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Introduction 

• In December 2019, the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic was being spread in Wuhan city of China and in 

March 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) considered COVID-19 as a global pandemic. 

• The pandemic has forced many governments to lockdown hundreds of cities globally, including many 

Arab cities.  

• The evolution of the COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in strengthening the use of smart digital 

solutions, especially those related to Smart Sustainable Cities (SSCs) and the Fourth Industrial 

Revolution (4IR), to mitigate its harmful consequences.  

• The pandemic increases the trust on ICTs as a tool that has the capabilities needed to support the 

public health and provide quick smart solutions to governments, organizations and people during the 

time of crisis. 

• The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed that most cities around the world, including the Arab ones, are 

at low levels of resilience and high levels of vulnerability in urban areas and in face of crises, which 

is alarming. This also includes the vulnerability of digital rights.  

• This sheds light on the necessity of Urban Recovery and Resilience during and after COVID-19. 
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Introduction: Objectives of the Technical Paper 

• The technical paper focuses on the Urban Economic Resilience of cities as one of the main four dimensions of urban 

resilience (i.e. the economic, social, environmental, and institutional dimensions). 

• It aims to capture the best practices applied in the Arab region in order to tackle the socio-economic challenges of the 

COVID-19 pandemic and its impacts on the Arab cities and possible opportunities to build back better.  

• It explores the smart digital solutions that could help in achieving the resilience of cities and urban safety and inclusion 

during pandemics, meanly the COVID-19 pandemic.  

• It highlights how the use of adequate smart digital solutions could give a hand for Arab cities in reducing existing 

vulnerabilities while maintaining and improving the local resilience. 

• It serves as a guideline on how smart digital solutions and future technologies could be harnessed in the urban context 

to building urban recovery and resilience strategic plans in the Arab region in time of pandemics, such as COVID-19.  

• It integrates learning between Arab cities to ensure the effectiveness of future local resilience planning initiatives 

through providing the most up-to-date related statistical data and status analyses of the Arab countries. This will help 

in understanding the key policy actions that will be referred to as the best practices to be adopted by cities while facing 

the implication of this crisis.  

• The paper concludes with a number of recommendations for improving the Arab cities resilience and sustainability 

during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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Introduction: Urban Economic Resilience 

• Resilience, as a lens for crisis response, has 

emerged as a central theme in urban development. 

• It has convening power with the ability to gather a 

diverse range of stakeholders around the same 

goal with the aim of building capacity to adapt, 

survive, recover and transform in the face of 

stresses and shocks.  

• With the ongoing global crisis, the COVID-19 

pandemic, the United Nations Capital Development 

Fund (UNCDF) studied the impact of COVID-19 

pandemic on cities and found that the urban 

economy is one of the critical areas that has been 

severely impacted by this crisis.  

• The UNCDF developed a “Conceptual Framework 

for Urban Economic Resilience” through which it 

defined the Urban Economic Resilience during and 

after COVID-19 pandemic.  

Urban Economic Resilience 

the capacity and related 

capabilities of urban 

communities to plan for, 

anticipate negative shocks, 

including long-term stresses, to 

their economies, reallocate and 

mobilize resources to withstand 

those shocks, recover from the 

shocks, and rebuild at least to 

pre-crisis levels, while placing 

their economies on the path to 

sustainable economic growth 

and simultaneously 

strengthening their capacity to 

deal with any future shocks.  
 

(UNCDF) 
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Introduction: Smart Sustainable Cities 

• Around 55.72% of the global population was residing in 

cities in 2019. This number is expected to increase to 

68% by 2050.  

• In the Arab region alone, for instance, the total number of 

Arab populations reside in cities was 59.2% in 2019.  

• Therefore, cities are expected to experience a series of 

resilience and sustainability challenges related to growth, 

competitiveness, performance and residents’ livelihood.  

