damascus plans to create a metro system and Amman is 
developing three new light rail lines and a new rapid bus 
transit system. Although still heavily dependent on fossil 
fuels, some countries are supporting wind and solar energy 
alternatives. With increased vehicle efficiency and better 
public transportation options, the airborne particulate 
matter has decreased in all countries.

Urban Governance Systems. Planning in the Mashreq 
region is highly centralized and most local governments do 
not have the power to set local taxes and fees and depend on 
central government transfers to finance their activities and 
services that are typically administered through local offices of 
line ministries. 
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In Egypt, 80 to 90 per cent of local budgets originate from 
the central government; only two governorates – Alexandria 
and Qina – collect user fees to finance their own development 
priorities. In Syria, governance is highly centralized but 
there has been an effort to decentralize decision making and 
strengthen local councils. Only the Occupied Palestinian 
Territories have a truly decentralized financial system where 
each city must raise its own revenues. 

With local governments providing limited services, civil 
society organizations have played an important part in 
supplying services to the poor and this is mainly related to 
health, education, relief services and cultural fields.

Migration and Remittance. Mashreq countries have been 
both receivers and senders of migrant workers. Generally, 
well-educated younger professionals travel abroad in search 
of better employment opportunities while refugees and less 
skilled workers migrate within the region in search of a safe 
place to live and job opportunities. 

For instance, highly-skilled Egyptians, Jordanians, Lebanese 
and Palestinians plus semi-skilled Egyptian workers are working 
in the oil-producing countries, while semi-skilled workers from 
Egypt, Syria and Asian countries work in the industrial and 
service sectors of oil-producing nations. In addition, Jordan 
and Syria have also received Palestinian, Lebanese and Iraqi 
refugees. Remittances represent a significant per cent of GDP: 
16 per cent in Jordan and 22 per cent in Lebanon.

Maghreb Regional Summary

Population Growth and Urbanization. The Maghreb 
countries are highly urbanized with all countries in the region 

but for Mauritania more than 50 per cent urbanized by 2010. 
Recent urban growth rates have been relatively low (1-3 per 
cent) and will continue to decline, although the need to 
accommodate urban expansion remains. 

Most countries in the region are placing an emphasis on 
secondary cities and areas outside of the main agglomerations 
to alleviate the pressure on primary coastal locations.  In 
Morocco, the publicly-owned holding company Al Omrane 
has created four new towns within 5 to 15 km of existing 
agglomerations to provide affordable, adequate housing to 
accommodate the growing population. 

Economic Role of Cities. While Libya and Algeria are 
dependent on oil, Tunisia and Morocco are more focused 
on industry and services. Many of the countries have been 
diversifying their economies with Algeria, for instance, 
having placed a greater emphasis on fishing, tourism and 
renewable energy. The government recently launched a 15-
year tourism development plan to attract investments and 
visitors in desert and coastal cities as well as cultural sites in 
Algiers, Annaba, Constantine and Oran. In Morocco, the 
government has undertaken a regional tourism development 
plan that includes investments in infrastructure and the 
rehabilitation of the historic medinas and other cultural 
sites. 

In spite of the historical concentration of economic activities 
in coastal cities, there has been a recent trend to develop 
secondary cities. Tunisia is attempting to draw activities 
inward by creating competitive technopoles in secondary cities 
away from the coastal areas and Algeria’s regional economic 
development plans will shift some economic activities from 
Algiers to secondary cities.

�
Amman, Jordan. In Jordan, 16 per cent of urban residents live in informal settlements. ©Andy Clarke/Shutterstock
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Unemployment tends to be greater in urban areas, while 
poverty rates tend to be lower than in rural areas. Despite 
relatively high rates of educational attainment, unemployment 
in the Maghreb region is still high for youth, women and 
for those with higher degrees, particularly in urban areas. 
Whereas inequality is relatively low in the region it is often 
higher in urban areas, especially in large cities.

Urban Development and Housing. The supply of 
affordable housing has been a serious challenge in the region. 
Lower-income residents are often priced out of the market by 
rapid increases in land prices and limited access to credit. The 
situation is complicated further by cumbersome and costly 
property registration processes that hamper acquiring the 
legal title necessary to obtain a loan. 

As a result, lower-income residents are pushed to informal 
settlements on the urban periphery or in illegal and undesirable 
locations. In spite of the fact that Maghreb countries have 
made great strides to eliminate slums through upgrading and 
resettlement programs, often through partnerships between 
public agencies and the private sector, there has been a steady 
growth in informal settlements. 

Environment and Transportation. Although most urban 
residents in the Maghreb have access to water and sanitation, 
especially in urban areas, water security is an important issue 
as all countries in the region are water stressed and have 
withdrawn a significant portion of their aquifer resources. To 
increase access to water and reduce pollution, countries have 
implemented such programs as wastewater reuse in Morocco 
and Tunisia and aquifer abstraction and desalination in 
Algeria. 

The region is a net importer of food and food security is 
a major challenge as prices have been increasing due to such 
impacts of climate change as greater evaporation and severe 
flooding. With reduced levels of precipitation and higher 
temperatures, it is estimated that agricultural and pastoral 
productivity will decline by as much as 10 per cent in due 
course. In an effort to ensure food security, Maghreb countries 
are trying to increase agricultural productivity with better 
irrigation, wastewater reuse and desalination. They are also 
stockpiling food, reducing taxes on grains and providing food 
subsidies to ensure affordability.

Energy consumption is relatively low in Morocco and 
Tunisia, which are net importers, while Algeria is on par with 
the world average and Libya consumes more than twice the 
per capita world average. With the increasing demand for 
energy and associated higher carbon emissions, countries 
are looking for alternative sources such as solar and wind in 
Morocco and Tunisia. 

The amount of urban solid waste produced has risen and is 
often deposited in open dumps rather than sanitary landfills. 
Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia all have national strategies for 
improving waste management and these include improved 
waste collection, constructing additional sanitary landfills and 
rehabilitating open dumps. 

