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Key messages

The Arab region is lagging in 
achieving Sustainable 
Development Goal (SDG) 7 targets. 
Supply chain disruptions, 
economic downturns, conflict and 
instability in several Arab 
countries have impacted 
progress, and urgent efforts are 
vital to achieve SDG 7 by 2030.

Primary energy intensity is higher 
in the Arab region than the global 
average. Despite improvements 
over the past decade, the pace of 
improvement has slowed and lags 
behind the SDG 7.3 target of 
improving energy intensity 
by 2.6 per cent per year till 2030.

Renewable energy penetration rates 
continue to lag other regions, and most 
renewable energy comes from traditional 
biomass. Modern renewables, however, 
continue to grow as their falling costs 
have made them increasingly cost 
competitive with conventional sources, 
particularly in the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) countries.

Access to electricity in the Arab region 
was around 90 per cent in 2020, 
leaving 42 million people without 
electricity access, with access higher 
in urban areas than rural areas. Around 
53 million people in Arab countries did 
not have access to clean cooking, with 
large subregional disparities.



Progress towards achieving SDG 7

SDG 7.1 Universal energy access

SDG 7.1.1 Access to electricity

The total number of people without access to 
electricity in the Arab region1 stands at 42 million, 
with a noticeable slowdown recently in the rate 
of electrification. Electricity access in Arab LDCs 
improved by 2 per cent from 2019 to 2020 compared 
with 3 per cent the year before, meaning overall access 
in the region was relatively unchanged at around  
90 per cent in 2020. Regional inequality was evident 
with approximately 53 per cent, 50 per cent and  
45 per cent of the population in Mauritania, Somalia 
and the Sudan still without electricity access.2

LDCs accounted for about 90 per cent of the population 
without access to electricity in the Arab region in 2020. 
The Sudan (19.5 million), Somalia (8 million) and Yemen 
(7.8 million), which alone totalled 83 per cent of the 
access deficit, continued to be laggards and need rapid 
improvement to provide electricity access to all.

Key deficit countries

Figure 1. Number of people without access to 
electricity in the Arab region, 2020 (Millions)

Somalia 7.99
Jordan 0.01

Mauritania 2.45

Libya 2.08

Djibouti 0.38

Comoros 0.12

Algeria 0.08

Yemen 7.82Syrian Arab Republic 1.90

Sudan 19.55

Source: World Bank, 2021.
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Figure 2. Share of population with electricity access in the Arab region, 2010, 2015 and 2020 (Percentage)
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Although there has been an increase in electricity access 
in Arab LDCs since 2010, the share of the population 
without access to electricity in the 10 countries stood 
at 24 per cent, with the overwhelming majority being in 
LDCs. All GCC countries and most countries in the Mashreq 
subregion had universal electricity access, but the share 
of people without electricity access increased in countries 
in conflict such as Libya (30 per cent) and the Syrian Arab 
Republic (11 per cent), undermining improvements made 
elsewhere and stalling overall progress towards universal 
electricity access.3

Rural-urban divide. In 2020, 98 per cent of urban areas 
in the Arab region had access to electricity but only  
82 per cent of rural areas did. The rural-urban divide 
was prominent in Arab LDCs where urban electricity 
access was 83 per cent while in rural areas it was only 
47 per cent.4

Quality and affordability of electricity supply. Access to 
electricity is a binary parameter but households require 
good quality and affordable electricity supply. Reliability 
of electricity is a major challenge in some countries 
and many households have regular power cuts. Rising 
fuel prices have increased the cost of electricity, 

disproportionately affecting lower-income households. 
On the other hand, many countries in the Arab region 
subsidize electricity prices, which is an additional burden 
on government budgets and disincentivises investment 
in energy efficiency. Targeted subsidies based on 
household income can be a viable solution to provide 
affordable electricity to energy-poor households.

