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Regional flavours of sustainability: A Middle East profile 

Gaining perspective of a global business agenda through a regional lens 

Abbe Le Pelley, Senior Associate, Sustainability Advisory Group 
 

As illustrated by previous editions of the ‘Think Wider’ series, it is clear that emerging markets are seriously 
beginning to take notice of the sustainability agenda. The recent article on ‘Global trends in sustainability 
reporting’ highlighted that, of the 24 awards presented at GRI’s conference last year, 18 went to companies 
from emerging or developing economies. Yet, although the developing world as a whole still has a significant 
way to go to be in line with the progress and trends of sustainability in the West, their achievements can only 
be understood by viewing sustainability from a regional perspective. This article identifies some of the key 
trends, and sustainability issues facing the Middle East, placing them in a regional context. By appreciating the 
unique culture and history of a region we are better able to identify its original and existing stand point. Only 
from here can sense be made of the selection of priority sustainability issues, the identification of presenting 
obstacles, and the useful transfer of international best practice in a framework that will help to further the 
agenda regionally. 

 An abbreviated version of this article will be included in the forthcoming book, ‘A World Guide to CSR’, due for 
publication in 2010.  

What about the Middle East? 
The ‘Middle East’, as a geographic region, is not clearly 
defined. It is generally considered to constitute the land 
mass joining Asia and Africa. There are numerous 
boundary definitions in which countries as far ranging as 
Tunisia or Azerbaijan can be included. This regional 
profile of the Middle East will primarily be addressing the 
area known as the Arabian Peninsula while also including 
core countries that fall within the remit known as the 
Levant (Iraq, Lebanon, Jordan, Syria and for the purposes 
of this profile, also Iran). Politically, the Arabian Peninsula 
consists of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain, 
Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, the Sultanate of Oman, 
and the Republic of Yemen.  

‘…around half of the world’s oil and 
natural gas is estimated to be in 
this hot and arid region’ 

 

When we talk of the Middle East today, two thoughts 
often spring to mind, these being ‘sand’ and ‘oil’. Both of 
these natural influences have indeed played a large role 
in shaping the traditions and cultures of the Middle East. 
In fact, all six of the Gulf Cooperation Council’s (GCC) 
member states (Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, 
Oman and the UAE) are desert nations and major oil 
exporters. The international oil cartel OPEC is dominated 
by Middle Eastern countries as around half of the world’s 
oil (and natural gas) is estimated to be in this hot and arid 
region. Trade in these natural resources began in the 
Middle East in the 1930s, by Bahrain and its neighbour 
Saudi Arabia. Since then the discovery of oil and gas in 
the Arab world has nurtured two significant 
developments. Firstly, it has led to the rise of the welfare 

state system within oil producing countries. Secondly it 
has further enhanced the region’s strategic importance 
internationally, both politically and economically. For 
instance matters such as the precarious balance of peace 
and security across the region are increasingly seen as 
issues for public concern on the global stage, one in 
which many have a vested interest. 

Traditionally this strategic advantage was founded upon 
the region’s geographic position between the East and 
West, which helped to provide unique avenues for 
international trade. Although still of advantage today, the 
focus is no longer predominately on trade, but on 
maximising business development in general. 
Consequently, these countries are transforming rapidly in 
terms of urbanisation and diversification of their 
economies (promoting their countries as the next holiday 
destination, international financial centre, or regional 
hub for sport and culture). Add to this the globalisation of 
Arab brands (DP World, Jumeirah, Aramex etc) and the 
influx of multinational companies and Foreign Direct 
Investment (FDI) across the region and the Middle East is 
clearly becoming a major player in today’s global 
business market. As such it is illustrating an awareness of 
the need to adapt its traditional business approaches to 
reflect new business paradigms, management 
philosophies and international expectations. 

Trying to summarise the state of corporate sustainability 
across a region, particularly when this area incorporates 
both some of the world’s richest and poorest countries, is 
a challenging task. The phenomenon, in its Western 
identified ‘modern’ sense is fairly new to the region, and 
is still in its infancy stage - even in the more mature, 
dynamic and rapidly developing markets. However, as 
much of the Arab world (whether rich or poor) is guided 
by Islam there are some overlapping similarities between 
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traditional business cultures and the very founding 
notions of corporate citizenship. As such, some of the 
deep rooted traditions embedded in most Arab cultures 
correspond with elements of our modern understanding 
of corporate responsibility, in particular a sense of 
personal duty, an obligation to society and a bond of 
trust in business. In addition there are key social issues 
that cut across geographic boundaries and are areas of 
focus for regional CSR work. This profile intends to 
provide a snapshot of the status of sustainability in the 
region, identifying some cross border issues and trends in 
a regional context.  