Many urban dwellers depend on public transit systems 
that are obsolete and overcrowded. In recent years Tunisia, 

Algeria, Libya and Morocco have been investing in light rail 
and subway systems in urban areas. Even though the rate of 
private car ownership is still relatively low, it is on the rise due 
to subsidized low fuel costs, especially in Libya and Algeria, 
and the region’s extensive road networks.

Urban Governance Systems. Maghreb countries have a two-
tier local governance structure with provinces or governorates 
at the regional level and municipalities and communes at the 
local level. De-concentrated offices of central ministries at 
the governorate level provide the important public services 
including health, education and housing.10

Governors are appointed and, in some cases, provinces 
are further divided into districts where chiefs are appointed. 
Local councils are elected and municipal activities focus 
mainly on the management of services such as streets, paving, 
lighting, open space and solid waste collection.11 Reform of 
intergovernmental fiscal relations to increase local revenue 
and enhancement of municipal financial capacity are vital to 
meaningful participation, the improvement of residents’ living 
conditions and effective accountability in local governance.

Within the region women received the right to vote in 
the 1950s and 1960s, but their participation in politics has 
been fairly limited.  In Algeria, Libya and Morocco, women 
comprise only 8 to 11 per cent of the lower parliamentary 
houses, as compared to a world average of 15 per cent. 
Some governments have been increasing opportunities and 
requirements for women’s participation; in Morocco, for 
example, there are established parliamentary and local council 
quota systems. 

Migration and Remittances.With high unemployment 
rates, with the exception of Libya and Mauritania, the 
Maghreb countries have been net exporters of workers whose 
major destinations are Belgium, France, Germany, Italy, the 
Netherlands, Spain and the U.S.A 

The Maghreb has also been a transit area for sub-Saharan 
migrants.  Recently, Europe has restricted the number of 
migrant worker quotas and, as a result, migrants from sub-
Saharan countries have settled in Oran, Algiers, Tripoli and 
Benghazi. 

The Maghreb region also receives labourers from Bangladesh, 
China, India and Pakistan as well as refugees from Western 
Sahara. Remittance inflows to Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia 
contribute significantly to family incomes. In Morocco, it 
is estimated that 600,000 households would fall below the 
poverty line without support from family members abroad.  

GCC Regional Summary 

Population and Urbanization. The Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) countries have a population of over 39 
million, of whom 67 per cent live in Saudi Arabia. With 80 
per cent of the population living in urban areas, it is one of 
the most urbanized regions in the world. 

Nearly 40 per cent of the region’s population is foreign 
born, most of whom are migrant labourers from Asia. Total 
population growth in the GCC countries has been declining 
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and is expected fall to an annual growth rate of 1 to 1.5 per 
cent by 2030. 

GCC countries have adopted growth management 
spatial development strategies.  The plans share a focus 
on shifting growth to planned secondary cities located 
along transportation corridors served by public transit, 
developing affordable housing, and promoting environmental 
sustainability. Certain country strategies emphasize particular 
aspects, such as land reclamation in Bahrain.

Economic Role of Cities. The national income of GCC 
countries overwhelmingly relies on oil and gas revenues: Qatar 
(45 per cent), Oman (66 per cent), UAE (74 per cent), Bahrain 
(76 per cent), Saudi Arabia (82 per cent) and Kuwait (95 per 
cent). As a result of oil revenue, they have some of the highest 
GDPs per capita in the world. Oil revenues range from 10 and 
13 per cent of GDP in the UAE and Bahrain, respectively, to 
40 to 50 per cent in Kuwait, Oman, Qatar and Saudi Arabia. 

Projected declines in oil supply will significantly limit 
governments’ ability to maintain current subsidies in water, 
energy, food and housing. All GCC countries are therefore 
trying to diversify their economies and become more integrated 
into the world economy through the development of 
knowledge-based activities and tourism. To attract investment, 
countries have opened their economies, provided support for 
potential investors, increased infrastructure investments and 
improved e-government and e-commerce. 

Expatriate males comprise a significant portion of the labour 
force employed in the private sector, reaching 94 to 96 per 

cent in Qatar and the UAE, while the public sector is the main 
employer of their nationals, including 77 per cent in Kuwait.  

Youth unemployment is a major challenge to governments 
as they try to address the mismatch between a high demand 
for low-paid foreign workers and an absence of well-paid 
jobs that can be filled by their own nationals. Many GCC 
countries are making visas more restrictive, setting caps on 
foreign labour participation, and creating institutions to help 
build the capacity of citizens. The distribution of wealth is 
unequal in all GCC countries, with concentrations of poverty 
among both expatriate migrants and urban migrants from 
internal desert locations.

Urban Development and Housing. The discovery of oil 
in the 1960s transformed the old towns in the Gulf into 
international cities with Western-style urban grids, extensive 
highway networks and peripheral suburbs with modern 
villas. Wealthy nationals and expatriates tend to live in the 
cosmopolitan city centres and suburban compounds, while 
low-paid expatriate workers, rural migrants and refugees live in 
the remains of historic settlements, in temporary housing on 
construction sites and in informal settlements.  As part of its 
Jeddah without Slums programme, Jeddah plans to redevelop 
older areas in the city centre and reduce the total number of 
residents living in informal areas to 300,000.

The constitutions of GCC countries require governments 
to provide homes, land or zero-interest home construction 
loans to their citizens, a benefit limited in some countries 
to men or citizens earning less than set income levels. Rising 

�
Qatar. Housing finance in Gulf countries is dictated by Shari’a law. ©Komar/Shutterstock
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populations, escalating land costs due to speculation and a 
growing preference for villas instead of flats are making it 
harder for the government to provide loans to meet housing 
demand among low- and middle-income households. For 
instance, the wait list for government housing is 15 years 
in Kuwait and the Saudi government has recently frozen 
land grants in spite of a large backlog including as many as 
200,000 applications in Jeddah. 

The sharp market correction of real estate prices in 2008 
demonstrated the degree to which property development had 
become speculative, particularly in Bahrain, Dubai and Qatar.