Electrification solutions. In Somalia electricity is 
among the most expensive in the world and access 
to it is severely limited, especially in rural areas.5 The 
Ministry of Energy and Water Resources with the 
support of Africa Clean Energy Programme intends to 
develop a Rural Electrification Strategy to provide rural 
households with access to modern, cost-effective 
electricity.6 In addition, the $150 million Somalia 
Electricity Recovery Project is set to increase access to 
cleaner, lower cost electricity for 1.1 million households, 
or approximately 7 million people. Decentralized 
renewable energy solutions are also emerging as a 
cost-effective alternate to electricity from the grid. 
New business models to provide on-demand energy 
access should be implemented, especially in remote 
areas without grid connectivity.

SDG 7.1.2 Primary reliance on clean fuels and technology for cooking

In the Arab region, 87 per cent of people have access 
to clean fuels and technology for cooking but there are 
large subregional disparities. In 2020, 53 million people 

did not have access to clean cooking, with 88 per cent 
of them in Somalia, the Sudan and Yemen alone. The 
countries with the highest share of their populations 
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lacking access to clean fuels, at more than 90 per cent, 
are Somalia, Djibouti and the Comoros.7

Estimates indicate that there has been a marginal 
increase in the number of people without access to clean 
cooking between 2019 and 2020, which is a setback for 
SDG 7.1. In addition to the LDCs, there has been a decline 
in the population with access to clean cooking in the 
Syrian Arab Republic, due to migration and conflict.

Figure 3. The Arab region’s clean cooking  
access-deficit in population numbers, 2020 (Millions)

Somalia 15.4

Sudan 19.9

Yemen 11.5

Others 6.4

Source: ESCWA calculations based on data provided by the World Health 
Organization in 2022.

Urban-rural divide. The urban-rural divide is also evident 
for clean cooking with a deficit for populations in rural 
areas. In the Arab region, 6 per cent of urban populations 
did not have access to clean cooking, while 22 per cent of 
rural population suffered from a clean cooking deficit. The 
urban-rural divide was most evident in Yemen, Mauritania 
and the Sudan where there was a difference of 52, 46 and 
21 per cent between the proportions of people with access 
to clean fuels in urban versus rural areas.

Cross-cutting benefits. Use of biomass for cooking 
disproportionately affects the health of women and 
children due to indoor pollution and results in local land 
degradation. The interlinkages between clean cooking 
and other SDGs on gender equality, health, environment 
and climate need to be clearly identified and synergies 
between them need to be harnessed to achieve multiple 
benefits such as job creation, economic growth and 
women’s empowerment.

Financing and implementation. Clean cooking needs to be 
prioritized in national policy agendas for implementation on 
the ground. As clean cooking attracts only a limited amount 

Box 1. Energy efficiency vs. 
energy access: The case for subsidies 

during a crisis

The post-pandemic revival in global demand 
spurred a hike in the general price of 
commodities, including oil and gas, which was 
further compounded by the conflict in Ukraine 
since 2022, sending global crude prices above 
$100/barrel for the first time since 2014.

This in turn has had a sizeable adverse impact 
on macroeconomic performance and poverty 
levels, particularly in the energy-importing 
countries of the Arab region.

Already, the region’s poorest countries 
struggle with access to energy, and recent 
market volatility has threatened their 
ability to tackle fuel poverty. Given the 
interlinkages between energy and water, 
food and healthcare, higher energy prices are 
likely to lead to energy insecurity that will 
disproportionately affect the lower-income 
countries of the region.

To weather the impacts of high energy 
prices, Governments have paused efforts on 
energy price reforms and in certain cases 
reintroduced energy subsidies to shield their 
populations from the adverse impacts at the 
expense of spending on other critical sectors 
in the economy. In Morocco, the Government 
launched a $30 million programme in April 
2022 to support transport professionals, 
while Tunisia announced that it would start 
cutting energy and food subsidies next 
year alongside financial transfers to poor 
families, as it seeks a $4 billion IMF loan.a 
The additional subsidies alone could increase 
by up to $22 billion for Arab oil-importing 
countries in 2022,b and will put a dent on the 
region’s already slow progress on reducing 
energy intensity.