• SSCs have emerged as one of the possible solutions to 

resilience and sustainability problems deriving from the 

unprecedented rapid urbanization. 

• SSC can provide smart and innovative solutions to 

existing and expected urban challenges, such as climate 

change, poverty reduction, healthcare services and 

researches, equality, disaster management and many 

others. 

Smart Sustainable City 

an innovative city that uses 

Information and Communication 

Technologies (ICTs) and other 

means to improve quality of life, 

efficiency of urban operation and 

services, and competitiveness, 

while ensuring that it meets the 

needs of present and future 

generations with respect to 

economic, social and 

environmental as well as cultural 

aspects. 

 

(ITU) 
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Introduction: SDG 11 – Sustainable Cities and Communities 

• The 2030 Agenda contains 17 interlinked Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) and 169 targets designed to be a 

plan to achieve a better and more sustainable future for all.  

• The 2030 Agenda has devoted Goal 11 (i.e. SDG 11) of the 

SDGs for Resilience, naming the goal as “Sustainable Cities 

and Communities”.  

• SDG 11 aims at making cities and human settlements inclusive, 

safe, resilient and sustainable, with access to basic services, 

transportation, housing, green public spaces, energy, clean 

water and others while reducing environmental impact and 

existing resources use. 

• Many cities globally have developed national resilience 

strategies and implemented suitable actions to increase their 

resilience in the face of the chronic stresses and acute shocks.  

• The implementation of SDG 11 is closely related to other SDGs, 

as there is a direct interlink between this goal and SDGs 1, 3, 4, 

5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16 and 17*. Therefore, 

enhancing resilience is vital to achieve the SDGs.  

*Source: UN-ESCAP. https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Visualisation%20of%20interlinkages%20for%20SDG%2011_new.pdf  

https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Visualisation of interlinkages for SDG 11_new.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Visualisation of interlinkages for SDG 11_new.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Visualisation of interlinkages for SDG 11_new.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Visualisation of interlinkages for SDG 11_new.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Visualisation of interlinkages for SDG 11_new.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Visualisation of interlinkages for SDG 11_new.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Visualisation of interlinkages for SDG 11_new.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Visualisation of interlinkages for SDG 11_new.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Visualisation of interlinkages for SDG 11_new.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Visualisation of interlinkages for SDG 11_new.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Visualisation of interlinkages for SDG 11_new.pdf
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SDG 11  

Target 

Interlinked 

SDGs 

Urban Services 
(Housing stock, 

robustness of critical 

facilities, access to 

communication)  

Smart Living 
(Housing quality, educational 

facilities, cultural facilities, 

individual safety)  

Target 11.1 
(By 2030, ensure access for all to adequate, safe and 

affordable housing and basic services and upgrade 

slums)  

- 

Urban Services 

(coverage and 

access to urban 

mobility systems) 

Smart Mobility 

(Local accessibility,  

(Inter)-national accessibility, 

sustainable,  

innovative,  

safe transport systems) 

Target 11.2 

(By 2030, provide access to safe, affordable, accessible 

and sustainable transport systems for all, improving road 

safety, notably by expanding public transport, with 

special attention to the needs of those in vulnerable 

situations, women, children, persons with disabilities and 

older persons) 

SDGs 1, 3, 8, 

9, 10,13*  

Urban Services 

(Energy supply, 

water supply) 

Smart Environment 

(Environmental protection, 

pollution, Sustainable 

resource management, 

attractive natural conditions) 

Target 11.6 

(By 2030, reduce the adverse per capita environmental 

impact of cities, including by paying special attention to 

air quality and municipal and other waste management) 

SDGs 12, 13, 

14, 15*, 17  

Economic 

Governance 

(Resilience in 

development 

planning, ease of 

doing business, 

leadership in times 

of economic crisis) 

Smart Governance 

(Political strategies & 

perspective, public and 

social services, participation 

in decision-making)  

  

Smart Living 

(Social cohesion) 