Housing finance in the Gulf countries is limited by the 
Shari’a’s prescriptions on interest-charging banking services. 
Housing finance through Islamic banks remains limited and 
is accessible mainly by the wealthy. As housing developers 
typically raise their own financing, there is a chronic 
undersupply of affordable housing. Saudi Arabia, which has 
the least developed housing finance market in the region, 
enacted its first mortgage law in 2008. Affordable housing 
programmes tend to be poorly capitalized and, given the lack 
of fines and fees, many borrowers defer or default on their 
payments. 

Environment and Transportation. Revenues from oil 
have allowed GCC governments to subsidize the cost of 
water, electricity, oil, gas and food for decades, resulting 
in some of the highest per capita rates of water and energy 
consumption and waste generation in the world. Electricity 
costs on average USD 0.12 per kWh to produce in the Gulf, 
but is sold for USD 0.04 per kWh. 

With oil production peaking and predicted to become 
depleted in ten to 40 years, depending on the country, 
GCC governments are now investing heavily in alternative 
solutions, such as renewable and nuclear energy, wastewater 
reclamation, and waste recycling. Given the political difficulty 
of implementing tariff and management policy reforms, the 
focus has been on technological and efficiency improvements.

With its arid climate and rapidly-growing population, the 
Gulf is one of the world’s most water-scarce regions. Despite 
the high cost of desalinization, water tariffs in the GCC are 
among the lowest in the world, and it was free for many 
years in Doha. As governments re-evaluate water resource 
management, they are focusing on three main strategies: 
increasing the capacity of desalination plants; reforming 
tariffs and educating consumers and reducing domestic 
agriculture and promoting wastewater reuse. 

The most prevalent method of waste disposal is in sanitary 
landfills, which have become overwhelmed by the increasing 
volumes of waste. Composting and recycling is limited by the 
lack of a domestic reuse market. The UAE is implementing 
multiple initiatives to reduce waste generation, including a 
phasing out of plastic shopping bags by 2012, the launch of 
a construction and demolition waste recycling plant in Abu 
Dhabi and the development of a waste-to-energy incineration 
plant in Dubai. 

The Gulf has heavily invested in extensive road networks, 
with high-capacity highways and arterials encircling 

neighbourhoods and cities.  The low cost of fuel in the GCC 
has been an incentive to motorization, which is now on par 
with that of high-income countries and has led to severe 
congestion in city centres. Uniquely among Arab countries 
facing similar challenges, the GCC is implementing ambitious 
urban transportation master plans to reduce congestion and 
improve public transit and pedestrian networks and the 
general quality of urban life. 

Urban Governance Systems. All aspects of government 
in the GCCs are highly centralized, including planning 
and urban administration. Ministries develop national, 
regional and local urban policies, while municipal authorities 
implement local plans. Despite efforts to delegate more 
powers to municipalities, the Saudi Arabian government 
retains significant control over local governance, including 
the right to dissolve government, remove members of local 
councils and set local tax rates. 

Larger cities in the kingdom have greater autonomy; 
Medina’s Urban Observatory has received wide recognition 
throughout the Arab world and was awarded the Habitat 
Scroll of Honour award in 2009. In the smaller emirates, the 
national planning agency prepares national, metropolitan 
and local level plans. 

GCC cities rely on central government transfers to pay 
for both capital investments and operating costs. The lack of 
accountability for their development decisions often results 
in wasteful land consumption patterns and an increasing 
reliance on private cars for transport. 

While attitudes towards women are more conservative 
in the GCC than in the Mashreq and Maghreb, and their 
labour force participation rates far behind that of men, the 
number of women with a higher education degree working 
as civil servants and gaining senior positions in government 
is quickly rising.

Migration and Remittances The GCC is the major 
recipient of migrants in the region. In 2010, the foreign-
born percentage of the population was 87 in Qatar, 70 in the 
UAE, 69 in Kuwait, 39 in Bahrain and 28 in Oman. About 
one-quarter of the 15 million migrant workers in the GCC 
are Arabs, with the balance including a mix of well-paid 
expatriates from developed countries and low-paid sponsored 
workers from South and Southeast Asia. The Saudi border is 
a major transit point for refugees from the Horn of Africa. 

The Gulf has become one of the top remitting regions in the 
world, with 2009 remittances equalling 7 per cent of GDP in 
Bahrain, Kuwait and Saudi Arabia and 11 per cent in Oman. 
Most low-paid migrant workers come to the GCC through 
the sponsorship (kafala) system, and immigration and 
sponsorship laws give sponsoring employers broad powers 
over workers. Poor living conditions, economic exploitation 
and the lack of public oversight has drawn international 
criticism and growing internal opposition within GCC 
governments. A common government response to criticism 
over worker living conditions has been to rehouse workers 
in new “labour towns” that meet and exceed international 
standards but still segregate them from the local population.
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Southern Tier Regional Summary 

Population and Urbanization. The Southern Tier is 
home to around 80 million people, 29 million of whom live 
in cities. Except for Djibouti, which is 76 per cent urbanized, 
most countries have low to moderate levels of urbanization 
(30-40 per cent) but are urbanizing rapidly as a result of 
conflict, environmental degradation, severe droughts and 
rural poverty. 

The highest urban growth rates at present are 5 per cent in 
both Sudan and Yemen; in the past 15 years, major Somali 
towns grew by 300 to 500 per cent. Those under 25 years of 
age comprise from 35 to as much as 45 per cent of the total 
population. 

Urbanization has typically taken the form of unplanned 
expansion on the periphery, making the provision of services 
difficult. Although most Southern Tier countries do not have 
comprehensive national or urban spatial strategies, they do 
have infrastructure improvement plans for roads, ports, and 
highways as well as poverty reduction strategies to promote 
economic growth and improve governance. 

Urban plans are emerging at the local and regional level, 
particularly for major cities such as Khartoum, Sana’a, 

Mogadishu and Hargeisa. Djibouti City has developed an 
integrated five-year urban strategy to improve infrastructure 
and governance. Yemen has launched a project to extend and 
improve infrastructure in three port cities and is developing 
a programme to upgrade living conditions in Taiz, where the 
proportion of informal settlements is particularly high.