‘…as much of the Arab world is 
guided by Islam there are some 
overlapping similarities between 
traditional business cultures and 
the very founding notions of 
corporate citizenship… a sense of 
personal duty, an obligation to 
society and a bond of trust in 
business.’ 

 

Putting a global agenda into a 
regional context  
If you were to mention phrases such as corporate social 
responsibility (CSR), corporate governance, or sustainable 
development to a business person in the Middle East 10 
years ago, you’d most likely be met with a blank 
expression. Sustainability, as the West knows it, had by 
no means taken off. Roll on a few years and this still 
holds true for much of the region today, particularly for 
the average person on the street. Yet inroads have been 
made, predominantly through drivers such as religion. 
Significant developments in this field began around 5 
years ago when the phenomenon that is corporate 
governance showed signs of taking root. Elements of this 
business ethics agenda became a hot topic across much 
of the Arab world in order to support the Western 
injection of FDI into many Middle East economies; the 
increasing trend for family and state owned entities to 
launch Initial Public Offerings (IPOs); the globalisation of 
large and expanding regional companies; the 
proliferation of sovereign wealth funds into the global 
market; and the surge of Western orientated migrant 
workers throughout the region. Thus terms surrounding 
CSR and sustainability are increasingly recognised by 
business professionals in the region – though still in a 
somewhat fluid, undefined and regionalised manner. 

In general, the term corporate social responsibility, in 
most parts of the Arab world, is synonymous with charity. 
It is believed to be about a corporate’s contribution to 
society and is misunderstood to be predominantly about 
philanthropy. It is thus becoming increasingly apparent 
that sustainability in the region is entangled with a sense 
of religious duties and, at times, it is proving difficult to 

differentiate between them. Recent studies conducted by 
Chambers of Commerce and Industry in the region show 
that there is great confusion between what company 
owners spend personally in almsgiving and what the 
organisations themselves offer in support of the 
community and its social development. There is little 
evidence of businesses demonstrating a connection 
between sustainability and corporate strategy. 
Consequently, the area of philanthropy remains the most 
traditional and prominent of all sustainability related 
initiatives in the region.  

From this perspective, CSR, as it is understood locally, is 
not a new concept. Although not referring to it under any 
of its Western identified terms, many firms in the Middle 
East have been practicing elements of this business 
paradigm for a long time. The culture of giving something 
back to society is age old to the region, guided by the 
tradition that it is one’s duty to direct their company in 
line with personal values and religious beliefs. In fact, the 
Arab culture and Islam both consider charity as a duty 
that leads to social prosperity and it is still a notable 
influence on individuals, including prominent 
businessmen and government officials within the region 
today. Take the recent campaign ‘Dubai Cares’ for 
example. This tradition is reflected through Zakat, one of 
the pillars of Islam. It is supported by Sharia law, which 
stipulates an obligation on Islamic banks, companies and 
finance houses, (and individual Muslims in general) to 
contribute a portion of their wealth to society’s poor. As 
such, examples of corporate contributions to society 
have been evident across history in most Arab states. 
Traditionally these initiatives have focused heavily on 
building community purpose structures such as schools 
and mosques. This adherence to charity as one of the five 
pillars of Islam has thus resulted in a culture of giving that 
is innate and historic in the pan-Arab world.  

‘…there is great confusion over 
what company owners spend 
personally in almsgiving and what 
the organisations themselves offer 
in support of the community .’ 

 

However, in line with these religious origins, it is believed 
that societal contributions should be made in a 
confidential manner. In fact, to promote or discuss 
charitable donations is regarded as vulgar, as individuals 
are seen to be capitalising on this societal obligation for 
self gain, a large step away from the view of the West. 
Consequently, multinational companies operating in the 
region often communicate their CSR (or charitable) 
initiatives more than local firms, who, in respect of their 
religious traditions, prefer to keep their social 
contributions low profile. In addition, despite this primary 
focus on charitable donations by Arab businesses the 
concept of strategic philanthropy does not really exist in 
the Middle East. Corporate philanthropy across most 
Arab states remains predominantly driven by media 
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attention given to international disasters. Few companies 
use philanthropy to advance their own interests, possibly 
as a result of this traditional view that contributions 
should remain private and provided at respectful times of 
giving, during the holy month of Ramadan for instance. 
Humility and conformity, in light of tradition, culture and 
religious beliefs have meant that, although giving is 
entwined with business in the region, communicating this 
social support has been slow to follow. Signs are 
appearing however that indicated that this trend may be 
changing. This can be witnessed by the rise in the number 
of companies sharing their corporate giving programs or 
one off donations with the public.  