Target 11.b 

(By 2020, substantially increase the number of cities and 

human settlements adopting and implementing 

integrated policies and plans towards inclusion, resource 

efficiency, mitigation and adaptation to climate change, 

resilience to disasters, and develop and implement, in 

line with the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk 

Reduction 2015-2030, holistic disaster risk management 

at all levels) 

SDG 16  

Economic 

Governance & 

Business 

Environment &  

Labour Market 

Conditions 

Smart Economy 

(Innovative spirit, Economic 

image and trademarks, 

Flexibility of labour market, 

Ability to transform, 

Entrepreneurship, 

Productivity,  

International embeddings) 

Through connected 

 SDGs  

SDG 8 

- Good Jobs 

and Economic 

Growth – 

  

SDG 9 

- Innovation 

and 

Infrastructure -  

Interlink: Urban economic Resilience,  

SSCs, and SDG11 

• The contribution of SSCs to the attainment of 

urban economic resilience and SDGs, 

particularly SDG 11, has rarely explored. 

This contribution was deeply studied by the 

technical paper.  

• The analysis of the dimensions and targets 

of the three concepts shows a strong link 

between them. Some dimensions and targets 

are connected and interlinked with each 

other. 

• The interlinkages between SDG 11 and other 

SDGs are being considered in the 

comparison between dimensions and targets 

as well. 

• For example:  

- Urban Economic Resilience ‘Mobility Systems’,  
- SSC “Smart Mobility”, and  
- SDG 11 target 11.2. 

Source of “*” is: https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/ 

unosd/documents/4057Module%204%20SDG%2011_Chicako 

%20Takase.pdf  

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/unosd/documents/4057Module 4 SDG 11_Chicako Takase.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/unosd/documents/4057Module 4 SDG 11_Chicako Takase.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/unosd/documents/4057Module 4 SDG 11_Chicako Takase.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/unosd/documents/4057Module 4 SDG 11_Chicako Takase.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/unosd/documents/4057Module 4 SDG 11_Chicako Takase.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/unosd/documents/4057Module 4 SDG 11_Chicako Takase.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/unosd/documents/4057Module 4 SDG 11_Chicako Takase.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/unosd/documents/4057Module 4 SDG 11_Chicako Takase.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/unosd/documents/4057Module 4 SDG 11_Chicako Takase.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/unosd/documents/4057Module 4 SDG 11_Chicako Takase.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/unosd/documents/4057Module 4 SDG 11_Chicako Takase.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/unosd/documents/4057Module 4 SDG 11_Chicako Takase.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/unosd/documents/4057Module 4 SDG 11_Chicako Takase.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/unosd/documents/4057Module 4 SDG 11_Chicako Takase.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/unosd/documents/4057Module 4 SDG 11_Chicako Takase.pdf


© Copyright ESCWA. All rights reserved. No part of this presentation in all its property may be used or reproduced in any form without written permission 

The Arab Region 

Status Analysis and Highlights 
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The Arab Region: Urban Resilience 

- In 2017, the Jordanian Government established the Jordan 

Response Platform for the Syria crisis, that is a resilient-based 

approach aims at addressing the needs of affected Syrian 

refugees and Jordanian host community by bridging the divide 

between short-term humanitarian and long-term development 

responses. 

- In 2020, the government of Morocco lunched a national project to 

support Moroccan cities in preparing & designing their urban 

resilience strategies. The project seeks to address the Sendai 

Framework’s priorities and aims at creating a vision to build urban 

resilience for each Moroccan city, implementing the diagnostics of 

resilience and developing the adequate action plans. 

- In 2021, the Bahrain’s Housing Minster indicated that the 

construction of new towns will be green & smart, in accordance 

with the UN 2030 Agenda related goals, particularly SDG 11, 

through using of environment-friendly materials, providing open 

green areas, planting trees along streets, etc. 