Economic Role of Cities. Given continued conflicts and 
natural disasters, the economies of the Southern Tiers are 
underdeveloped with high unemployment and poverty 
ratios. In the Comoros and Somalia, the economic base is 
agriculture and fisheries; in Djibouti, it is transportation, 
communications, trade and services. Oil accounts for over 90 
per cent of government revenue in Sudan and is expected to 
run out in 20 to 30 years while in Yemen, oil accounts for 70 
per cent of government revenue and is projected to run out 
in five to 14 years. Sudan’s economy was centred on Greater 
Khartoum and the breakup of the country into Sudan, which 
has the oil refineries and ports, and South Sudan, which has 
oil and water, has the potential to significantly affect the 
economies and the major cities in both countries.

Unemployment rates are very high throughout the region, 
reaching 19 per cent in Yemen, 7 to 22 per cent on the 
different islands of Comoros, 40 to 50 per cent in Djibouti 
and 65 per cent in Somalia (80 per cent in some cities). 
Unemployment disproportionately affects the youth and 
female populations. In the Comoros, youth unemployment 
represents nearly 65 per cent of total unemployment while in 
Djibouti, 84 per cent of 15 to 19 year olds and 69 per cent of 
20 to 24 year olds are unemployed. 

Poverty rates are very high, although generally urban 
residents are better off economically, have better access to 
health services and higher school enrolment and attendance 
rates. In Djibouti City, 69 per cent of people are below the 
national poverty line; in Sudan, 65 to 75 per cent of the 
population live on less than a dollar a day in the North and 
90 per cent below that level in South Sudan. 

School enrolment rates range from 20 per cent in Somalia 
to 85 per cent in Yemen. To combat poverty, Djibouti has 
instituted the Urban Poverty Reduction programme to 
support improvements to social and economic services in 
the poorest neighbourhoods through technical assistance, 
community projects, infrastructure development, access to 
microfinance and targeted economic development. 

Constraints that prevent greater economic development 
include cumbersome administrative processes, an unfair and 
uncompetitive business environment, a lack of transparency, 
corruption, the high cost of credit and the difficulty in 
acquiring securely titled, serviced land for development 
and investment, as well as degraded infrastructure and 
uncertain electricity and water supplies.  Although many 
of the countries are trying to diversify their economies 
and promote the tourism sector, they are constrained by 
inadequate infrastructure, a lack of hotels and security 
concerns. 

�©Mohamed Amin Jibril/IRIN 
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Urban Development and Housing. Many cities that 
are the recipients of migratory flows are composed almost 
entirely of informal settlements, slums and refugee camps. 
The percentage of the migratory population living in slums 
is 94 in Sudan, 74 in Somalia, 69 in the Comoros and 67 
in Yemen and most dwellings have at least one housing 
deprivation. Electricity grids are restricted to major cities and 
the poor cannot afford power.

Speculation has driven up land prices and rising 
construction costs has made housing more expensive. In 
Khartoum, the rise of oil wealth has led to speculative luxury 
private developments that cater to expatriates and are financed 
by foreign investment from the GCC. 

Banking in the Southern Tier is limited, as demonstrated 
by the presence of only one bank in Somalia, three banks in 
Comoros and the statistic that only four per cent of Yemenis 
hold bank accounts. Households incrementally invest in their 
homes through savings, loans from friends and family and 
remittances.

Djibouti’s estimated housing gap was 140,000 units in 
2008; Khartoum’s annual housing construction need is 
60,000 units and Yemen’s is 80,000 units. Almost all housing 
is informal and built by the private sector. Inadequate land 
development legislation and property registration procedures 
complicate governments’ ability to intervene in the housing 
market.

Environment and Transportation. With the exception of 
Yemen, Southern Tier countries face great challenges from 
economic water scarcity, meaning they lack the infrastructure 
to supply water, rather than experiencing physical water 
scarcity. Somalia, Yemen and Sudan are not expected to reach 
the Millennium Development Goals targets for water and 
sanitation due to ongoing conflicts and lack of investment. 
Yemen is projected to deplete its groundwater reserves by 2030 
or 2040 and Sana’a and Yemen are consistently projected to 
be the first city and country in the world to run out of water.  

In the Comoros, where all petroleum products are imported, 
energy prices are among the highest in Africa. Wood fuels 
meet 90 per cent of energy needs in Sudan, 87 per cent in 
Somalia and 78 per cent in the Comoros, with significant 
environmental implications. In the Southern Tier countries, 
only cities in Sudan have sanitary landfills; other cities dispose 
of solid waste in informal dumps or along wadis. Yemen has 
led the region in reforms in this area and its 2010 National 
Strategy for Solid Waste Management created a framework 
for implementation which has affected four million people 
so far. 

Although roads provide access to major cities there is a 
lack of funds to maintain networks. None of the Southern 
Tier countries has established national public transportation 
policies or operate public transport services. Private transit 
services tend to be fragmented and limited in geographic scope 
and operating hours. Starting in 2002, Djibouti implemented 

important reforms to professionalize the informal sector, 
establish fees, licenses and inspections.

Urban Governance Systems. The Southern Tier Arab 
countries share a recent history of civil unrest, violent conflict 
and political instability. Much of the unrest is associated with 
the efforts to impose centralized government systems on 
traditionally-dispersed clans and tribes. 

To resolve these conflicts, many of these countries have 
tried to implement decentralization reforms. In 2000, 
Yemen launched one of the most ambitious decentralization 
programs in the Arab world that resulted in the country’s first 
municipal elections. The ruling party’s continued control of 
the governorate and national seats of power, however, led to 
mass protests in 2011 and at the time of writing the country 
was on the brink of civil war. 

Elsewhere in the Southern Tier, traditional power elites 
similarly continue to control higher levels of government 
with a lack of adequate funding for local authorities.The 
development of local capacity and improved service delivery 
are key areas requiring international and donor support.

