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The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed serious 
fault lines and vulnerabilities in societies, insti-
tutions and economies all around the world. 
The Arab region, home to 436 million people,1 
initially kept transmission and mortality rates 
lower than the global average but more recent 
trends are cause for concern, especially in light 
pg!gsbhnfoufe!ifbmui!dbsf!boe!jotvǼdjfou!qsj-

https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/REO/MECA/Issues/2020/07/13/regional-economic-outlook-update-mena
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/REO/MECA/Issues/2020/07/13/regional-economic-outlook-update-mena
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labour market lag markedly behind compared 
to other parts of the world. Women earn on 
bwfsbhf!89/:ʶqfsʶdfou!mftt!uibo!nfo!po!b!qfs!
capita basis and they stand to lose 700,000 
jobs particularly in the informal sector where 
uifz!dpotujuvuf!72/9ʶqfsʶdfou!pg!xpslfst/

Migrants-!bddpvoujoh!gps!51ʶqfsʶdfou!pg!bmm!xpsl-
ers in the region, will be hard hit by the pandemic, 
notably in terms of access to services, job losses 
and ability to return to their countries of origin.

The region is home to 55.7 million people who 
need humanitarian assistance-!jodmvejoh!37ʶnjm-
lion forcibly displaced. 74 million people are at a 
higher risk of contracting the virus due to lack of 
iboexbtijoh!gbdjmjujft/!Bo!beejujpobm!%2/8ʶcjmmjpo!
is required in 2020 alone to address the risks 
and impact of the COVID-19 pandemic6 on the 
most vulnerable people in countries affected 
by humanitarian crises or otherwise at risk.

6	 Vojufe!Obujpot!PǼdf!gps!uif!Dppsejobujpo!pg!Ivnbojubsjbo!Bggbjst-!Global Humanitarian Response Plan: COVID-19, available at https://
xxx/vopdib/psh0tjuft0vopdib0Ǻmft0Hmpcbm.Ivnbojubsjbo.Sftqpotf.Qmbo.DPWJE.2:/qeg.

7	 ESCWA estimates based on Forbes and Credit Swiss data.

COVID-19 is also likely to exacerbate wealth 
inequality in the region, which already has 
the highest wealth inequality worldwide with 
42ʶcjmmjpobjsft!pxojoh!bt!nvdi!xfbmui!bt!uif!
bottom half of the adult population in 2020.7

No country in the region is spared the chal-
lenges of responding to the pandemic.

Oil-rich countries face constraints on their abil-
ity to provide adequate stimulus and recovery 
packages, due to the plunge in the demand 
for, and price of, oil. This has underscored the 
vshfou!offe!up!fyqfejuf!ejwfstjǺdbujpo!fggpsut!
to expand their sources of revenue beyond oil 
and embark on low-carbon development.

The capacity of middle-income countries to offer 
stimulus packages has been severely limited by 
a serious drop in revenues from tourism, remit-
tances, trade and general economic activities. 
Unsustainable level of debts and low tax revenue 
nblf!fdpopnjd!boe!tpdjbm!jowftunfout!ejǼdvmu/

FIGURE 1: ESIMATED IMPACT OF THE CORONAVIRUS PANDEMIC  
IN THE ARAB REGION
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https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/Global-Humanitarian-Response-Plan-COVID-19.pdf
https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/Global-Humanitarian-Response-Plan-COVID-19.pdf
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Least Developed Countries (LDCs), highly 

https://www.unhcr.org/search?comid=56b079c44&&cid=49aea93aba&tags=globaltrends
https://www.unhcr.org/search?comid=56b079c44&&cid=49aea93aba&tags=globaltrends