On the other hand, in Lebanon many are reliant 
on personal (diesel) generators as public 
electricity is limited to only a few hours a day. 
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of international and local finance, multilateral lending 
agencies should partner with national Governments to 
provide low-cost capital along with technical assistance, 
expert advice and capacity-building programmes based on 
the successful global projects for providing clean cooking 
solutions. Small-scale solar panels can power electric 
cooking appliances and are increasingly becoming viable 
alternatives. Coordinated action from Governments, 
supported by partnerships with international 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs), with involvement 
of local actors can accelerate the successful deployment of 
clean cooking in deprived communities.

SDG 7.2 Renewable energy share

Renewable energy penetration rates continue to lag 
other regions, with about 13.4 per cent of the region’s 
population having access to renewables. In term of 
consumption, only 4.6 per cent of the region’s total final 
energy consumption comes from renewables, mainly 
from traditional biomass. Three countries (the Sudan, 
Egypt, Somalia) account for 72 per cent of the region’s 
renewable energy consumption, including traditional 
sources such as solid biofuels, which at 78 per cent 
account for the lion’s share of renewable energy in the 
region. Total installed renewable capacity in the region 
has roughly doubled over the past decade, reaching a 
little over 22 GW in 2021,8 with recent additions, primarily 
in solar. The increase in deployment of solar is promising 
and there is a large growth potential considering the 
high solar insolation in the region.

As a result of rising global energy 
prices, but more so due to the lifting of 
government subsidies, fuel prices nearly 
doubled between September 2021 ($0.56/
litre) and March 2022 ($1.094/litre), and almost 
tripled in June 2022 to reach a peak of nearly 
$1.3/litre.c To put the costs into perspective, 
14 hours of generator electricity cost around 
3 million LBP in April 2022, while public sector 
salaries average 2 million LBP per month.

Experiences of subsidy reforms show higher 
negative social discontent if implemented 
during an economic downturn (Yemen 2014, 
Tunisia 2013-2014 and Jordan 2018),d but 
that careful regard should be placed on 
adequate and targeted social safety nets to 
protect the most vulnerable groups alongside 
effective communication strategies to keep 
the public well informed (as was the case in 
Morocco). More importantly, the current price 
volatility significantly strengthens the case 
for a diversified energy mix and the need to 
ramp up the share of renewable energy to 
shield against disruptions from international 
commodity markets.

a Stevenson, 2022.
b Azour, Menkulasi and  Garcia-Verdu, 2022.
c Mercy Corps, 2022.
d Chatham House, 2022.

Figure 4. Share of individual renewable energy sources in total final energy consumption, by Arab 
subregion, 2019
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Source: ESCWA calculations based on data provided by the International Energy Agency in 2022.
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Solid biofuels continue to account for the largest share 
of renewable energy consumed in the Arab region, with 
87 per cent of the region’s total consumption concentrated 
in Egypt, Morocco, Somalia and the Sudan, which alone 
accounts for nearly half of the total. Most of the region’s solid 
biofuel is traditional and is largely used for cooking, heating 
and even lighting, with low efficiency levels which adversely 
affects health due to indoor air pollution. Renewable energy 
solutions are required to close this gap; the increasingly 
attractive economics of distributed solar has the potential 
to replace solid biofuels. In the Sudan, for example, off-grid 
communities are turning towards solar power to provide 
clean drinking water for schools and healthcare facilities.9

In 2019, solar and wind energy accounted for 
11 per cent of the region’s renewable energy 
consumption, with solar the fastest growing renewable 
energy source in power generation. Jordan, Lebanon, the 
State of Palestine and Yemen exhibit the highest shares of 
solar in their energy mix, while Morocco is leading the way in 
wind energy, accounting for 46 per cent of the region’s total 
wind energy consumption. Unlike solar, wind resources are 
unequally distributed in the region, but wind power is making 
up ground in several countries including Egypt and Jordan.

