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UNESCWA

• Established in 1973 to stimulate economic activity in 

member countries, strengthen cooperation between 

them, and promote development. 

• One of five United Nations regional commissions, 

which are in Beirut, Addis Ababa, Bangkok, Geneva 

and Santiago. 

• An intergovernmental platform for advancing 

regional integration, developing regional norms and 

standards, exchanging experience and fostering 

cooperation. 

• Supports its 21 Arab Members States in their efforts 

to ensure prosperity and equality. 
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Urban Growth and Sustainability – Key Facts

Cities are expected to experience a series of RESILIENCE and 

SUSTAINABILITY challenges related to growth, 

competitiveness, performance and residents’ livelihood. 
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The Scale of Agricultural Land Loss – Data Trends and Consequences

• Urban expansion often encroaches on fertile agricultural lands, resulting in irreversible loss of 
arable land. 

• Globally, an estimated 24 million hectares of cropland were transformed to urban use by the year 
2000.

• In the Arab region, rapid urbanization has led to the displacement of agricultural communities, 
threatening FOOD SECURITY.

• Over 50% of food in the region is imported, increasing vulnerability to global supply chain 
disruptions. Preserving agricultural land supports domestic food production, reducing 
dependency on imports.

Key Facts

• Increased food insecurity: dependence on food imports makes economies more vulnerable to 
external shocks

• Rural displacement: Farmers lose livelihoods, increasing unemployment and migration 
pressures.

• Environmental degradation: Soil erosion, loss of biodiversity, and desertification threaten long-
term agricultural productivity.

Consequences
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Food Insecurity and Inequality
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Food Insecurity and Inequality

Inequality 
Fuels Food 
Insecurity 

Food 
Insecurity 

Fuels 
Inequality 
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Food Insecurity and Inequality – Key Messages

Building Resilience Against Food Insecurity and Inequality amid Urbanization is 

CENTRAL for sustainable development
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Food Insecurity and Inequality – Monitoring Framework
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Food Security and Inequality – Risk and Trend Analysis

Intersecting crises: The 

overall impact is far 

greater than the impact of 

individual crises.

Impacts of Intersecting 

Crises:

• Rising levels of food 

insecurity and 

inequality

• Decreased crisis 

response capacity

• Declining ability to 

adapt

Poly-crisis in the Arab Region
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Policy Solutions
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Policy Solutions
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Policy Solutions
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Policy Solutions
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Smart Sustainable Cities: 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)

Smart Sustainable Cities: A Solution to Protect Agricultural Land
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Smart Sustainable Cities: A Solution to Protect Agricultural Land
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Smart Sustainable Cities: A Solution to Protect Agricultural Land

Smart Land-Use 
Planning & Green 

Infrastructure

Compact city design 
limits land consumption 
while optimizing urban 

growth.

Zoning regulations & 
green belts protect 

agricultural areas from 
urban encroachment.

Nature-based solutions 
(e.g., green roofs, urban 

forests) maintain 
ecological balance.

Urban Agriculture & 
Vertical Farming

Smart food supply 
chains reduce waste and 

optimize distribution.

Hydroponics, 
aeroponics, and rooftop 

gardens integrate food 
production within cities.

Community urban 
farms enhance local food 

security and reduce 
reliance on rural land.

Digital & IoT-Based 
Smart Farming

Precision agriculture 
(AI, drones, sensors) 
maximizes yields on 

limited land.

Smart irrigation 
systems conserve water 

and adapt to climate 
conditions.

Data-driven land 
monitoring prevents 
illegal land conversion 

and promotes efficiency.

Circular Economy & 
Resource Efficiency

Waste-to-energy 
systems convert organic 
waste into compost and 

biofuels.

Water recycling 
technologies support 

both urban and 
agricultural needs.

Sustainable transportation 
& logistics reduce the carbon 
footprint of food distribution.

Using smart and digital solutions  while building urban resilience
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Smart Sustainable Cities: A Solution to Protect Agricultural Land

 Why It Matters: Benefits of Smart Cities for Agricultural Land Protection

• Preserves food security by ensuring local food production.

• Reduces environmental degradation through smart land management.

• Protects rural livelihoods, reducing urban-rural inequality.

• Enhances climate resilience by integrating green solutions into urban development.

 Call to Action for Policymakers & Urban Planners

• Implement policies that protect agricultural land and promote smart urbanization.

• Invest in agri-tech and smart infrastructure to balance urban growth and food 

security.

• Strengthen urban-rural linkages to create a sustainable and resilient future.
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SSC and Resilience – Food Security and reduced inequality
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Urban Resilience SSCs

Urban Services

(Housing stock, robustness of 

critical facilities, access to 

communication) 

Smart Living

(Housing quality, educational facilities, 

cultural facilities, individual safety) 

Urban Services

(coverage and access to urban 

mobility systems)

Smart Mobility

(Local accessibility, (Inter)-national 

accessibility, sustainable,  innovative, 

safe transport systems)

Urban Services

(Energy supply, water supply)

Smart Environment

(Environmental protection, pollution, 

Sustainable resource management, 

attractive natural conditions)

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)

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)
Source: ESCWA Technical Paper on “Smart Sustainable Cities and Smart Digital Solutions for Urban Resilience: a Pandemic Lens, 2021
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Conclusion

Urbanization does not have to be at the expense of Agricultural lands. 

The future of our cities depends on the land that feeds them!

So let’s build resilience, protect our fields, and ensure no one is left 

behind in the race toward urbanization.
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Selected ESCWA publications and interactive tools on urban development

https://www.unescwa.org/



Thank you!

Sukaina Al-Nasrawi,  PhD
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