• Arab region is suffering from chronic challenges 

such as economic stresses, water supply, 

pollution, conflicts, waste, refugee influxes, high 

concentrated populations in cities, etc. 

• The region is taking serious steps towards 

achieving the urban resilience, but at a slow 

pace. 

• There are many initiatives across the region 

aiming at building resilience in the urban 

context. 

• These initiatives vary in size, implementation 

modality, thematic focus, level of relevant 

stakeholders’ engagement, duration and others. 

• Following are some examples: 
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The Arab Region: SSCs 

• Many Arab cities have started their 

transformation process towards being 

smart and sustainable, either by 

initiating SSC projects on existing 

cities (i.e. Brownfield transformation 

model) or by creating new cities from 

scratch (i.e. Greenfield transformation 

model). 

 

• Different Arab countries adopted both 

transformation models. 

Country 
Existence of 

SSC Initiatives SSC Project 
Used 

Approach 

Algeria Yes Algiers Smart City 

Cyberpark City of Sidi Abdellah 

Brownfield 

Greenfield 

Bahrain Yes Manama Brownfield 

Djibouti Yes Iroley Smart City (in planning stage) Greenfield 

Egypt Yes New Capital (unnamed yet) 

Smart Village 

Greenfield 

Greenfield 

Jordan Yes Amman Smart City 

Eco-city Feta  

Brownfield 

Brownfield 

Kuwait Yes Kuwait City 

South Saad Al Abdullah City 

Brownfield 

Greenfield 

Lebanon Yes BeitMisk Village Greenfield 

Morocco Yes Rabat City 

Casablanca 

Tangier Tech City 

BenGuerir 

Brownfield 

Brownfield 

Greenfield 

Greenfield 

Oman Yes Muscat Brownfield 

Palestine Yes Ramallah City 

Rawabi City 

Brownfield 

Greenfield 

Qatar Yes Doha City 

Lusail City 

Brownfield 

Greenfield 

Saudi Yes Riyadh City 

King Abdullah Economic City 

Knowledge Economic City  

Neom Smart City 

Brownfield 

Greenfield 

Greenfield 

Greenfield 

Tunisia Yes Tunisia Economic City (in planning) Greenfield 

Syria Yes Marota City (near Damascus city) Greenfield 

UAE Yes Dubai City 

Abu Dhabi City  

Masdar City 

Brownfield 

Brownfield 

Greenfield 
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The Arab Region: SDGs and SDG 11 

Collected available data show that 

all Arab States perform well on 

SDG 11, except for Mauritania, 

Sudan, Syria, Tunisia and Yemen, 

where trends are deteriorating on 

this goal.  

Although 15 Arab countries still 

have significant challenges in 

implementing SDG 11, collected 

data show that most countries are 

either stagnating or decreasing 

their implementation performance 

on this goal  
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The missed data are related to: 

(1) targets to ensure inclusive 

cities & the participation of civil 

society in human settlement 

planning and management (2) 

targets to ensure sustainability in 

land (3) targets to ensure 

resilience to natural & human-

caused disasters 

Source: SDSN, 2020. The Arab Region SDG Index and Dashboard Report 2019 
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Pandemic Resilience 

& Smart Digital Solutions 
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Pandemic Resilience 

Harvard defined 

the Pandemic 

Resilience as 

The tools that permit a society to control a highly 

infectious disease while preserving essential public 

institutions, mobilizing the economy to provide 

surge capacity to fight the disease, and keeping 

the rest of the economy maximally open.  

PANDEMIC 

ECONOMY CRISIS 
Therefore, a Pandemic Resilience needs a series of tools to help 

in controlling the different impacts of any infectious disease. The 

tools provide quick solutions to affected societies & could reduce 

the economic consequences of the Pandemic.   
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Socio-economic Impact of COVID-19 in the Arab Region 

• All Arab countries have suffered from excessive drop in 

the Real GDP growth in 2020 comparing to 2019 due to 

the impacts of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. 