‘… to promote or discuss charitable 
donations is regarded as vulgar…a 
large step away from the view of 
the West.’ 

 

This ad hoc approach to charitable giving, and absence of 
any sense of strategic philanthropy, combined with the 
local view that such contributions should not be 
promoted for personal or commercial gain, means that 
community initiatives, the key focus and practice of CSR 
in the region, are not harnessed to provide companies 
and society with the ‘win: win’ potential they offer as 
business tools in the West. In fact, many such cultural 
differences exist that make it harder to highlight the 
Western business case for sustainability in the Middle 
East. Most notably for instance, there are significantly 
fewer Western focused drivers pushing the agenda in the 
region. This predominantly results from the unique social 
structures, religious backgrounds and traditional norms 
that make up the fabric of Middle East nations.  

Generally there is a lack of consumer rights, and even to 
some extent consumer voice. Collective bargaining or 
trade union/employee representation is not allowed in 
many Arab states, nor are pressure groups, or even 
mainstream NGOs, and there is limited freedom of 
speech from the media. Economies of the Gulf are 
producer driven rather than consumer or demand 
focused. Consequently, there is a genuine lack of 
stakeholder engagement, or even pressure, in the region. 
Add to this the expounded agency problem resulting 
from the large number of transient expatriate workers, 
many of whom do not intend to stay in their host 
countries for an extended period of time, and it is clear 
that the sense of activism found in the West, around 
issues of environment, consumer, community and 
employee rights is lacking in the Pan Arab region. To date 
CSR in the region hasn’t really arisen from pressures or 
demands. Thus, the Middle East is largely deferring to its 
governments and businesses to define the term for 
themselves. Rather than, as can be witnessed in Europe, 
in collaboration with the public. Consequently 
government initiatives and quasi governmental not for 
profits have been set up to drive elements of 
sustainability forward, as is illustrated by the push from 

municipalities and chamber’s of commerce and industry 
in Iran, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Jordan and the United Arab 
Emirates.  

 

‘There is a genuine lack of 
stakeholder engagement…to date 
CSR in the region hasn’t really 
arisen from pressures or 
demands… the Middle East is 
largely deferring to its 
governments and businesses to 
define the term for themselves.  ’ 

 

CSR in the region remains in its infancy stage. It will take 
some time before the concept is accepted in the 
mainstream or until companies look past merely the 
social development and ad hoc environmental initiatives 
to help secure long term business benefits in the sense of 
mitigating risk and creating opportunity. However, 
although the promise of change is in the air, we need to 
see if these tighter times of economic turmoil will affect 
the momentum that many countries have begun to 
generate in order to build the case for CSR.  

Some priority issues explained 

National employment 
The Middle East is characterised by a high percentage of 
youth in its national demographics. The World Fact Book 
estimates that the percentage of persons under the age 
of 15 in the GCC ranges from 25.3 (in UAE) to 38.2 (in 
Saudi Arabia). According to the International Business 
Leaders Forum (IBLF), “60% of the population (in Middle 
East and Africa) is under the age of 24 and faces bleak 
employment prospects. Some 100 million jobs have to be 
created in the next 20 years just to absorb new entrants 
to the job market and another 20 million to reduce the 
present level of unemployment”. Projected growth rates 
may not be enough to accommodate such an enormous 
influx of young nationals into the marketplace, 
particularly given that (according to the United Nations 
Development Program) the region is already experiencing 
unemployment levels at an estimated 15%. This problem 
is exacerbated by the fact that many Arab countries 
employ a large number of expatriate workers, (or are 
host to a significant number of regional refugees). These 
workers tend to orientate from relatively poor countries 
and are paid a fraction of the salary it would cost to 
employ or train a national. In addition, national citizens 
have traditionally had a tendency to seek employment in 
their state’s public sector, an area of work that has 
limited scope for further growth and thus future job 
creation. Consequently the need to turn to the private 
sector to find employment for nationals is of growing 
importance. Solving the problem of national 
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employment, and the heavy dependency on expatriates, 
in the search for self-reliance in human resources has 
therefore become one of the primary CSR concerns 
confronting the region today.  

