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- Mr. John Cleland, President of the International Union for the
Scientific Study of Population,

- Ms. Obaid, Executive Director of UNFPA

- Ladies and Gentlemen, participants and contributors to this
conference

Thank you for inviting me to address your conference today. | am honored
and profoundly grateful for the opportunity to interact with such a
community of accomplished scholars and policy makers.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

In my remarks today, | will be focusing on Arab States. But before | provide
an assessment of their successes and failures in improving human welfare, |
would like to start with some observations on the difficulties associated with
measuring development in general, and human development in particular.
Such attempts are often faced with three inter-linked constraints:

First: we are not always able to find a non controversial, all encompassing
measure of what we seek. The foremost concern of human development is
people, and its ultimate objective is for them to lead meaningful, productive,
safe and dignified lives. We sure can measure how healthy or wealthy
people are, but can we agree on how to measure human dignity?

Second: in the absence of an accurate measure of human development, we
understandably opt for proxy indicators; but these indicators often fail to
capture the richness and breadth of the concept. The best measure we have
so far is the Human Development Index developed by the United Nations
Development Program (UNDP). It is a composite index of education, health
and income indicators. Though superior to any of its individual components,
the index still tells us very little about human development’s most important
dimension: Freedom. Human development is about enlarging peoples’
choices in all endeavors of life: economic, political, social and cultural. A
high HDI tells us that a country has succeeded in expanding its people’s
capabilities to make sound choices. But it fails to inform us if it is
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simultaneously providing them with the opportunities and the freedoms
needed to exercise such choices. The HDI, is still the best indicator we have.
But, alone, it is not enough.

Thirdly, realizing that human development is difficult to reach and more
difficult to measure, we tend to set for ourselves easier to achieve sectoral
and macro targets as stepping stones towards our desired world.

But with time, our interim targets may become our ultimate goal. Economic
growth will be celebrated even when it fails to translate into better lives
because it is jobless, voiceless or futureless. And achieving demographic
targets for the country will be hailed even when its poor lose more years of
their shorter lives to disability or disease. Despite such shortcomings, these
interim targets remain indispensible for our development efforts. We just
need to focus more on the quality of what we achieve not just its quantity.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

According to the Human Development Index, seven Arab countries fall in
the high human development category. Not surprisingly, they are the major
oil exporters. The rest, except for Iraq and Somalia which could not be
classified, are in the medium human development group.

International statistical tables show many successes for Arab States.
Demographers may be pleased with the progress they’ve made over the past
thirty years. Fertility rates have declined significantly from 6.7 to 3.6 births
per woman. Not yet 2 as many of you would advocate, but the trend and
slope are sure headed in the right direction. Accordingly, the dependency
ratio improved and population growth rates dropped from 2.6% to 1.9%.

Arabs have also scored well in extending life and combating disease.
Whereas an average Arab lived just about 50 years in the mid seventies, he
or she can now expect to live over 67 years. Infant mortality was slashed by
two-thirds over the last thirty years; and under five mortality rates dropped
by over 70%. Arabs are doing better than the average developing country on
many of the MDGs, including child immunization and access to improved
sanitation and safe water.

They have the second lowest ratio of undernourished children, and the
lowest recorded homicide and assault rate in the whole world.
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Most Arab countries have also made good progress in building the
capabilities of their people. Illiteracy, though still high at 30%, has dropped
by a full ten percentage points in a matter of a decade. Net primary
enrolment has increased to 83%, and net secondary enrolment to 59%
surpassing the average for developing countries.

So, Arabs must be on the right track. Numbers don’t lie we’re told. True; but
these numbers do not tell the whole story. How satisfied should a woman in
Darfur be with the 10 year increase in her life expectancy when she is
forcibly displaced, or raped? And how comforting should the low rate of
conventional crime be to the hundreds of thousands who lost their lives to
the machine guns of occupiers or explosive devices of terrorists? And should
we celebrate the pollution free shores of Mogadishu when we know that
such an environmental miracle was made possible only by a two-decade
civil war that razed industry and forced hundreds of thousands to flee those
shores?

The successes | elaborated on, are somewhat undermined by failings in other
fields. Even before the financial crises hit us, unemployment at 15% was
much higher than the world average of 6.3%. Economic structures are weak
as regional economies continue to depend on natural resources. In fact, Arab
countries are now less industrialized than four decades ago. And despite oil
booms, the real growth rate in per capita income averaged only 0.7% over
the past 30 years, less than one-third that for developing countries.

Arab states have also recorded little success in the field of human security as
threats to peoples’ lives, livelihoods and dignity continue unabated.

The Arab world is probably the only region on this globe still afflicted by
the ailments of the previous century. As we folded those calamitous hundred
years behind us, we thought that we saw the end of despotism, foreign
occupations, racial segregation, and the marginalization of women and
minorities. We were mistaken.

The successive waves of democratization that changed most of the
developing world in the 80s and 90s of the last century, stumbled on Arab
shores.