• The growth rate in all countries, except for Egypt, 

declined to a negative one.  

• For instance, the most affected countries in the region 

were Libya, Iraq, Palestine and Oman with drops in their 

GDP growth to -66.7%, -12.1%, -12% and -10% in 2020 

respectively comparing to the 2019 growth rates of 

9.9%, 4.4%, 0.9% and 0.8% respectively.  

• However, the IMF estimates show that the GDP growth 

of all Arab countries is expected to recover in 2021.  

Note: ‘e’ means  “estimate”  

9.9% (+15) 

1.7 Million 

14.3 Million 

Unemplyment Rate / ILO data 

Arab Job Loss e / ESCWA data 

Rise in total Arab poor e / UN data 

2020 / 
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Socio-economic Impact of COVID-19 in the Arab Region 

• There was a severe drop in the working hours 

across the entire Arab region during the second 

and third quarters of 2020.  

• The region statistical data show that around 16.9% 

and 12.4% working hours were lost in the second 

and third quarters respectively, comparing to 2.3% 

in the first quarter of 2020.  

• The total percent of average working hours lost 

over the first three quarters of 2020 was around 

10.5% in the region.  

• This resulted in losing the labour income share in 

the economy, resulting in affecting the economic 

growth of the Arab countries.  
Working-hours losses for the first three quarters of 2020 in the Arab region Comparing 

to the World, other regions and income groups  

Source: ILO, 2020. ILO Monitor: COVID-19 and the work. 
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Smart Digital Solutions Combating COVID-19 

• Smart digital solutions have responded to the 

ongoing COVID-19 pandemic in a number of 

ways, from tracking and tracing positive cases 

to managing lockdowns and delivering food.  

• Emerging technologies, that form the key 

blocks of SSC and the 4IR, have been 

deployed to reduce the impact of COVID-19 on 

nations at different levels. 

• These technologies have brought a wide range 

of potential solutions to combating COVID-19 

and its associated socio-economic effects.  

Selected solutions being deployed as a response to the health 

and economic crisis caused by COVID-19 pandemic  
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Digital Technology as a Response to COVID-19 

Cloud-based platforms for learning and work, 

such as: Zoom, WebEx, … 

Most used Technologies / Online 
Artificial Intelligence (AI), Robots, Drones, 

and wearable technologies, … 

Most used Technologies / Systems 
Digital Technology  

as a Response  

to COVID-19 

Different types of digital 

technologies have been 

used during the 

evolvement of the  

COVID-19 pandemic. 

All these technologies and 

initiatives have been 

devoted in an attempt to 

reduce the spread of this 

disease. 

And to monitor public areas 

and patients; develop new, 

effective vaccines; guarantee 

the continuity of work and 

educational processes; 

among others.  

The digital information and 

surveillance technologies have 

been unleashed in an 

unprecedented manner with the 

aim of collecting the data and 

reliable evidences needed to 

support public health decision-

making. 
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Smart Digital Solutions to enhance Urban Safety 

Urban Safety 

enabling city’s inhabitants to 

live, work and participate in 

urban life without fear of 

violence and intimidation, 

taking into consideration that 

women and girls, children and 

youth, and persons in 

vulnerable situations are often 

particularly affected  

 

 

(United Nations) 

• One of the main issues to be considered in developing a 

resilient city is to protect and improve the lives of its people. 

Urban safety is also a main target for achieving SDG 11.  

• According to “Urban Safety” definition, for a city to be safe 
there is a need to create appropriate conditions that are able 

to promote the mental and physical health of the city’s 
residents, for instance, through preventing health risks that 

stem from pandemics.  

• The use of new technologies, such as sensors, AI-based 

thermal imaging cameras and IoT devices, help in managing 

traffic, reduce fatalities, slash greenhouse gas (GHG) 

emission, accelerate emergency response time, cut the 

disease burden, among others. This resulted in making cities 

not only more resilient but also more sustainable.  