Significant cost reductions have been achieved for 
utility-scale solar and wind projects in the Arab region, 
recently driven by effective policies designed to remove 
market barriers and encourage private sector investments. 
This includes a positive investment climate for utility-scale 
solutions and attractive financing rates, particularly in the 
GCC countries, resulting in a series of world record-breaking 
tenders for solar power. The years 2020 and 2021 witnessed 
three record low solar bids, all of which were in the GCC 
subregion: $0.0157/kWh in Qatar; $0.0135/kWh in the United 
Arab Emirates; and $0.0104/kWh in Saudi Arabia.10 Abu Dhabi 
Power Corporation’s 2 GW Al Dhafra solar photovoltaic project 
is one of the largest in the world and is likely to be completed 
in 2022. Once operational, the plant will produce enough 
power for approximately 160,000 households, reducing 
carbon dioxide emissions by more than 1.6 million metric tons 
a year.11

The rise in renewable energy investments in the Arab region 
could see capacity increase by 33 GW between 2022 and 
2026, with around 26 GW as utility and distributed solar.12 
Moreover, enhanced regional electricity grid connectivity will 
enable greater integration of renewables in the Arab region by 
connecting demand centres with remote sources of low-cost 
renewable energy while increasing system flexibility.

Box 2. First steps towards modern 
utility-scale renewables: The case of 

wind energy in the Sudan

Roughly six years in the planning, the first wind 
farm in the Sudan finally began installation 
in 2021, having sailed over 4,000 km from 
western Europe. The 63-m-tall wind turbine 
marks a milestone towards the country’s first 
commercial-scale wind energy plant.a

Despite accounting for 42 per cent of the 
Arab region’s total consumption of renewable 
energy (91 per cent in solid biofuels and the 
remaining in hydropower), access to electricity 
in the Sudan is only 55 per cent. This means 
that a little over 19.5 million did not have 
access to electricity in 2020, representing 46 
per cent of the total for the entire Arab region.

The 100 MW project is expected to deliver 
power to 14,000 people. Given the millions 
that currently lack access, the project is not 
expected to make a significant contribution to 
narrowing the gap. But what it does signify is 
the importance of overcoming the economic, 
institutional, technical and sociocultural 
barriers in the way of deploying modern 
renewable energy in LDCs. The project was 
funded by the Government of Sudan and 
the Global Environment Facility (GEF), with 
support from the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP), in order to demonstrate 
the viability of utility-scale wind energy in 
Africa’s third largest country.

The project includes four components: the 
implementation of an initial wind farm; support 
for the development of a policy and regulatory 
instrument, particularly to encourage private 
sector participation; strengthening the 
support for wind technology in the country; 
and an adaptive learning and replication plan. 
The aim is therefore to also provide training 
opportunities to equip engineers with skills to 
support future wind projects.

a UNDP, 2021.
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SDG 7.3 Energy efficiency improvement

Energy intensity in the Arab region declined, from 5.3 
MJ/$ 2017 PPP in 2010 to 4.9 MJ/$ 2017 PPP in 2019. 
The gradual decline in energy intensity is driven by 
lower energy intensity in the GCC subregion, having 
decreased from 6.2 MJ/$ 2017 PPP (2010) to 5.5 MJ/$ 
2017 PPP (2019).13 A declining trend was also observed 
in Arab LDCs till 2017, possibly due to replacement of 
traditional forms of energy such as biomass for cooking 
with modern forms of energy and efficient cookstoves, 
but a marginal uptrend was observed in 2019.