Constitutional laws in Southern Tier countries protect the 
rights of women to vote and hold elected offices. In reality, 
deeply engrained traditions govern property transactions, 
business dealings and family relations, particularly in rural 
areas. Women routinely have fewer opportunities to gain 
education, employment and political office, particularly in 
Yemen and Somalia. Some countries, mostly notably Djibouti, 
are slowly trying to change old laws and establish ministries 
on women’s affairs and quotas for female representation in 
elected bodies. 

Migration and Remittances. Conflict, drought and 
poverty have led to a net outmigration from most Southern 
Tier countries, with an average annual outmigration of 
50,000 people from Somalia. 

The more stable countries in the region host significant 
numbers of refugees; in 2010, 28 per cent of migrants in 
Sudan and 21 per cent of migrants in Yemen were refugees. 
The majority lives in peri-urban areas where they often 
regroup by tribe or place of origin. Sudan is a net receiver 
of migrants as it is both a transit and destination country; 
Khartoum hosts approximately 30,000 registered refugees, 
mostly from Ethiopia and Eritrea, and 1.7 million internally 
displaced peoples (IDPs); 1.3 million IDPs live in informal 
squatter camps around the city and the remaining 400,000 
reside in official camps. 

The importance of remittances in housing construction 
varies by country. In the Comoros, recipients of remittances 
spend most of the funds on consumption. Somalia receives 
an estimated USD 1 billion in remittances each year from 
émigrés, who represent 8.7 per cent of the population. 
These remittances underpin the country’s financial structures 
and are invested in basic services as well as housing and small 
enterprises.
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Today, most large cities of the Middle East are located 
either on the region’s great rivers such as the Euphrates, 
the Tigris and the Nile - the birthplaces of once great 

civilizations - or on the shores of the Mediterranean, the Red 
Sea or the Arabian Gulf. These Middle Eastern cities have one 
of the world’s longest histories of continuous occupation, due 
primarily to the presence of an ample water supply in an arid 
region, the fertility of the sites and their location along major 
trade routes. The ability to manage the area’s rivers through 
complex hydraulic works to serve both farmland and urban 
centres allowed the production of food surpluses that could 
be traded.

The Fertile Crescent, a plain defined by the Tigris and 
the Euphrates, made possible the emergence first of ancient 
Sumerian, Akkadian, Hellenistic, Roman, Parthian, Sassanian 
civilizations and then Christian and Arab-Islamic ones. An 
extensive net of irrigation canals allowed the development 
of agriculture and the emergence of urban centres. Likewise, 

�
Jerash, Jordan. Roman colonnaded streets gave order to city layout. ©WitR/Shutterstock

Historical Perspectives 1.2

the early Nile Valley settlers discovered the benefits of the 
fertilizing silt left behind by the floods and gradually learned 
how to control the annual inundations and so reclaim 
agricultural land. 

As agriculture prospered, towns and cities multiplied. In 
970 AD the Fatimids founded al-Qahira (Cairo) south of the 
ancient city of Heliopolis and north of Memphis near the 
convergence point of the two branches of the Nile.

Jerusalem (Yara Shalem)12 is situated on a ridge west of the 
Dead Sea and the Jordan River. The fertility of the soil is due to 
the Wadi Farah as well as to the numerous underground springs 
and wells inside and outside the Old City. Jerusalem has been 
inhabited since about 4000 BC (Bronze Age). Archaeological 
evidence has established that the Canaanites, Amorites 
and Jebusites successively occupied the site. Subsequently, 
Jerusalem was ruled by the Egyptians, before the coming of 
the Philistines, Israelites, Persians, Romans, Byzantines, Arabs, 
Crusaders, Mamluks and the Ottoman Turks. 

Continuity of Urban Life: Urban Settlements on River Locations
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Damascus (Dimashqa) lies at the foot of the Anti-Lebanon 
Range where the waters of the Barada (the Abana river 
of Antiquity) irrigate a vast oasis of about 30 km2. The 
Barada’s waters have been used for irrigation for thousands 
of years and, according to historical tablets from 2500 BC, 
Amorites settled in this area at the beginning of the second 
millennium BC. The water, the quality of the soil and its 
commanding location on the trans-desert routes attracted 
numerous civilizations, which include Arameans, Assyrians, 
neo-Babylonians, Persians, Greeks, Seleucids, Nabateans, 
Romans, Byzantines and Arabs.

The Classical Heritage 

By the end of the 6th century BC, Hellenic commercial 
power had extended to the Asiatic hinterland and Egypt. 
The establishment of the Greek polis (city-state) in its Asian 
colonies was the most dramatic representation of the progress 
of Hellenic civilization. The conquest of the region by 
Alexander the Great of Macedon (356-323 BC) left behind 
it the chain of Greek city-states as economic and cultural 
outposts as well as garrisons all over Asia and Egypt. These 
cells of Hellenism maintained an enduring organizational 
influence on the Middle East as they followed the democratic 
Athenian urban structure and this ecumenical concept of 
government, combined with the local freedom of the polis, 
resulted in a powerful and lasting structure, “the roots of the 
free municipal system handed down by Alexander’s successors 
to Rome and by Rome to Byzantium.”13

In Egypt, Alexander the Great built the port of Alexandria, 
the region’s first orthogonal city. The city became the most 
powerful Hellenistic centre of commerce in the ancient 
world. After the death of Alexander, the orthogonal grid-
plan town became common in Hellenistic Middle East, 
setting the tone for an orderly urban prototype that was to be 
perfected by Imperial Rome.14 It became the dominant urban 
plan of the Mediterranean Basin for half a millennium and 
its remnants are still clearly visible in many historic districts. 

Scholars generally agree that the grid pattern in Middle 
Eastern cities is of Greek origin, but similar layouts are 
also found in Achaemenid (Persian) towns and in other 
non-Middle Eastern cities.15 The Romans added distinctive 
features to the Hellenistic grid pattern such as the cardo
and the decumanus, intercrossing main thoroughfares that 
connected the major temples in the Roman cities of the 
Middle East. Another common urban feature of the Roman 
East was the colonnaded street 16. Its basic function was to 
provide shelter from the sun but it also gave a sense of order, 
direction and majesty.