• These technologies were already used before the COVID-19 

pandemic. During the pandemic, some of these technologies 

have been upgraded to provide solutions to reduce the dire 

consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic on people and 

cities. 
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Smart Digital solutions to enhance Urban Safety - Examples 

Smart solutions have been used during COVID-19 to enhance the safety & comfort of people’s lives.  

AI-based thermal 

imaging camera,  

installed at the entrance of many airports, bus 

stations and public spaces to scan public 

areas to identify any potential sick people.  

Smart  

Helmets,  

with an infrared camera have been used to 

automatically detect the body temperature 

and recognize faces, guaranteeing the safety 

and security of police officers.  

Automatic disinfection systems,  

used to disinfecting the surfaces of the 

luggage in airports and bus stations to 

minimize the spread of coronavirus. 

Mobile Applications, 

Interactive maps,  

to aware citizens about affected areas and 

exact location of infected people. Interactive 

maps are updated using real-time data filled 

from the national health organizations.   
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Smart Digital Solutions to enhance Urban Inclusion 

• The main purpose of urban inclusion is to ensure that “no one is left behind”.  

• To ensure inclusion within a city there is a need to allow all its citizens to participate in 

the economic, social, political and cultural institutions and activities of the society. 

• In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, governments put in place successive 

lockdowns and confinement measures to curb the spread of this pandemic.   

• The pandemic resulted in reducing the inclusion on citizens in different daily lives 

activies.  

• Therefore, governments around the globe have used different types of smart digital 

solutions to sustain the daily lives of people under lockdowns and to support their day-

to-day operations as much as possible.  



© Copyright ESCWA. All rights reserved. No part of this presentation in all its property may be used or reproduced in any form without written permission 

Smart Digital Solutions to enhance Inclusion - Examples 

e-health Services 

Many countries have adopted e-health services 

such as teleconsultations and mobile contact 

tracing and warning applications to inform 

citizens in case they were in proximity of or in 

contact with persons infected by the virus and 

to encourage citizens to contact their health 

authorities if they need any health support.  

Social Protection 

Many governments have used digital 

means to extend social protection 

coverage and disburse financial 

support more efficiently, especially to 

support the most vulnerable.  

Remote / Online Learning 

More than 90% of governments have 

already implemented special policies 

for remote learning to address the 

needs of around 1.6 billion students 

who are impacted by COVID-19. 

Digital Finance 

Digital tools (e.g. mobile money & e-wallets, 

cross-border remittances, crowdfunding and 

alternative credit scoring) have the potential to 

support the underserved persons and 

communities' financial inclusion, create new 

livelihood and reduce costs.  
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Smart Digital Solutions 

Global & Regional examples /  

Arab Region Challenges  
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Smart Digital Solutions: Global and Regional Examples 

Drones 

Spray disinfectant on 

public areas: 
- China, Honduras, Spain, 

UAE. 

Deliver groceries:  
- Australia, China, USA. 

Restrict citizens 

movements: 
- Belgium, China, France, 

Italy, Jordan, Kuwait, 

Saudi Arabia, Spain, UAE, 

UK. 

Measure people’s body 
temperature: 
- Saudi Arabia 

AI-based thermal 

imaging cameras & 

Wristbands 

The AI-based thermal 

imaging cameras: 
- Scan public spaces to 

identify any potentially sick 

people. 

- China, UAE, UK. 

 

People-tracking 

wristbands: 
- Monitor COVID-19 patients’ 

movements. 

- Algeria, Bahrain, Belgium, 

Bulgaria, India, Jordan, 

Hong Kong, Oman, South 

Korea. 

Telemedicine and 

Mobile Apps 

Telemedicine: 

- Provide healthcare services 

virtually to people. 

- Australia, Canada, China, 

Ireland, UAE, USA. 

 

Mobile Apps: 
- Provide awareness data 

on the disease, 

highlighting affected areas. 