6    

https://www.ghsindex.org
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FIGURE 2: COUNTRIES AFFECTED BY COVID-19 IN THE ARAB REGION
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In addition to the structural weaknesses in 
uif!sfhjpoǃt!ifbmui.dbsf!tztufnt-!dpoǻjdu!ibt!
destroyed precious health infrastructure and 
left many populations without access to even 
the most basic care. This has led to the death, 
or migration of, care workers and the interrup-
ujpo!pg!dsjujdbm!dbsf/!Dpoǻjdu!ibt!bmtp!dsfbufe!
an additional unexpected pressure on national 
health systems to deliver services to 11.5 mil-
lion refugees, including Palestine refugees, 
and 14.5 million Internally Displaced Persons 
(IDPs)13 in the region, many of whom have been 
repeatedly displaced. Today, millions reside in 
camps, informal dwellings or underserviced 
communities, which often lack regular access 
to health care and, crucially, water and sanita-
tion services. They live in small overcrowded 
rvbsufst!xifsf!tpdjbm!ejtubodjoh!jt!ejǼdvmu-!
if not impossible, exacerbating the possibility 
of spreading the virus and challenging basic 
containment and mitigation actions, while 
making them more prone to discrimination, 
stigmatization and collective punishment. Host 
communities are increasingly seeing the burden 
of caring for refugees and IDPs as unsustain-
bcmf!jo!mjhiu!pg!xibu!uifz!dpotjefs!jotvǼdjfou!
support from the international community.

B. ECONOMIC, SOCIAL AND 
ENVIRONMENTAL COSTS

The economic costs of the pandemic are likely 
up!cf!tjhojǺdbou!jo!uif!Bsbc!sfhjpo/!Ijhi!efqfoe-
fodf!po!pjm!sftpvsdft-!upvsjtn!boe!sfnjuubodftʶƿ!
sectors that are negatively impacted by the pan-
efnjd-!jo!beejujpo!up!qspusbdufe!dpoǻjdu-!gvsuifs!
aggravate the impact of COVID-19 on the Arab 
region. The region’s economies have not fully 

13	 UNHCR, https://www.unhcr.org/search?comid=56b079c44&&cid=49aea93aba&tags=globaltrends.
14	 International Monetary Fund, Regional Economic Outlook Update, available at 

https://www.unhcr.org/search?comid=56b079c44&&cid=49aea93aba&tags=globaltrends
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/REO/MECA/Issues/2020/07/13/regional-economic-outlook-update-mena
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/REO/MECA/Issues/2020/07/13/regional-economic-outlook-update-mena
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http://covdata.unescwa.org/RPT/RPTDSH1.aspx
http://ilostat.ilo.org
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major role in the post-COVID-19 economic recov-
ery. The poor road and rail interconnectivity in 
most Arab countries will negatively impact the 
contribution of inter-Arab trade to the recovery 
efforts. Moreover, while Arab air carriers wit-
ofttfe!tjhojǺdbou!hspxui!jo!uifjs!312:!sfwfovf-!
the sector risks losing approximately $23 billion 
in revenue and 2.4 million in jobs in 2020.

Foreign direct investment (FDI) is likely to drop 
cz!bt!nvdi!bt!56ʶqfsʶdfou-!efqsjwjoh!uif!sfhjpo!
of $17.8 billion that could have been used in 
sfdpwfsz!fggpsut!boe!kpc!dsfbujpo/!GEJ!ǻpxt!
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A. CONFLICT AND 
HUMANITARIAN SITUATIONS

Bsnfe!dpoǻjdu!jo!uif!Bsbc!sfhjpo!ibt!dbvtfe!
immeasurable suffering and led to massive 
economic loss over the last decade. Violence 
boe!dpoǻjdu!sfqsftfou!b!tjhojǺdbou!jnqfe-
iment to responding to COVID-19, placing 
millions of people in far more precarious 
situations than they otherwise might have 
been, from the health, humanitarian, human 
rights and socioeconomic perspectives.

On 23 March 2020, the Secretary General called 
gps!b!hmpcbm!dfbtfǺsf!up!gbdjmjubuf!mjgf.tbwjoh!
aid and to create conditions for sustaining 
peace. A number of Arab countries endorsed 
the Secretary General’s call. Building on the 

https://www.scribd.com/document/462793101/Ceasefire-Declaration-by-Women-s-CSOs-ENG
https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/Global-Humanitarian-Response-Plan-COVID-19.pdf
https://www.ochaopt.org/content/humanitarian-needs-overview-and-humanitarian-response-plan-2020-dashboard
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https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/Global-Humanitarian-Response-Plan-COVID-19.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/search?comid=56b079c44&&cid=49aea93aba&tags=globaltrends
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In this challenging context, the cost of sus-
tained humanitarian assistance continues 
to increase, while new obstacles arise in 
the context of COVID-19, including travel 
restrictions, logistical disruptions, and over-
stretched health-care systems. These chal-
lenges have added to concerns that lifesav-
ing assistance reaches all those in need of 
humanitarian assistance across the region.