Energy intensity in the Maghreb subregion also 
increased over the last two years, marking a 
reversal in the declining trend. Energy intensity in 

the Mashreq subregion (4.05 MJ/$ 2017 PPP) was 
lower than the global primary energy intensity (4.7 
MJ/$ 2017 PPP), but all other subregions had a higher 
energy intensity in 2019, which points to the high 
potential for energy savings in the Arab region. A 
slowdown in the improvement of energy intensity 
was also observed and the compound annual 
growth rate (CAGR) decreased from -2.3 per cent  
(2017-2018) to -1.4 per cent (2018-2019), reflecting 
the impact of COVID-19 on energy efficiency projects. 
This also indicates the large shortfall from the SDG 
7.3 target of improving energy intensity by 2.6 per 
cent per year till 2030.14

Figure 5. Arab subregion energy intensity trends from 2010 to 2019 (MJ/$ 2017 PPP)
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Source: ESCWA calculations based on data provided by the International Energy Agency in 2022.

Continued shortfalls – below rates that would meet 
the target of SDG 7.3 – imply that energy efficiency 
policies are not yielding the desired results and more 
efforts are needed by all countries. Further, each year’s 
shortfall in meeting the target increases the average 
rate of improvement in the remaining years till 2030. 
The global target of energy intensity improvement has 
now increased to 3.2 per cent per year through 2030 
to make up for slow progress in the past years. Early 
action on energy efficiency through well-designed and 
implemented energy efficiency policies can deliver 
multiple benefits apart from lifetime savings of energy 
and GHG emissions. Price signals also play a vital role 

for attracting private investments in energy efficiency 
and therefore countries in the Arab region need to 
progress with gradual rationalization of energy prices 
to accelerate efforts to meet the target of SDG 7.3.

At 31 per cent of total final energy consumption 
(TFC), transport still accounted for the highest 
share in 2019, having held the top spot since 2010. 
Transport has historically exhibited the highest levels 
of energy intensity globally, and progress on public 
transport remains very slow. Following the COVID-19 
pandemic in 2020, there are emerging signs that 
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telecommuting and e-learning are becoming more 
frequent. Governments will need to leverage these 
changes to develop more sustainable mobility models.

Industry accounted for 28 per cent of TFC and has 
risen only 8 per cent since 2010 and has declined by 5 
per cent since its peak in 2015. Commercial and public 
services were third at 16 per cent of TFC followed by 
agriculture at 7 per cent, having witnessed a 16 per 
cent decline in TFC since 2010.

Agriculture forms an important part of the 
economies of several Arab countries including 
Egypt, Morocco, Mauritania, Tunisia, the Sudan, 
Lebanon and Jordan. Changing weather patterns 
and subsequent impacts of climate change are 
expected to disrupt productivity and the energy 
intensity of the sector, critical to food security 
and trade.

Policy implications and recommendations
Accelerate the implementation of SDG 7 to mitigate 
energy security risks. Increasing demand for oil and 
gas and the conflict in Ukraine have led to a spike 
in the global price of fossil fuels which may lead to 
cascading risks from inflation and possible fuel supply 

chain disruptions. Access to clean energy sources for 
electricity and cooking, localized electricity generation 
from renewable energy and improvements in energy 
efficiency contribute to enhanced energy availability 
and mitigate the impact of rising fossil fuel prices. 

Box 3. Energy efficiency in the buildings sector: Tunisia case study

In 2019, the residential sector accounted for 16 
per cent of total final energy consumption in the 
Arab region, in third place behind transport and 
industry. Consumption has increased roughly 23 
per cent since 2010 and will continue to grow as 
a result of rising populations and higher demand 
for cooling, especially as temperatures in the 
region are expected to rise more than in other 
regions of the world. As such, energy conservation 
and energy efficiency measures in buildings are 
becoming more pertinent, especially for net energy-
importing countries.

In Tunisia, the energy supply is inefficient, and the 
country relies on imports of energy for more than half 
of its needs. Greater efficiency measures will therefore 
reduce reliance on fossil fuels and contribute towards 
the country’s climate change agenda.

The country’s energy transition agenda announced in 
2014 aims to reduce energy demand by 34 per cent 
by 2030. The Government successfully implemented 
its national energy efficiency strategy throughout the 
country, in partnership with the national energy agency 
ANME, and other partners.