- China, Egypt, Germany, 

Morocco, Saudi Arabia, 

UAE, UK. 

Robots and  

Online Platform  

Robots: 
- Deliver medical supplies 

and meals within hospitals 

and to patient room, 

guaranteeing a contactless 

delivery process. 

- China, Tunisia 

 

Online Platform: 
- Guarantee the continuity of 

learning and business 

systems. 

- E-learning, online meetings 

& conferences 

- Many countries around the 

globe including the region. 
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Smart Digital Solutions: Challenges facing the Arab Region  

Smart Digital  

Solutions 

Economic Challenges 

Arab countries differ in their economic strength and development levels. Applying 

digital solutions requires financial investments and which their percentages vary 

depending on the technology to be deployed (i.e. from online apps to robots). 

Conflicts and Instability 

Conflict has resulted in destroying most infrastructures, including the digital one, 

causing reduction in the ability to deliver digital services during the pandemic. 

Digital Divide 

is a critical barrier to access smart digital solutions, especially those deployed to combat 

the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g. telecommuting, distance learning).  

Digital Skills Gap 

COVID-19 has accentuated the digital skills gap. It has put a spotlight on the vital role of 

digital skills in all aspects of life and the need to increase digital education.  

Digital Infrastructure 

Some countries in the region still suffering from the lack of adequate digital 

infrastructure, either being outdated or poor ones  

Vulnerable Groups and Inequality 

The COVID-19 crisis has increased existing vulnerabilities for all social groups. 

Vulnerable groups in the Arab countries are at risk of becoming even poorer.  
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Recommendations 
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Recommendations: Early Recovery Phase 

• Apply the precautionary measures to help prevent the spread of COVID-19: Arab 

countries have to continue taking all needed precaution measures to protect their cities 

and citizens of a potential of another wave of COVID-19; cities can return back to normal 

lives gradually, following a careful, well thought plans. 

• Extend application of adequate smart digital solutions as possible:  

• Apadting Smart digital solution is highly recommended, depending on the smartness and 

economic level of each Arab country, to maintain social distancing, isolate and track 

infected people, monitor streets during lockdowns, search for possible new COVID-19 

cases, among others. 

• Arab governments need to work closely with local internet providers to manage and 

maintain bandwidth for consumers and businesses. 

• Apply all possible well-planned actions to jumpstarting the Arab economies: Arab 

governments need to focus on jumpstarting their local economy, mitigating the impact on 

affected and vulnerable groups. This includes, for example, providing all possible 

resources to aid local businesses that have been negatively affected by the pandemic.  

• Provide appropriate and on-time healthcare services: governments need to continue 

supporting healthcare services, taking into consideration targeting slums and informal 

settlements that house poor people whose livelihood have been affected hardly by the 

pandemic.  

• Pay attentions to vulnerable groups: it is highly recommended to provide special 

attention to vulnerable groups to prevent further deterioration of their living conditions. 

This includes providing the possible accessible smart digital services and solutions to 

these groups. 
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Recommendations: New Normal Phase – Build Back Better  

• Enhance urban planning through promoting resilience and sustainability of Arab 
cities: after the Covid-19 pandemic, there is a need to strengthening the urban planning 

with integration of public health in any future planning processes. Arab cities need to 

address the inequalities in accessing basic services in their nations through integrating 

resilience, safety, inclusion, smartness, quality of life and sustainability targets into 

urban planning at all levels of governance. 

• Accelerate the process of transforming Arab cities into Smart and Sustainable 

ones: Arab cities that did not yet adopt strategies and policies to transform their cities 

into SSCs need to initiate well thought plans for this purpose. SSC helps in building 

more digitally connected city, able to provide equitable opportunities to all. 