‘There is a common misconception 
by many Arab based corporations 
that if national employment 
programs exist, and are 
complemented by a few charitable 
contributions and ad hoc 
environmental initiatives, they 
have a comprehensive CSR 
program in place.’ 

 

In order to tackle this growing concern governments 
from across the region have imposed national employee 
quota systems on businesses. Present in countries such 
as Oman, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Qatar, Yemen and the 
UAE this approach intends to drive nationals into the job 
market and reduce the region’s dependence on foreign 
workers. It usually operates by setting targets for 
different industries and some sort of reward or penalty 
system to encourage companies to comply. In the case of 
Oman, the quota system has been in operation since 
1988 with fixed targets (set between 15 to 60%) for 6 
industry sectors. In addition to this quota approach the 
government encourages companies to register their 
nationalisation plans and, in 1998, a 'green card' award 
system was introduced, offering firms that meet their 
targets preferential treatment in their dealings with the 
local Ministry. 

The corporate sector has responded to this challenge by 
working to meet these nationalisation quotas, while 
recognising the opportunity to introduce unique business 
solutions that will enhance their own corporate 
competitiveness. In the UAE for instance, banks such as 
NBAD and Emirates NBD offer programs that provide 
training, funding and support to young national 
entrepreneurs who are likely to become future loyal 
customers. Other popular business responses to this CSR 
challenge include the provision of national employee and 
graduate training programs. Examples here include those 
offered by the International Bank of Qatar, or the 
partnership program provided by Dubai Holding, Clifford 
Chance and Trowers and Hamlins to train young nationals 
as future in-house lawyers through their Legal Graduate 
Training Program. 

Although this is a very serious social challenge, it has 
played a somewhat detrimental role in the shaping of the 
local view of CSR in the region. There is a common 
misconception by many Arab based corporations that if 
national employment programs exist, and are 
complemented by a few charitable contributions and ad 

hoc environmental initiatives, they have a comprehensive 
CSR program in place. 

Diet and lifestyle 
The Middle East, as a region, is facing huge health issues 
ranging from malnutrition in countries such as Iran, Iraq 
and Jordan, to obesity, and its related diseases, in the 
GCC states and beyond. In the region’s more developed 
nations key health related issues appear to be a direct 
result of globalisation and the adoption of an increasingly 
Western influenced lifestyle. This has resulted in an 
overall reduction in general activity, particularly when 
considering modern development is evolving around an 
increasing dependency on cars, and changes to the 
traditional diet resulting in increased high energy food 
consumption. This is exacerbated by a lack of nutritional 
education, of accepted social opportunities for Arab 
women to exercise, and of experienced health care 
professionals in the region.  

‘With around 25% of the people 
living in the Middle East 
categorised as either obese or 
overweight, obesity is fast 
becoming a serious challenge 
facing the region today.’ 

 

Kuwait has been ranked 8th in the World's Fattest 
Countries table, ahead of the United States. Figures 
estimate that around 60% of Emirati nationals, 60% of 
those living in Bahrain, and 36% of those living in the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, are either overweight or obese. 
For women, the percentages appear to be even higher 
with 66% of women in Saudi Arabia believed to be 
overweight. The International Obesity Task Force, a 
London based think-tank, finds 83% of women obese or 
overweight in Bahrain, 74% in the UAE, and 75% in 
Lebanon. With around 25% of the people living in the 
Middle East categorised as either obese or overweight, 
obesity is fast becoming a serious challenge facing the 
region today. 

Obesity creates a major risk for diet related chronic 
diseases, including diabetes, heart disease, gastric 
illnesses, hypertension, strokes, and even certain forms 
of cancer. Official figures published in the UAE state that 
41% of deaths in the country are caused by 
cardiovascular diseases. Predictions for the next two 
decades suggest a tripling of deaths from strokes and 
coronary heart disease in the Middle East and Africa, the 
second highest rate worldwide. Such obesity related 
illnesses now account for one-third of total health costs 
in the Middle East. The most prominent of which appears 
to be the onset of diabetes. 
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‘…obesity related illnesses now 
account for one-third of total 
health costs in the Middle East.’ 

