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The Arab region, a group of 22 member countries of the League 

of Arab States sharing a common language, culture and religion, 

is divided into three contiguous clusters falling in two continents, 

two hemispheres, and borders on five oceans and seas. Covering 

around 14 million square kilometres, the region covers 9 per 

cent of the Earth’s total land area, with a population of over 350 

million, of which 56% is urbanised.

The deserts, mountains, dunes, grasslands, forests, and marine 

areas that typify the region are occupied by thousands of species 

of plants and animals. This varied landscape contains numerous 

natural wonders and a wealth of resources and is also home to the 

vast majority of cities that claim to be the longest continuously 

inhabited cities in the world.

Over the last few decades, the Arab region has experienced 

dramatic population and economic growth. This accelerated pace 

of development has been a major factor in fuelling increased 

demands on resources and has contributed to rapidly changing 

land use patterns and environmental change. Although the 

countries of the region share common concerns about a number 

of critical environmental and sustainability issues, they also face 

tremendous differences in their challenges. 

In order to better understand the unique environmental 

trends, concerns and challenges in a region that is witnessing 

such rapid development, there is demand for a dynamic and 

credible information base. Data and information is critical to the 

documentation and quantification of the environmental changes 

that are taking place on land, in the water, and in the air. 

The United Arab Emirates (UAE) envisioned this need, and 

in 2002 launched the Abu Dhabi Global Environmental Data 

Initiative (AGEDI), a partnership between Environment Agency 

– Abu Dhabi (EAD) and  the United Nations Environment 

Programme (UNEP). Since then, this collaboration has included 

the Environment Outlook for the Arab Region, GEO-4, GEO-5, 

West Asia GEO Portal, West Asia Map Server, and the Eye on 

Earth Summit, the first global summit devoted exclusively to the 

issue of environmental and societal data access.

AGEDI is now pleased to introduce the Arab Region: Atlas of Our 

Changing Environment, an evidence-based publication and the 

first of its kind in the region. Through the use of striking satellite 

imagery and informative descriptions, the Atlas tells a story 

of prominent environmental change across 22 Arab countries 

over the last 50 years. It contributes to the knowledge and 

understanding of our unique environment that is essential for 

ensuring sustainable development, and it is our hope that it will 

support the demands for up-to-date information to inform policy 

at the local, regional, and international levels. It should also be 

of immense value to all those who want to know more about the 

Arab region and who care about its future.

Many experts from around the region contributed to making 

this publication possible, and several consultations with 

many stakeholders took place through meetings or by remote 

communications. It is of note that countries and institutions of 

the region contributed to the selection of the sites for analysis, 

prepared content and reviewed the country profiles. We would 

like to commend all contributors, reviewers and others who made 

this Atlas possible.

We are proud to lend our support to this important publication 

and may it inspire positive environmental action, spur further 

research and foster insight into this part of the world.

Razan Khalifa Al Mubarak
Secretary General, 

Environment Agency – Abu Dhabi (EAD)
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