By the 4th century Christianity had become a structured 
religion with the First Council of Nicaea (325 AD) and the 
Byzantine Emperor Constantine launched an ambitious 
building programme to commemorate the Christian holy 
sites in the Eastern part of the Empire. Greco-Roman cities 
were transformed and redesigned according to the Christian 
faith.

The Arab Conquest

By the second half of the 7th century the Arab Islamic 
conquest had expanded over all Byzantine territories. At the 
time Islam was born, the Arabian Peninsula had long been 
in contact with Hellenistic, Roman and Byzantine traditions 
and, except for those concepts that could undermine their 
religion, the Muslims valued this heritage, particularly in the 
highly-urbanized areas.

The institutions of the conquered cities underwent major 
changes. The principal institutions - the mosques and later the 
madrasas (colleges) - played an important part in developing 
the new administrative and legal codes. The city’s organization 
consisted of a strictly hierarchical structure appointed by 
the Caliph or Sultan: walis (governors) assisted by al-shurta 
(police), the qadi (judge), the al-muhtasib (supervisor of 
markets who was in turn assisted by the controller of various 
professions), the heads of city quarters and the supervisors of 
the protected communities of Jews and Christians.

The Arab Islamic city excelled in the services provided 
to its inhabitants: maristans (hospitals), hammams (public 
baths), sabils (drinking fountains), sabil-maktabs (public 
fountain with an elementary school), dar al-ilm (public 
libraries), public kitchens for the poor, suqs (markets), khans
(urban warehouses) and wakalas (urban caravanserais), all of 
which made the city liveable and life dynamic. The two most 
prestigious universities remain Cairo’s al-Azhar (972 AD) and 
Fes’ al-Qarawiyyin (859 AD), the oldest continuously used 
university in the world.17

Spatial Organization of the Traditional 
Arab City

Arab cities have been hierarchically organized around the 
Great Mosque while the suqs (markets) and qaysariyyas (covered 
markets), interconnected by streets, constituted the main 
urban public spaces. This pattern dates back to pre-Islamic 
times when pilgrimages to pagan shrines were an occasion for 
traders to organize periodic markets. 

By the end of the 19th century, many areas in the Middle 
East were transformed from self-sufficiency to import-oriented 
economies tied to the industrializing Western countries,18 a 
trend that asserted itself during the 20th century colonial period. 
Yet, despite the pre-eminence of modern imported goods, 
new ways of distribution and Western style financial systems, 
Arab cities are still characterized by the historic concept of 
the market and the traditional suq19 has not disappeared from 
them. They have been preserved in cities’ historic centres in 
spite of the intrusion of motor vehicles and modern industries.

Straight streets often linked the heart of the market district 
to the city gates. Baghdad’s al-Rashid Street is still the city’s 
main commercial artery and stretches from the northern to 
the southern gate. In 1914 the Ottoman administration 
transformed al-Rashid Street into a modern avenue, with its 
central part designed for carriages and the pedestrian sidewalks 
shaded by arcades.20 Parallel to al-Rashid Street is the Caliph 
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If one were to look at Arab cities by aerial 
view, starting from Titwan in Morocco all the 
way to Baghdad in Iraq, it should become 
clear that they share similar structural form, 
functions and urban planning that enables 
social, cultural, economic and recreational 
activities to thrive. Urban planning follows a 
distinct internal hierarchy of social and spatial 
order. The layout allows for long horizontal 
views, reflecting the nomadic origins of the 
residents in these cities and their desire to 
view a far horizon without obstructions or 
restrictions. The mosque and its minarets 
is the sole purely vertical structure in the 
traditional Arab city, it is the main landmark; 
the most important visual focal point for 
visitors and residents alike and a guide to the 
city centre.

The Arab city developed along traditional 
planning visions sets the mosque of the 
state in the geographical centre and heart 
of the often circular city. From there starts 
a hierarchically-arranged fabric of buildings 
accommodating social strata of residents. 

The first concentric ring surrounding the 
mosque is reserved for the Emirate House - 
the accommodation of the Emir, his entourage 
and their guards. A second concentric circle 
is for socially high-ranking or otherwise 
important city residents, such as those 
belonging to the major tribes and the clans 
closest to the Emir. People from lesser tribal 
importance reside in the following concentric 
circles or districts, successively further away 
from the Emir’s residence. The city core 
(medina) is surrounded by an outer wall with 
gates that connect it with the extra-mural 
urban areas where trade and other economic 
activities take place during in the day.

Arab cities initially had their commercial 
quarter (suq) within the walls of the city core, 
often in close proximity to the gates for ease of 
interaction with the extra-mural urban areas. 
The suq consists of an urban quarter with 
narrow to medium-sized alleys, depending on 
the type of trade or craft, spatially arranged by 
activity or product produced. Therefore, there 
are separate alleys for copper wares, fabrics, 

gold and silver, and others for medicinal 
herbs, perfumes, spices and so on. Over time, 
the expansion of trade typically forced the suq 
beyond the city walls and there is little doubt 
that the suq with its composition and shape is 
the forerunner of what is known today as the 
shopping center or mall.

The soul of the Arab city is embodied by the 
complementarity of the mosque of the state 
and the suq. The aromatic smell of different 
spices, perfumes, wild flowers, plants and 
various herbs extend from the suq’s alleys all 
the way to the mosque. There is a clear and 
direct route between the mosque and the suq 
that accentuates their inter-connectedness 
as places of exchange. At the market people 
trade merchandise, but also views on current 
matters. 

Likewise, the functions of the mosque are 
not confined to religious rituals but also serve 
as a space for public discussion and debate on 
the conditions and well-being of the city and its 
citizenry. In this manner, the mosque serves as 
a parliament and place where the citizenry can 
articulate its voice to the Prince of the Emirate.

