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1. Background 

The COVID-19 pandemic has amplified pre-existing and enduring socio-economic 

challenges and exposed numerous vulnerabilities across societies, institutions, economies 

and labour markets in the Arab region. The ramifications of the pandemic are likely to be 

extensive and long-lasting, aggravating already existing inequalities, increasing poverty 

among vulnerable groups and individuals and, in many countries, reversing decades of 

progress achieved prior to the crisis. Slow growth and enduring poverty remain among the 

main challenges facing the Arab region’s sustainable development path. ESCWA estimates 

that the rise in household incomes in the region will slow to 0.34 per cent in 2022 and to 

0.54 per cent in 2023. The poverty rate in the 15 non-GCC countries is expected to reach 

32 per cent according to national poverty lines. This means that in 2023, an all-time high 

of 125.8 million people are projected to be income poor. Moreover, extreme income poverty 

is likely to increase to 16.2 per cent of people living below the $1.9/day poverty line. 

Recovering from the pandemic, strengthening resilience against future shocks, and 

building forward better to be able to accelerate progress towards the SDGs requires limiting 

the multifaceted repercussions and mitigating these vulnerabilities. Considering 

households’ multidimensional welfare, the share of population in poverty declined in the 

Arab middle-income countries from 33.7 per cent a decade ago, to 23 per cent on the eve 

of the pandemic. From there, multidimensional poverty is projected to have increased 

considerably due to the shocks in several dimensions of households’ wellbeing. It is 

estimated that 6–7 years of progress in the fight against multidimensional poverty risk 

getting erased in a number of Arab countries. COVID-19 has been just one of several 
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catastrophes that are projected to have led multidimensional poverty to double during the 

pandemic. 

The war between Ukraine and the Russian Federation has added to the global 

economic stress by upsetting food supplies, spiking inflation and send energy prices 

haywire. 

In countering the negative fallouts from COVID-19, the Arab region embarked on a 

spending spree and reacted swiftly to try and stabilize economies, with mixed results. While 

the global Covid-19 spending averaged 22.6 per cent of GDP, in the Arab region, it did not 

reach 4 per cent with variations between countries.  GCC countries’ spending totalled 

almost $70 bn while the expenditure of the remaining Arab countries combined remained 

below $25 bn. In countries like Tunisia and Morocco, the private sector provided significant 

funds.  

During COVID-19, social protection spending as percentage of GDP in the Arab region 

was considerably lower than the world average. High income countries in the Arab region 

spent considerably less per capita than high-income countries in other regions. Middle-

income countries, on the other hand, spent more per capita than middle-income countries 

in other regions. Cash transfers and other income support were the most used social 

assistance measure during the crisis, especially in lower middle-income countries, followed 

by in-kind transfers/vouchers. 

 Social protection systems in the Arab region have long been mired by high informality 

and low economic activity, meaning that only a small portion of the population has been 

covered by contributory social insurance. Social assistance has largely been provided in the 

form of general subsidies, which are generally regressive and expensive. However, in the 

last 5-10 years, many countries have made efforts to reduce the general subsidies and 

increase the provision of poverty-targeted social assistance. While this has ensured better 

coverage of the poorest, it has also created a mid-section of the population consisting 

largely of informal workers who are covered neither by social assistance nor by social 

insurance ("the missing middle"). Despite spending less than countries in other regions, in 

responding to the COVID-19 crisis, Arab countries provided higher benefits to the population 

already covered by social protection ("vertical expansion") and expanded the scope of 

existing social assistance programmes to previously uncovered segments of the population 

("horizontal expansion"). During the pandemic, innovation in identification and targeting of 

the needy and poor became commonplace, and so was the actual disbursement of 

assistance. A shift in policy interventions from focusing on the poor to the “missing middle” 

of informal workers and societal sectors that did not benefit previously from government 

interventions was also a novelty.  



 

 The pandemic has taught the region important lessons about preparing for shocks 

and prioritizing spending as well as the need to increase fiscal space.  Issues of sustainability 

of social spending and ensuring the availability of funds by engaging the private sector, 

redesigning tax systems, establishing solidarity funds or excising special taxes on rich 

incomes are hot topics today.  Short-term measures and quick fixes paid off in the 

immediate, however structural impediments to fighting poverty, curbing inequality and 

redesigning integrated social policies remain and are in need of serious thinking and 

innovation if the Arab region is to realize the SDGs and leave no one behind. 