 

Diabetes is considered to be an epidemic today. Globally, 
every 10 seconds, a person dies from diabetes related 
illnesses and two more people develop the disease. The 
UAE has the second highest diabetes prevalence in the 
world. It stands at an estimated one in five people in the 
country, the second highest worldwide. While more than 
a quarter of Bahrainis have developed adult-onset (type 
2) diabetes, mainly as a result of poor diets and 
overeating, more than 1,000 children aged below 15 
years have been diagnosed with juvenile type 1 diabetes. 
This rise in diabetes is causing a huge strain on the 
productivity of Arab nations as it is a major cause of 
school drop-outs and inefficiency of employees. The high 
cost of treatment is also putting significant pressure on 
government resources. Approximately Dhs6 billion 
(US$1.6bn) was spent on the management of diabetes 
and its complications in the UAE in 2008. Add to this 
situation the findings from reports such as those 
published by the UAE’s National Health Insurance 
Company (Daman), that predict that the disease will cost 
the country an estimated Dh10 billion by 2020 if current 
conditions do not change, and it is not difficult to see why 
regional governments are keen to work with industry 
specialists to deal with this increasingly challenging 
problem. Yet, what is most worrying amongst these 
statistics is the large numbers of overweight children 
developing diabetes in the region. 

In the hope of tackling these problems international 
organisations and regional public bodies are beginning to 
set up partnerships across the region. For instance, 
UNICEF Gulf Area has introduced an awareness campaign 
on childhood obesity in the UAE. The Childhood Obesity 
Prevention Initiative is under the patronage of Her 
Highness, Princess Haya Bint Al Hussein Wife of HH 
Sheikh Mohammed Bin Rashid Al Maktoum and is 
supported by the UAE Ministry of Health. Additionally, 
programs established by Multinational Corporation 
Johnson & Johnson (J&J) are leading the way for 
corporations in this area, highlighting, to businesses, 
governments and society, the benefits of public private 
partnerships in addressing serious societal issues. 
Regionally J&J is committed to programs working to 
combat the challenges of obesity, diabetes and the poor 
levels of education for healthcare professionals facing the 
Middle East today.  

 

 

 

 

 

‘…diabetes is causing a huge strain 
on the productivity of Arab nations 
as it is a major cause of school 
drop-outs and inefficiency of 
employees. The high cost of 
treatment is also putting 
significant pressure on government 
resources.’ 

 

Working on a range of community education initiatives 
from training nurses to partnering with Jumeirah, a large 
regional hotel and restaurant orientated company, to 
promote healthy recipes for customers, J&J is 
demonstrating the win:win of community focused CSR 
initiatives in the region. With over 60% of Emiratis, and 
17% of the UAE’s children, being overweight, J&J 
launched a Juvenile obesity and healthy lifestyle program 
at its regional headquarters of the UAE. In partnership 
with the Emirates Diabetes Society and the UAE Ministry 
of Health and Ministry of Education the partnership has 
established a Juvenile Diabetes Education Center that 
works to train diabetes educator nurses, while serving 
the needs of children with diabetes, their parents and 
school teaching staff. The future diabetes educators will 
offer patient and family support. A key role of the nurses 
will be to explain to the patient and family the required 
lifestyle and treatment options, diet management, and 
exercise regimes, as well as monitoring progress to the 
point where the patient and the family feel comfortable 
and confident to manage independently whilst 
maintaining regular medical checks.    

Another, more regionally focused initiative driven by J&J 
through its Johnson & Johnson Corporate Citizenship 
Trust- Middle East branch (JJCCT), is the Middle East 
Healthcare Leadership Program (MEHLP). Here JJCCT has 
partnered with INSEAD and the UAE Ministry of Health to 
develop a program that addresses the skill gaps of 
healthcare leaders in the region. Through its local 
research J&J found that the lack of capacity and efficiency 
in managing healthcare is the issue that regional policy 
makers feel a need to address. The program is unique in 
its pan Arab scope and has already engaged the 
involvement of representatives from Lebanon, the UAE, 
Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Oman, Iraq and Qatar. 
Graduates to date represent both the public and private 
sector and include senior representatives from the 
Executive Council of the GCC Ministers of Health as well 
as Undersecretaries from the Ministries of Health of the 
UAE and Oman. The program is designed to equip its 
participants with concepts, tools, techniques and 
strategies to play significant leadership roles in a rapidly 
changing and challenging healthcare environment.  

Worker rights 
Countries in the Arab world, particularly the GCC region, 
have been developing at an astounding pace over the last 
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decade. The corresponding construction boom (recently 
stalled in response to the new global economic climate) 
relied heavily on the import of cheap, migrant workers 
from some of the poorer countries in Asia (India, 
Pakistan, Sri Lanka and the Philippines predominantly). 
The influx of these workers to the region, and the drive 
for such rapid development, together pushed issues such 
as human rights, standards, and transparency of 
employee health and safety to the forefront of the CSR 
agenda. 