• Strengthen the use of new and future technologies in the region: the Arab region 

needs the capacity not just to use technology but also to produce technology. Although 

the use of many technologies of the 4IR do not need a particulars laws and legislations, 

such as the use of virtual reality and AI in most domains except in the medical sector, 

law makers in each Arab country must enact the laws needed to facilitate the adoption 

of the 4IR technologies.   

• Devote efforts in the face of the unforeseen future crises: it is highly recommended 

that the Arab countries intensify efforts to be part of the global scientific efforts to 

address unexpected future crises. This is doable through collaborative regional and 

international Research and Development (R&D) programmes and projects. 

• Intensify efforts towards achieving urban resilience & sustainability in the region: 

through establishing context-based adequate resilience strategies and policies that 

explore connections between multiple and cascading hazards. In addition to finding the 

means needed to integrate the SDGs at all national strategic and development plans.  
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Recommendations: New Normal Phase – Build Back Better  

• Make vigorous efforts to close existing digital divide, including the digital gender 

divide, and ensure applying the digital rights in the region:  

• Arab countries need to develop adequate strategies and frameworks to close existing 

digital divide, including the digital gender gap, while considering the most marginalized 

and vulnerable groups. 

• Arab countries need to develop adequate national plans, strategies, policies, and laws to 

ensure applying the digital rights for all.   

• Boost gender equality and support the most vulnerable groups: this is achievable, 

for example, through involving and integrating them into planning, consultation and 

decision-making. Awareness-raising of the importance of using smart digital solutions to 

support reporting of GBV will give a hand in reducing the violence against women and 

girls in public and unsafe areas. This is also applicable for boys, refugees, persons with 

disabilities and any other vulnerable groups suffering from violence. 

• Improve the educational systems in the Arab countries:  

• Governments in the region need to boost new visions for education to facilitate lifelong 

learning, innovation and critical thinking. This also includes increasing national and 

regional investments in scientific R&D taking into consideration the technological evolution 

that will affect all future development sectors within cities and countries. 

• It is recommended as well, and in cooperation with relevant national and international 

educational institutions, to issue new educational policies to accept the distance learning 

modalities and to establish the laws needed to accredit online certificates.   
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Recommendations: New Normal Phase – Build Back Better  

• Adopt remote work and virtual meetings modalities:  

• Arab region's enterprises with jobs that are amenable to teleworking (i.e. working 

from home) may consider to continue this modality of work after COVID-19. This 

also includes arranging meetings virtually.  

• This will lead to cut the operational costs of these enterprises and reduce the 

carbon emissions resulted from urban mobility that contribute to the climate 

change.   

• Reduce impacts of urban mobility on environment:   

• Arab countries need to initiate new digital policies for new models of urban 

mobility, to encourage residents, for example, to start using eco-friendly transport 

systems.  

• This also includes the need to enhance existing mobility infrastructure by using 

green technologies and smart digital services, such as traffic sensors and smart 

parks. The latter will be resulted in making cities more inclusive, smart, resilient 

and sustainable as well as reduce the impact of urban mobility on environment 

and climate change.    



IT IS TIME TO CHANGE 

• The Arab countries have acted quickly and decisively to mitigate the 

impacts of the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic on their 

communities. 

• The regional policymakers have been tasked, as a result, to mitigate the 

pandemic threat on public health while taking the appropriate and urgent 

steps to rebuild the local economies and guarantee that the adequate 

social safety nets are in place. 

• Smart digital solutions have become increasingly integral to the daily life 

of people and many Arab countries have already deployed different 

types of smart technologies as a response to COVID-19. 

• Urgent planning need to be designed by policymakers to build back 

better after COVID-19 with the aim at meeting resilience, sustainability 

(SDGs, especially SDG 11) and smartness (transformation towards 

SSCs). 

• This requires actions to close or reduce the challenges of the 

exacerbated digital divide, poverty, inequality, unemployment, among 

others, while considering the vulnerable groups and marginalized 

people (e.g. women, persons with disability, poor people, refugees, etc.).   

Conclusion 
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