The notion of ‘place’ has a special and 
distinctive sense in the Arab city. The Islamic 
scholar Abdulqahir Al Girjani (d. 471 AH), 
described it as ‘the inner lining of the form’. 
That is why arts and decoration do not appear 
on the exterior of buildings. In general terms 
these are limited to internal spaces only. The 
exception is the Mosque, where both the 
interior and exterior typically display multiple 
flavors of decoration that match architectural 
beauty with that of the decorative arts.

The distinct elements of the Arab city reveal 
the city’s functions and its practical spatial 
organization. Nevertheless, for centuries 
the interpretation of the Arab city’s distinct 
spatial organization and the inter-relatedness 
of urban elements and functions have 
remained for many people a conundrum hard 
to fully grasp. That explains why the image of 
the traditional Arab city has for centuries, as 
it does today, been surrounded by a sense of 
imagination, magic and mystery. This aspect 
reveals why it became a prime illustration of 
the Oriental city where the Thousand and One 
Nights have flowed, lived and still survive.

BOX 1: THE SOUL AND IDENTITY OF THE ARAB CITY

�
The Bab Bou Jeloud gate leads into the old medina in Fes, Morocco. It is also known as The Blue Gate to Fes.
©Bjørn Christian Tørrissen. Licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 3.0 Unported license.
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Street, with important religious institutions (mosques and 
churches) as well as government agencies.

Monumental pious institutions along the main arteries 
of the city became a manifestation of power, wealth and 
the expression of the patron’s self-glorification. Great 
stone mosques with minarets and portals projecting onto 
the street served as landmarks to passersby and attracted 
the faithful. They were patronized by sultans and emirs, 
who provided pious endowments (waqf ). The mosques, 
maristans (hospitals), khanaqahs (hospices) and madrasas
(religious schools) sustained a large number of people who 
were attached to them as lifelong or temporary personnel. 
The sultan sometimes controlled the pious institutions but 
not always as the relationship between the state and clergy 
(ulama) was marked by mutual dependence. 

The most striking feature of Jerusalem is its Roman-
Byzantine street pattern consisting of two north-south roads 
and two east-west streets, an adaptation of the Roman cardo
and decumanus. This street pattern has been preserved. Just 
as in any Roman city, Jerusalem’s cardo was flanked by a 
colonnade. Lined with shops and vendors, it was the focal 
point of the city’s economic life.

From the 18th century to the last quarter of the 19th century 
Arab cities experienced a long period of relative stagnation 
compared to their Western equivalents. Traditional urban 
patterns, dwellings and monuments remained in use. The 
height of buildings and their decorated façades on the main 
streets still indicated their social and religious importance. 

The crucial urban transformations of Arab cities started to 
take place before the turn of the 20th century when European 
planning principles were introduced creating a dichotomy 
between the historic city and its modern counterpart. In 
Cairo, for example, the medieval Fatimid city remained a 
vibrant place despite the obvious decay of monuments, the 
lack of modern amenities, increased traffic congestion and the 
density of population in its traditional quarters. 

Today in the historic centre of Cairo and, to a lesser extent 
Baghdad, there are structures dating back to the Ottoman 
period as well as recent ones that have been built adjacent 
to or attached to older buildings. Regardless of its modern 
look, the area maintains its integrity due to the survival of the 
hierarchical organization of the streets, alleys and cul-de-sacs, 
all of which create a social spatial order. In spite of the efforts 
of the Egyptian Department of Antiquities, this order is now 
threatened by new building regulations requiring parking 
and the widening of streets to facilitate the flow of vehicular 
traffic. In some cases, buildings have been pulled down to 
widen streets or their façade visually obstructed by overpasses, 
disfiguring the neighbourhood. 

In Baghdad the first set of urban changes occurred during 
the first half of the 20th century,21 when the narrow and 
winding street network of the old city fabric was considered 
unsuitable for carriages. Despite the modernization trend 
during the late Ottoman period, some quarters of the 
traditional city had survived into the 20th century, their 
buildings exhibiting a mixture of styles dating back to the 

19th century. The integrity of many quarters was entirely 
altered after the Second World War, when a new street system 
was introduced with wide avenues and squares in European 
style.22 The consequences of this process were the destruction 
of old good buildings, the disruption of the relationship 
between private and public spaces and the creation of a new 
environment in the streets.

The Destruction of Historical Sites 

Historic sites and traditional urban centres are a priceless 
legacy for the local population and humanity, besides 
attracting tourists and contributing to the economy. Because 
of its historical assets and its proximity to Western countries, 
Cairo is the city that has attracted the most tourists in the 
Middle East. Its wealth of Pharaonic and Islamic monuments 
are unique in the world. They were first documented during 
Napoleon’s Egyptian Campaign (1798–1801) when the 
Rosetta Stone was discovered (1799) and when antiquities 
gathered by French archaeologists were seized by the British 
and are today part of British Museums’ collections. The 
French saved only a small part of the collection, which was 
taken to the Louvre. 

More importantly, the scientific expedition that 
accompanied the army produced the celebrated Description 
de L’Egypte, which was published between 1809 and 1821. 
Its text and engravings illustrated both Egyptian antiquities 
and the Islamic medieval city and stirred the imagination of 
archaeologists, historians, artists and collectors. By the end of 
the 19th century, the market for Egyptian artefacts was well 
developed and another in Islamic art had started in Europe 
and the United States.

Concurrently, Mesopotamian antiquities became of 
interest to British and French businessmen and diplomats, 
who began to explore Iraq’s Biblical and ancient sites looking 
for valuable artefacts. The systematic removal of antiquities 
began in 1842. Despite the antiquities law promulgated 
by the Ottoman government in the 1870s, archaeologists 
from the US and Europe continued digging and collecting 
antiquities23. From the 19th century to the present day 
the cultural heritage of Mesopotamia has suffered from 
indiscriminate illegal digging, which has effaced most of the 
layout of ancient cities24 only their bare walls and foundations 
are still standing. 