‘Countries such as the UAE, Kuwait 
and Saudi Arabia have been widely 
criticised for their poor standards 
of worker health and safety’ 

 

Worker health and safety is becoming more stringent in 
the Middle East. This is likely to be in response to the 
increased pressure mounted by international media and 
public issue groups (such as Human Rights Watch), as 
well as an outcome of high level debates at pan Arab 
conferences, and supported by an overall increase in 
regional media coverage on the subject. Countries such 
as the UAE, Kuwait and Saudi Arabia have been widely 
criticised for their poor standards of worker health and 
safety in the past. There is evidence however that they 
are trying to tackle this problem, as demonstrated by the 
promotion of federal level legislation in the UAE designed 
to resolve issues such as poor housing conditions and 
increased access to health care for migrant workers. A 
midday ban has been introduced upon outside workers 
during the hot months of July and August, initiated to 
prevent heat exhaustion and accidents. In this instance 
heavy enforcement and strict financial penalties have 
meant that most companies observe the mandatory 
break. Yet, despite the efforts of regional governments, 
challenges continue to persist. A recent report by 
international NGO Human Rights Watch, published in 
May 2009, asserts that health authorities in Dubai stated 
that 40% of the Emirate’s 1,033 labour camps still 
violated minimum health and fire safety standards. 

‘…health authorities in Dubai 
stated that 40% of the Emirate’s 
1,033 labour camps still violated 
minimum health and fire safety 
standards.’ 

 

Generally, health and safety standards adopted by 
companies in the region tend to be motivated by legal 
compliance. As such, worker related accidents are often a 
direct result of poor management, which is compounded 
by the fact that many workers themselves often lack 
basic experience, skills and training. However, through 
increasing corporate dialogue, on issues of transparency 

and handling of health and safety in the workplace, 
resulting from the prevalence of related conferences and 
publications in the region, this situation may well change. 
Avenues such as that offered by international 
membership based organisation the IOSH, (Institution of 
Occupational Safety and Health) which has launched a 
virtual branch in order to address legal complications 
surrounding health and safety in the Arab world are 
being used to raise awareness of the role of practitioners 
and of health and safety in general. This is resulting in a 
growing awareness of the important financial 
implications of running robust health and safety policies 
in organisations. For instance, economic benefits of such 
policies can be translated into the prevention of fewer 
man hours lost to accidents; reduced disruption caused 
to routine work as a result of incident induced 
investigations; reduced insurance premiums; and 
increased consistency in the quality of work produced 
(thus saving wasted man hours and material in redoing 
substandard work). More needs to be done by 
corporations in this area, particularly those working on 
large construction projects where there is a tendency to 
off load direct responsibility for such matters to 
contractors and sub-contractors alike. 

Environmental sustainability  
Parts of the Middle East are hot and arid lands. 
Environmental challenges such as water scarcity and 
efficiency, and increased pressure on energy 
consumption, are critical to the existence of its 
population and sustained business community. However 
the Middle East has never faced a major environmental 
movement such as that experienced by the West, and as 
such, environmental awareness and concern, particularly 
in view of the lack of environmental pressure groups in 
the region, is limited at best. Add to this the fact that 
much of the Arab world is highly consumer orientated 
and it becomes apparent that this modern consumer 
culture prevalent in the Middle East, or at least the GCC, 
is coming at a huge cost to the environment. The UAE for 
instance is said to have one of the highest per capita 
levels of resource consumption and ecological footprints 
in the world.  

Business led solutions to this issue tend to have 
gravitated around a range of basic initiatives, 
predominately recycling, clean-up days, environmental 
management systems, and internal green offices and 
green teams. Perhaps these have been seen as quick and 
easy wins by corporations that are increasingly feeling 
the pressure to demonstrate some kind of practice in the 
area of sustainability. However, the environmental 
imperative is emerging and phenomenon’s such as that 
experienced by the increasing trend for green buildings 
are really beginning to take off in the region. 
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The construction boom facing the GCC region, presented 
the Middle East with a unique opportunity. With a blank 
canvass on which it has been building iconic structures 
such as the world’s tallest tower (Burj Dubai), 
governments in the region have come to recognise the 
potential to position the Arab world as a global leader in 
the modern era of green buildings and green technology. 
Outlined as priority issues in both the Dubai Strategic 
Plan 2015 and Abu Dhabi’s Plan for 2030 (which calls for 
a clear course for sustainability for any new development 
in the Emirate) the UAE, for instance, is working on 
numerous environmental initiatives to tackle regional 
challenges such as low levels of environmental 
awareness, increased pollution, extreme consumerism, 
inefficient energy and water consumption and climate 
change. Dubai recently announced green buildings 
legislation and launched the formation of the Emirates 
Green Building Council, whilst Abu Dhabi went a step 
further with the Masdar initiative, and in publishing a 
draft of its much anticipated new buildings rating system, 
Estidama.  