In most Arab states, the stifling of freedoms particularly the freedom of
expression and association intensifies threats to human security. Respect for
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human rights is at best selective, and the right to life itself is often violated
by the authorities and increasingly by violent extremist groups. People’s
participation in decisions affecting their lives is limited and the peaceful
alternation of power is still a distant dream. Political activists, particularly
those struggling for good governance live in constant fear for their lives and
livelihoods. Images of dead bodies with severed fingers haunt journalists
whenever they contemplate comments criticizing authority. In such an
atmosphere of intimidation, higher incomes and longer lives lose much of
their meaning.

Average development indicators can also be misleading when development
fails to reach all social groups in a society. Despite worthy initiatives to
advance the status of women, like Morocco’s new personal status code,
women in the region remain unequal to men in citizenship rights and
political and economic participation.

Human development and security in the region continues to be hampered by
foreign occupations and violent conflicts that deprive people of their
freedoms, and human security. Under Israeli occupation, Palestinians
continue to suffer from what Avhaham Burg, the former speaker of the
Israeli Knesset describes as “expropriations, injustice in the military courts,
abuse, roadblocks, food shortages, and worst of all, contempt for Arab life”.
Only in the occupied Palestinian territories does one see remnants of the
much condemned segregation of the last century as the Israeli occupying
authorities build infrastructure such as roads for the exclusive use of Jewish
settlers—roads that no Christian or Moslem Palestinian can use or tread.
Israeli civilians have also had their share of suffering physically and
emotionally as the occupation engulfed the region in a cycle of violence and
counter violence.

Civil wars and ethnic and sectarian strifes have also exacted a heavy toll on
the peoples of Somalia, Sudan, Irag and Yemen among others. Some point
fingers at regional and global powers for exploiting stress points in the
region’s mosaic. And they do. But one cannot ignore the effect of flawed
systems of governance that marginalize minorities and deprive majorities of
their rights, on eroding the concept of citizenship and pushing people to
bunker behind the tribe or sect.

As a result of occupations and civil strife, 47% of today’s 16 million global
refugees are Arabs. Over half of them, are the 4.5 million Palestinians driven
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out of their homes in 1948 when Israel was established, while the others,
mainly Iragis, are victims of more recent conflicts. This is not counting the
close to ten million internally displaced people in countries like Sudan,
Somalia, Irag, and Yemen. Both refugees and IDPs endure the most
humiliating of life experiences as they lose homes, roots, livelihoods, and
sometimes life itself.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Wars will end some day. Refugees and IDPs will go back to their homes.
But wars and injustices when not properly addressed cause cultural, social,
and attitudinal mutations that will take generations to remedy. President
Kennedy once warned us that when “wrongs are inflicted ... and there are no
remedies at law, the only remedy becomes the street”. Palestinians under
Israeli occupation for over forty years are pushed to hopelessness, as global
governance bodies fail to uphold international legitimacy that does not allow
the acquisition of territories by force, and forbids an occupying power from
settling its population in the occupied lands. Elsewhere in the region, as
peoples rights continue to be violated by invaders from the outside and
dictators from the inside, and with the absence of peaceful channels to
address festering grievances, extremism strikes roots. And this becomes a
major threat to human security in the region and beyond.

September eleven witnessed one of the most heinous crimes against
civilians. But terror did not stop there. Many other September elevens
rocked Arab and European capitals from Madrid and London, to Riyadh,
Amman and Casablanca. Violent extremists, not only threaten the lives of
people and their security, they derail any move towards inclusive democracy
in Arab states. With their “believers versus infidels” motto, they seek to
reverse the clock on reform and modernization at home and trigger a war of
civilizations with the rest of the world.

Yet Arabs and Muslims have no monopoly over violent extremism. Rabbi
Ovadia Yosef, former Sephardi chief Rabbi of Israel wasn’t better when he
blamed hurricane Katrina’s victims for their suffering. “Over there, there are
negros. Do Negros study the Torah?” he commented. “Let’s give them a
tsunami, sink them.” And Rabbi Chen who comforted Israeli soldiers before
their assault on Gaza that theirs was a battle between “the children of light
and the children of darkness” is not exactly at odds with Bin Laden’s
“believers versus infidels” worldview. Christian right fanatics yearning for
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an actual Armageddon are not a boon to peace, scientific progress or even
the environment.

We must admit that violent extremism has become a threat to humanity at
large. Combating it and draining the poisonous wells from which it feeds
should hence become a top priority for all. A first step in that direction is for
each of us to see and address fanaticism within our own societies. So far
most of us manage to see only the extremist other.

We can prevail over extremism when we become willing to acknowledge
our own ills and fight our own demons. And we must prevail over
extremism because the well being of humanity depends on it.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

In this conference you will be debating subjects ranging from the traditional
and typical, to the new and groundbreaking. Many will be pinning their
hopes on your deliberations and intellectual contributions to gain a better
understanding of challenges facing our populations, and to chart the way
forward. But for some regions like ours, our work as population experts or
development specialists, though essential, will remain insufficient for the
fulfillment of our agreed and overriding goal to improve human welfare and
promote sustainable development. To attain the security we deserve, and
enjoy the meaningful life we all aspire for, we must also win the battle
against injustice, violence, and oppression, which continue to threaten lives,
rights and human dignity.

Thank you.
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