Part of the strategy includes reducing energy 
intensity in private buildings, through the exchange of 
technology and knowledge (developing the capacity of 
training centres).

In the towns of Tozeur, Mahdia and Kef that together 
boast a modest population of 150,000, help is being 
given to carry out energy audits with actions plans 
to serve as a basis for reducing energy consumption. 
The savings on expenditure should allow the towns to 
invest in other areas for their citizens, while the most 
successful pilot would be used as a model for all 350 
municipalities in Tunisia.a

Financing energy efficiency has a number of barriers 
that are exacerbated by consumers’ inability to 
understand and make decisions about energy 
efficiency upgrades, the nascent supply chain for 
energy efficiency measures and the perceived risk 
from the perspective of financial institutions.b Thus 
there is growing momentum to design schemes to 
upscale energy efficiency measures in the Arab region 
and develop energy efficiency financing instruments.

a GIZ, 2022. 
b ESCWA, 2021.
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Increased regional grid interconnection can also 
increase energy access while lowering energy costs for 
consumers and increasing the share of renewables in 
the power sector.

Identify and synergize interlinkages with other SDGs. 
There are strong interlinkages between SDG 7 and 
other SDGs such as education, gender equality, impact 
on life on land and below water. These interlinkages 
must be clearly identified, risks of trade-offs must 
be managed and synergies between them must be 
harnessed to achieve multiple benefits. Technical, 
financial and material support should be provided in the 
form of gender-specific programmes for production 
and distribution of modern energy services to enable 
universal energy access.

Increase public investment in clean energy access. 
Governments should make energy access a top political 
priority by setting ambitious targets, plans and policies 
while implementing specific projects for achieving clean 
energy access. Detailed implementation plans for on-grid 
as well as off-grid solutions should be backed by public 
investments and supported by technical and financial 
resources by the international community to achieve 
progress on ground. International lending agencies 
should contribute by providing low-cost finance for the 
deployment of clean energy solutions, and public finance 
must be leveraged to catalyse private finance.

Implement polices for economy-wide energy 
savings. Specific policies to promote energy efficient 
technologies and processes lead to energy and GHG 
emissions savings over the lifetime of the project. 
Economy-wide energy savings decrease the impact of 
volatility in oil and gas prices and ensure the availability 
of resources for future generations. Private sector 
involvement in implementing energy efficiency will 
enable the scaling up of pilot programmes and will 
catalyse investment in energy efficiency.

Leverage digital technologies to provide on-demand 
access to energy services. Innovative project 
financing models using blockchain technology have 
unlocked global funds to accelerate off-grid solar 
deployment in developing rural areas while artificial 
intelligence and machine learning have enabled more 
accurate renewable generation forecasting and thus 
better grid management. Mini grids and peer-to-peer 
energy trading have the potential to deliver increased 
access to clean electricity while improving energy 
quality for those beyond the reach of centralized grids. 
These innovative business models have the potential 
to scale and produce positive social and economic 
outcomes such as increased local employment and 
entrepreneurship. Best practices from across the 
region and the world must be studied and adapted for 
local implementation.

Implement multi-stakeholder partnerships.  
Multi-stakeholder partnerships with international 
agencies can be leveraged to provide technical 
assistance and expert advice and build capacity based 
on lessons learned from successful global programmes. 
Collaborative decision-making processes and 
programmes involving local actors such as NGOs, civil 
society and entrepreneurs can accelerate clean energy 
projects. The involvement of private companies and 
new business models will complement international 
and national efforts to achieve SDG 7.

Coordinated action from Governments. High-level 
policies, enhanced coordination between ministries, 
and clear allocation of responsibilities of implementing 
agencies is essential to increase the pace of 
implementation of SDG 7. Attention should be paid to 
strengthening energy governance, building strong 
institutions, developing intellectual and technological 
capacity and reskilling human resources. Policies that 
are transparent and evidence based, have a legal backing 
and involve all stakeholders should be implemented to 
accelerate the achievement of SDG 7 in the Arab region.
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