‘…governments in the region have 
come to recognise the potential to 
position the Arab world as a global 
leader in the modern era of green 
buildings and green technology.’ 

 

Through the inception of Masdar, Abu Dhabi hopes to 
nurture a global hub for Cleantech education, research, 
development and production; to partner with 
international leaders and innovative companies in the 
Cleantech industry; to diversify away from its traditional 
oil based economy with a focus on renewable energies; 
to develop the world’s most sustainable city that 
incorporates the highest quality of life with the lowest 
environmental footprint. Masdar City intends to pioneer 
sustainable green building practices with the aim of 
achieving zero-carbon emissions, zero waste and being 
powered entirely by renewable energy sources. Other 
significant developments in the Arab world include the 
world’s first integrated large-scale wind turbines into a 
commercial development, as demonstrated by the 
Bahrain World Trade Centre. These large scale initiatives, 
which have been supported by further developments 
such as the recent certification of the first Platinum 
certified LEED building in the Middle East by Pacific 
Controls (it uses solar energy for air-conditioning, lighting 
and 80% of its energy requirements), are a symbolic of 
the Middle East’s increasingly serious intentions to 
consider and support alternative energy.  

However, although a huge sustainability related 
challenge facing the region, with pressing issues such as 
water scarcity, (a matter that has huge implications for a 
region that is prone to drought, largely composed of 
desert and arid lands, and that uses highly intensive 
processes such as desalination to produce much of its 
water), climate change, impact to the ecological health 

etc environmental sustainability is yet to be prioritised as 
a major issue in many Arab states. This is highlighted 
through instances such as the lack of exploration within 
the region for Clean Development Mechanisms (CDMs), 
for which the Middle East is eligible under Kyoto. In fact, 
it still remains acceptable for companies to contribute to 
this agenda by conducting one off ‘clean up’ days, or by 
introducing elements of a ‘greener office’. Overall the 
level of environmental awareness in the region is 
growing, but its priority focus varies dramatically from 
country to country. Education is paramount in furthering 
this priority issue in the Middle East. As Ralph Thrum, at 
the launch of Aramex’s first sustainability report, said 
“there is no such thing as a sustainable company in an 
unsustainable world”, a concept that is still to hit home 
to many regional firms today. 

‘…environmental sustainability is 
yet to be prioritised as a major 
issue in many Arab states. This is 
highlighted through instances such 
as the lack of exploration within 
the region for Clean Development 
Mechanisms, for which the Middle 
East is eligible under Kyoto.’ 

 

Taking a look at emerging trends 

A strengthening of the agenda across the region  
The concept of sustainability itself is an evolving regional 
trend. Access to data and practical examples to support 
the business case are still limited. The first CSR 
conferences to take place in the Middle East were hosted 
by the UAE and Kuwait in 2004. Since then they have 
appeared in countries such as Qatar, Bahrain and 
Lebanon. In 2005, Al Urdun Al Jadid Research Centre 
(UJRC) and the Mediterranean Development Forum, with 
the help of regional organisations, assimilated country 
case studies on CSR from the Middle East. This was the 
first pan regional CSR benchmarking exercise. Since then 
research in this field has been supported by the programs 
directed by national bodies, e.g. the Dubai Chamber, and 
Hawkamah to name a few. In addition to conferences 
and reports, the Middle East is keen on recognition 
through awards. In 2008 the ‘CSR Arabia Award’ and the 
‘CSR Award Scheme’ were launched by the Emirates 
Environmental Group and IIR respectively. Additionally, 
many pre-existing awards have grown to include 
sustainability criteria in their processes. For instance, in 
Saudi Arabia, the Responsible Competitiveness Initiative, 
linked with the King Khalid Award for Responsible 
Competitiveness, now measures national companies on 
several indicators of social responsibility.  