An additional $1.7 billion is required in 2020 
alone to address the risks and impact of 
the COVID-19 pandemic29 on the most vul-
nerable people in countries affected by 
humanitarian crises or at high risk of facing 
humanitarian crisis, in the Arab region.

B. VULNERABLE GROUPS 
AND INEQUALITY

The COVID-19 crisis is exacerbating exist-
ing vulnerabilities for all social groups.

Poverty and inequality in Arab countries were 
already on the rise prior to the pandemic. 
Inequality and discrimination have undermined 
the region’s progress in all the SDGs, while 
impinging on human rights and threatening 
peace and social cohesion. The region was 
also witnessing the world’s only increase in 

https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/Global-Humanitarian-Response-Plan-COVID-19.pdf
https://population.un.org/wpp/Download/Standard/Population
https://www.unicef.org/mena/media/8061/file/MENA%20SitRep_COVID%2019%20#1_31%20March%202020.pdf%20.p
https://www.unicef.org/mena/media/8061/file/MENA%20SitRep_COVID%2019%20#1_31%20March%202020.pdf%20.p
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exacerbate youth’s vulnerability within the labour 
market, as youth unemployment is higher, and 
zpvoh!qfpqmf!bsf!Ǻwf!ujnft!npsf!mjlfmz!up!cf!
unemployed than their adult counterparts.32

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.UEM.1524.ZS?locations=ZQ
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.UEM.1524.ZS?locations=ZQ
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/85239/9789241564625_eng.pdf;jsessionid=DE3035B0E0C8
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Hundreds of millions of children are currently 
out of school globally. In the Arab region, 
more than 16 million children were already 
pvu!pg!tdippm!qsf.DPWJE.2:!pxjoh!up!dpoǻjdu!
and/or poverty.38 These numbers are likely to 
increase, particularly for girls, even as lock-
down measures ease and schools gradually 
reopen. Inequality in education, both in terms 
of quality and access, is high across the region, 
boe!xjmm!hsfbumz!joǻvfodf!uif!xbz!dijmesfo!cfbs!
the short- and long-term impact of lockdown. 
There are already alarming trends in terms of 
food security and malnutrition in the region, 
a situation likely to deteriorate as poverty is 

38	 iuuqt;00xxx/vopdib/psh0tjuft0vopdib0Ǻmft0Hmpcbm.Ivnbojubsjbo.Sftqpotf.Qmbo.DPWJE.2:/qeg.
39	 World Bank, https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI.

set to increase and children who depend on 
school meals are missing out because of wide-
spread closures. In general, social assistance 
schemes and socioeconomic policies do not 
target the long-term development of children.

It has become evident that inequality is a sig-
ojǺdbou!gbdups!bggfdujoh!uif!sftjmjfodf!up!uijt!
pandemic and its impacts. Arab countries have 
some of the highest levels of wealth inequal-
juz!xpsmexjef/!Uif!sfhjpobm!Hjoj!dpfǼdjfou!pg!
wealth is estimated at 83.9. Even when not con-
sidering within-country inequality, the average 
national wealth Gini is estimated at 73.6 com-
pared with 73.1 in other countries worldwide.39
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D. SYSTEMS, INSTITUTIONS 
AND GOVERNANCE

Strong and resilient institutions, which are 
also open, transparent and accountable, are 
key to managing societal progress and ensur-
ing full enjoyment of human rights in normal 
times. They are even more critical in times of 
crisis. While COVID-19 is testing institutions 
and governance structures across the world, it 
is important for necessary lockdown and other 
restrictive measures to respect human rights 
so that all such measures are proportionate, 
transparent, time-limited and sensitive to the 
rights and needs of vulnerable groups.46 Many 
citizens of this region continue to seek more 
socioeconomic justice, less corruption and 
more rights and dignity. These demands have 
contributed to large protest movements and 
instability in some countries and have also been 
qbsujbm!esjwfst!gps!dpoǻjdu!jo!puifs!dpvousjft/