The Need for Preservation

The Arab World’s wealth of historic urban sites and the 
influence of history in modern cities is very much part of 
the “collective memory” of people who have occupied the 
land for lengthy periods of time. It is a distinctive factor that 
continues to be reflected in the daily life of people, in the 
use of traditional motifs in architecture, in the clustering of 
competing stores selling similar wares, in the continued use 
of traditional industries and markets, of religious buildings 
and of the monumental buildings of centralized governments. 
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Their location often still reflects the urban structures that 
emerged from both the Roman-Byzantine grid plan and the 
traditional urban fabric, influenced by the Shari’a law that 
developed after the Arab conquest. They are not only part of 
the daily life of the population but also represent an economic 
asset, attracting the tourism that is today a significant part of 
the region’s economy. 

The preservation of the cultural heritage of ancient sites 

and traditional medieval cities threatened by the high 
rate of growth of the urban population and the sprawl is 
imperative. The principal reason for safeguarding these 
physical manifestations of the past – historic sites, cities, 
quarters, monuments, streets, markets, temples and palaces 
– lies not only in their harmony and splendour but also 
because they form part of the identity of the people of the 
Arab World.

Arab countries have a diversified urban 
heritage demonstrated in city centres from 
different ages. Ancient cities such as Sana’a 
(Yemen), Fes and Marrakesh (Morocco), Tunis 
(Tunisia), Bethlehem (Occupied Palestinian 
Territories), Damascus and Aleppo (Syria) 
are still inhabited today and are important 
regional centers for tourism. UNESCO and 
other international organizations have assisted 
some of these cities to maintain and preserve 
their architectural heritage and monuments 
through adaptive reuse to generate economic 
opportunities for its citizens and revive its 
character.

The Bethlehem preservation project by 
UNESCO was very important as, in addition 
to its spiritual values for Christians, it has 

a wealth of urban heritage demonstrated 
in its ancient neighbourhoods, old houses, 
shops and traditional artifacts. Most of those 
important historic places appear in the World 
List of Heritage Sites (The Medina in Fes in 
Morocco, Carthage in Tunisia, Sana’a Shebam 
and Zabeed in Yemen, Damascus and Aleppo in 
Syria, etc.). As a result of preservation efforts 
in Yemen, its cities have gained international 
reputation for their historical characteristics. 
The famous tower dwelling areas of San’a have 
been preserved, including the carefully planned 
architecture, many gardens inside and outside 
the ramparts and the water supply from wells. 
But the urban explosion has affected these 
areas; its inhabitants are deserting it and it is 
facing continuous deterioration. 

Cities in Syria present a different and 
fascinating urban form, varying from towns 
dating back to the second and third millennia 
BC (Ebla, Mari, and Ugarit) or the Hellenistic 
and Roman periods (Apamee, Palmyra) to 
cities of the golden age of Arab civilization 
(Damascus with its Omayyad mosque, its 
gates and ramparts, palaces, citadel and old 
Arabian houses) and its urban heritage from 
the Byzantine era (the sanctuary of Saint 
Simeon), the Crusades (Tartus cathedral) and 
the Ottoman era (Tekiyeh and Souleymanieh). 
Tunisia has an exceptional urban heritage 
represented in the recently-renovated medina 
at Tunis, and much of its architectural heritage 
is now utilized as museums, restaurants, 
guest houses and art and crafts shops.

BOX 2: PRESERVING THE ARAB URBAN HERITAGE 

�
The Medina of Sousse in Tunisia, a UNESCO World Heritage Site. ©Gelia/Shutterstock



14

As of 1950, the Arab region contained only two cities 
with populations greater than one million. By 2010 
there were 23 cities of this size, with a total population 

of approximately 65 million. By 2025, 31 cities in the region 
are expected to have a population greater than one million. 
Cumulatively, these cities will then be home to nearly 97 
million residents.  

In 1950, many of the largest cities in each country were 
relatively small such as Sana’a, Dubai, Mogadishu and 
Amman with only 46,000; 20,000; 69,000 and 90,000 
residents respectively. The largest cities were Cairo, Alexandria, 
Casablanca, Baghdad, Algiers, Damascus, Beirut and Aleppo, 
each with a population greater than 250,000 residents. 

In the early- to mid-1950s, many of the Arab cities prepared 
development plans. Although there was some rural to urban 
migration, most migrants settled in villages surrounding the 
cities.  It was not until the mid-1960s that informal settlements 
started to develop. They became more common in the 1970s 
and 1980s, with the lifting of the oil embargo and the increase 
in the price of oil in 1974. Economic liberalization also helped 
to facilitate the movement of migrants to other countries and 
regions, where they often settled in urban locations.

Table 1: Largest Agglomerations 2010-2025 and Half-Decade 
Growth Rates, shows that, in the foreseeable future, Cairo 
will remain the sole Arab megacity. Until 2025, the current 
hierarchy of the five largest urban agglomerations in the Arab 
states will remain unchanged. Baghdad with some 8 million 
inhabitants in 2025 will stay in second place after Cairo. 
Khartoum’s 7.9 million in 2025 assures they remain in third 
place, Riyadh will still be fourth and Alexandria fifth in the 
foreseeable future.

Some changes are projected for the lower-ranked cities, 
starting in 2015, when Jeddah will become the region’s sixth-
largest urban agglomeration with 3.5 million inhabitants 

Largest Arab Cities1.3

FIGURE 3: ARAB CITIES WITH 1+ MILLION PEOPLE

Source:  UN-DESA, 2009
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�
Sana’a, Yemen. The region’s fastest growing city. ©Robert Bremec/iStockphoto

and push Casablanca to seventh place. By 2020, Aleppo and 
Jeddah will both also be larger than Casablanca while Sana’a 
will rise from the region’s 11th-largest agglomeration of 2.3 
million people in 2010 to seventh position with 4.2 million 
inhabitants by 2025.

There are messages embedded in the statistics of these cities’ 
relative and absolute growth. On average, the region’s largest 
agglomerations will grow by 35 per cent between 2010 and 
2025, adding an accumulated 15 million people to these large 
urban centres. The region’s fastest growing city is Sana’a, which 
is projected to experience an 83.4 per cent growth from its 
2010 population. This is a worrying prospect as the city is 
already in serious trouble in terms of its fresh water supplies. 