Strengthening systems of corporate governance 
Regionally economies are opening up, and issues of 
transparency and accountability are being encouraged. 
Awareness of the concept of corporate governance is 
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growing, though its development and origins remain 
different from the West and there remains a lack of 
understanding of its connection with CSR. Companies 
that are aware of corporate governance matters tend to 
be those reacting to, and complying with, new listing 
requirements (e.g. by Abu Dhabi Securities Market, 
Nasdaq Dubai, Dubai Financial Market, Tehran Stock 
Exchange etc). Few firms are actually taking the initiative 
and looking to understand the benefits themselves. In 
comparison to mature international markets, the Middle 
East has only really begun to develop its financial systems 
regulations, reporting and bankruptcy laws. 
Consequently, reports and conferences on this subject 
are prevalent and tend to address prominent regional 
challenges, e.g. the role of corporate governance for 
family and state owned enterprises. Particularly 
noteworthy here is the work of the Hawkamah Institute 
for Corporate Governance which has published reports, 
facilitated conferences and established awards to drive 
the agenda across the region. 

Embarking on the reporting journey 
Overall the Arab world is fairly new to the concept of 
corporate reporting, financial and non-financial. The first 
stand-alone sustainability reports were published in the 
GCC in 2007. Previously examples were restricted to 
Health, Safety and Environment (HSE) reports for 
companies operating in high risk sectors (e.g. ADNOC, 
from the oil extraction industry), or some inclusion of 
sustainability issues in annual reports or on corporate 
websites. Multinational enterprises with subsidiaries in 
the Gulf tended to document their local sustainability 
activity in their global reports. In general, regional reports 
are at the commitment stage of the journey, with 
examples originating from Aramex in Jordan, Jumeirah in 
the UAE, and Burgan Bank in Kuwait. Little comparable 
data, on issues of materiality or evidence of strategic 
alignment and stakeholder engagement, exists. However, 
prior to the economic downturn, this was set to change, 
with numerous companies expected to publish reports. In 
fact, 2008 saw the foundation of two groups set up to 
push the sustainability management and reporting 
agenda in the region. The Arab Leaders Sustainability 
Group, which spans 5 countries across the Middle East, 
was established by Her Highness Queen Rania of Jordan, 
and the Abu Dhabi Sustainability Group, launched by the 
Environment Agency-Abu Dhabi. To support this trend, a 
number of sustainability reporting events have been 
held, such as that hosted by the Dubai Chamber in 
collaboration with the Global Reporting Initiative. 

 

Where to go from here? 

As the more mature markets in the Middle East embark 
on the sustainability journey only time will tell what 
shape the region’s definition will take. One thing is for 
sure, it is not for the West to impose its definition on 
others. A cut and paste approach to sustainability will 
simply not work in this unique environment. Although 
the region should by no means attempt to reinvent the 
wheel it must ensure that it compliments local culture 
and traditions and operates in a manner that will indeed 

help companies and society in the region to develop in a 
simultaneously sustainable manner. At the moment a 
regional model is evolving and it is heavily focused on 
religion, social giving, legal compliance and eco-
efficiency. There is still a need to link the mitigation of 
risk and the optimisation of strategic business 
opportunities to this model. It is likely this will happen, 
but, as with the rest of the world, it will take time to walk 
its own path. This journey has begun in some countries 
and already companies (predominately large state and 
family owned entities) and organisations are co-operating 
to assist in driving froth the concept across the region. 
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Sustainability Advisory Group is an international alliance 
of sustainability strategists and specialists. Our network 
based business model enables us to design teams that 
respond to our clients’ diverse needs. For more 
information see www.sustainabilityadvisory.net  or email 
info@sustainabilityadvisory.net . 

 

Abbe Le Pelley: Senior Associate, Sustainability Advisory 
Group Email: abbe@sustainabilityadvisory.net 

 
Abbe has a decade of professional 
experience in corporate social 
responsibility (CSR), socially 
responsible investment (SRI) and 
corporate communications. 
 
Before joining SA Group, Abbe helped 
to found the Centre for Responsible 

Business (CRB) at the Dubai Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry. As Manager of CRB, the first CSR-focused 
organisation in the UAE, Abbe’s work focused on raising 
the profile of CSR in Dubai and delivering value to 
Chamber members in the core function areas of research, 
consulting, training and programmes. 

Abbe previously worked as a Public Issues Manager for 
Barclays Plc and a SRI Analyst for Jupiter Asset 
Management. Here she specialised in business ethics, 
reputational risk, public interest issues, sustainability 
related policies and standards, reporting and 
communications, and managing stakeholder dialogue, as 
she worked in-house to develop and embed these 
systems and externally to assess them.  
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