 Limited fiscal space remains an impediment to the expansion of social spending in 

the Arab region.  Major reforms are thus needed, particularly in widening the tax base, 

finding creative funding sources, strengthening governance structures and institutions, 

expanding digital innovation, transparency and availability of information, dealing with 

debt, and engaging in social dialogue with a wide array of stakeholders to find stakeholders 

to find innovative ways to deal with the informal sector. This is in addition to doubling down 

on health, education and universal social protection as well as food security and climate 

change within a rights-based approach.  

Committed to the realization of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by 2030, 

Arab countries have rallied efforts at the national and regional levels to achieve the 2030 

Agenda and its “no one left behind” pledge. Nonetheless, these efforts stumble upon 

challenges experienced in various Arab countries including increased political instability, 

conflicts, and massive-scale displacement, in addition to deepening economic crises such 

as the one instigated by the COVID-19 pandemic and more recently by the war between 

the Russian Federation and Ukraine. Events of the past two years have left global supply 

chains and basic-commodity prices critically affected. The security, trade, and health crises 

and their economic ramifications have stacked up to jointly cause significant disruption to 

households’ advances in various dimensions of wellbeing, particularly their livelihood. A 

large segment of the population in the region continues to suffer from poverty, while 

another substantial segment is vulnerable to it. 

Intergovernmental collaboration and cooperation with the private sector yielded 

significant results and best practices that need to continue to guarantee an effective 
approach to fighting poverty and inequality and ensuring the Arab region builds forward 
better with more shock responsive social protection systems. Based on governments’ 

reactions and interventions, there is a clear need for an integrated policy approach that 
combines innovation, shifts in policy focus from traditional policy to more integrated and 

inclusive approaches. This should be coupled with rethinking the development strategies, 
restructuring institutional settings and coordination mechanisms to ensure policy coherence 
and respond effectively to future shocks, collaborating with all concerned stakeholders 

including ministries, parliaments, local authorities, private sector and civil society, and 



 

enhancing data collection processes and monitoring to better inform policymaking and 
strengthen accountability. As such, the post-crisis recovery plans, responses and measures 

adopted on the way towards building forward better, present an unprecedented opportunity 
to align public policies with the SDGs. More importantly, to be able to get back on track 

towards delivering on the SDGs, Arab countries must come up with a transformative, 
integrated and coherent policy roadmap that exploits synergies across all sectors and aims 
at a sustainable and inclusive recovery. 

2. Objectives 

 
The side event on poverty, inequality and integrated social policies in the Arab region 

is being organized by ESCWA on the side-lines of the 2022 HLPF to engage policymakers, 
academic and government experts in focussed discussions on the key policy directives and 
trade-offs for building back better and ensuring the implementation of the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development in the Arab region. It will shed light on approaches and 
mechanisms needed for coherent and inclusive recovery; and identify practical, integrated 

and forward-looking policy solutions that reinvigorate the commitment to promoting 
equality, reducing poverty and delivering on the SDGs post-COVID.  

 

Some of the questions that will be raised during the side event include: 

- Taking a bird’s eye view on the region, what policy measures were successful in 

reducing inequality?  How should Arab governments build back better post-COVID 

while ensuring that policies are more inclusive, address socioeconomic inequalities and 

are more focussed on the SDGs? 

- Moving ahead on building forward better, which policy trade-offs should Arab 

governments focus on to ensure policy coherence and integration to realign with the 

SDGs requirements?  Which of these trade-offs can be sustained?   

- How should the governance levels be restructured, and which effective economic, 

institutional and coordination mechanisms should be preserved to ensure integrated 

policy-making while building forward better?  

- In the wake of the war between Ukraine and the Russian Federation, what policy 

qualifications and measures do Arab countries need to absorb the shock and ensure a 

path forward on development policymaking?  

The messages and recommendations emanating from this policy discussion will 
inform the work of ESCWA and contribute to supporting Arab governments in their quest to 

building back better and recover from COVID-19.  
 



 

3. Participants 

  

The participants of the side event will include concerned international and regional 

policymakers; experts in poverty and inequality reduction; academics; as well as 
representatives of international, regional and national stakeholders, research institutes and 
think tanks. 

 

 4. Organization of Work 

 

 The policy discussion is scheduled to take place virtually on 14 July 2022 from 2.30-

4 p.m., Beirut time. The event will adopt a Davos style format. Deliberations will be held in 

either Arabic or English and simultaneous interpretation will be provided in both languages. 

 

5. Correspondence  

 

 For further information or any inquiries, please contact Ms. Angela Samara, Social 

Justice Section, ESCWA at: samaraa@un.org. 
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