Trust in government has proved to be a major 
factor in effective handling of the COVID-19 
pandemic around the world. Except for slight 
progress in terms of ‘voice and accountability’, 
governance indicators have declined over the 
last decade.47!Jo!dpvousjft!bggfdufe!cz!dpoǻjdu-!
crumbling institutions are unprepared to address 
the COVID-19 pandemic in an inclusive manner. 
By undermining trust in institutions, a funda-
mental attribute of peaceful societies, structural 
jotujuvujpobm!efǺdjfodjft!boe!jotubcjmjuz!ibwf!
severely reduced the capacity of some countries 
to focus on achieving inclusive and sustaina-
ble development for their peoples. Negative 
trends, regional spill-overs and intergenerational 
impacts continue to undermine the realization 
of the 2030 Agenda in many Arab countries.

An additional symptom of institutional weak-
ness, is inequality that manifests itself within 

46	 United Nations, "COVID-19 and Human Rights: We are all in this together", available at iuuqt;00xxx/vo/psh0tjuft0vo3/vo/psh0Ǻmft0vo`
qpmjdz`csjfg`po`ivnbo`sjhiut`boe`dpwje`34`bqsjm`3131/qeg.

47	 World Bank World Development Indicators, available at https://databank.worldbank.org/source/world-development-indicators/preview/on.

and across countries. The geographic distribu-
tion of oil resources and the extreme distortion 
of income distribution are key causes and predic-
upst!pg!dpoǻjdu!boe!tusvduvsbm!voefsefwfmpqnfou/!
In several settings, political groups have used 
the public sector to serve their own narrow inter-
ests, while underfunding basic human and phys-
ical infrastructure required to effectively deliver 
health services, education and other vital ser-
vices, such as electricity, water and sanitation.
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FIGURE 11: YOUTH UNEMPLOYMENT IN THE ARAB REGION
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FIGURE 12: TAX REVENUE 
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The Arab region can seize the opportunities of 
COVID response and recovery to make progress 
on human rights, reconciliation, displacement, 
humanitarian challenges, the root causes 
pg!dpoǻjdu-!boe!tvtubjobcmf!qfbdf!boe-!jo!tp!
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religious and community leaders, as well as 
social media platforms and regional media 
outlets, should reject such messages and seek 
opportunities to advance a culture of tolerance, 
mutual respect and peaceful co-existence.

More regional cooperation would assist in tack-
ling the many transboundary sources of fragility 
that plague the Arab region. The League of Arab 
States provides for concerted action by Arab 
Governments through mechanisms, such as 
the Summit of the Heads of Arab States, the 
Economic and Social Council, and the Council 
or the Arab Ministers of Interior. Greater use 
dpvme!cf!nbef!pg!uiftf!jotujuvujpot!up!Ǻhiu!

uif!qboefnjd-!sftpmwf!dpoǻjdu-!qspufdu!ivnbo!
rights and launch socioeconomic recovery. 
Furthermore, there is a need to strengthen 
national institutions to tackle human-made and 
natural risks. Greater resources are needed 
to enhance risk management and mitigation 
and support national and local entities on the 
front lines dealing with the health, social and 
economic impact of the pandemic. The United 
Nations, with its specialized agencies, is pre-
pared to provide support to the League of Arab 
Tubuft!up!qsfwfou!dpoǻjdu-!sftpmwf!ejtqvuft!
and act in the spirit of solidarity and unity.
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A. SLOW THE SPREAD 
OF THE DISEASE, END 
CONFLICT AND ATTEND TO 
THE MOST VULNERABLE
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effectively assisting the most vulnerable, 
while ensuring that no-one is left behind. 
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dpvme!Ǻobodf!uif!gvoe!cz!jouspevdjoh-!xifsf!


