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Abstract

The Middle East and North Africa is one of the regions that will be affected the
most by climate change, extreme weather events, exacerbating the chronic
water scarcity that it suffers from and current dependency on fossil fuels.
Climate change impacts are already witnessed in many countries, especially
those experiencing conflicts. At the same time the decades-long austerity
policies in the region are not only fuelling inequalities but also make it virtually
impossible for the countries in the region to spend on climate. The climate
threats driven by the richest people, corporations, and rentier economies are
existential to the region. Meanwhile, people living in poverty, marginalized
communities vulnerable to climate change and those living in conflict-settings
are the ones impacted the hardest. Women and girls, refugees and other groups
experiencing discrimination, are particularly at disadvantage to current austerity
policies and the consequences of climate change. The consequences are felt in
all parts of the region and by most people, yet only the richest people have the
wealth and the power and influence to adapt from the consequences of climate
breakdown. Austerity policies are exacerbating the climate crisis, and the only
way to address the climate breakdown is through taxing the wealthy and their
polluting consumptions and massively invest in public services and climate
mitigation, adaptation and transition.
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Cover photo: Jordan is one of the most water-scarce countries in the world, making it vulnerable to cli-
mate change. These days the Wala dam, that provides water to the region and Amman (Jordan’s capital) is
at 4% of its total water capacity. The dry landscape around it is testimony of the lack of water. On the land
surface of the dam, cracks have appeared where there used to be water. The people in the area hope
some rain will come soon, they know that even if it rains for days, it won’t be enough, but at this point any
rain is welcome.

Photo credit: Madaba Governorate, Jordan. (c) Paula Gonzalez / Oxfam
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Summary

Inequality kills. It suffocates communities. This is because inequality precipitates climate
breakdown as the wealthiest countries and individuals drive up emissions, without restraint,
through their polluting consumption and investments. The Middle East and North Africa
(MENA) region stands at the crux of two interlinked and inseparable crises: skyrocketing
inequality and climate breakdown. The region faces extreme climate vulnerabilities,
including record-breaking heat waves, droughts, desertification, and worsening food
insecurity. Governments in the region have long attempted to address these vulnerabilities
through technological solutions instead of attacking the root causes of the climate crisis.
They have been wedded to economic systems and policies rooted in neoliberalism and
austerity that only serve the few. This has enabled the region’s super-rich to pollute and
concentrate income, wealth and power.

MENA is already one of the hottest, most water-scarce regions on Earth, with temperatures
rising 1.5°C over the past 30 years. Projections estimate 3.4 million heat-related deaths by
2041, and 83% of the current population grapples with water scarcity and extreme disparities
in access.

The richest in MENA produce a shockingly disproportionate share of consumption-based
emissions with their massive superyachts and private jets. As of 2022, the richest 10% are
responsible for 60% of emissions, while the poorest 50% of the region contributes only 10%.
The wealthiest in MENA disproportionately contribute to climate change while insulating
themselves from its consequences.

These emissions disparities are driven by the staggering economic inequalities in the region.
During the pandemic, MENA's billionaires accumulated more wealth than during the
preceding decade. MENA billionaires increased their wealth by 65 percent from US$54.2bn
to USS89.5bn in 2024, Even before the pandemic, MENA had seen the inequality gap widen.
Half of the total income went to the richest 10%, while the bottom half only received 11%.

Fossil fuel extraction and export, particularly in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
countries, also magnify how wealth concentrated among a few, exacerbates poverty, socio-
economic inequality and environmental degradation. In Bahrain and Saudi Arabia, the richest
1% contribute 24% and 23% of total emissions in 2022, respectively, while poorer nations,
despite their low emissions, suffer the worst climate impacts.

The pattern for big-emitting countries is the same as for individuals—the richest 0.1%
emitted 437.5 times more per capita than the bottom 50% in 1999, a disparity that grew to
465 times by 2022. The richest 0.1% (496,000 people) emit as much as the poorest 50%
(248 million people). The per capita emissions of the richest 0.1% in MENA is equivalent to
driving around the planet about 56 times in 2022.

The well-worn trope is true: the countries and individuals who contribute the least, suffer the
most.

We are not all in the same boat. The super-rich drive climate destruction and shield
themselves while the rest endure its consequences. Vulnerable communities—including
women, refugees, and low-income workers—lack the resources to adapt. Women and girls in
the region are set to suffer the most. The rising temperatures, drought and intensifying water

Not Everyone Is in the Same Boat: Climate change and inequality in the Middle East and North Africa



scarcity will heavily impact the agricultural sector as around 50% of its workforce is
composed of women. Furthermore, water scarcity will likely force girls to drop out of school
as their unpaid work will increase due to requiring more time to collect water.? This
increases their exposure to water scarcity, food insecurity, and displacement. This comes in
the context of underfunded public services and the absence of public climate investments,
which leave intact the underlying economic systems perpetrating the breakdown.

Climate justice demands accountability for both economic and non-economic losses,
including cultural displacement and environmental degradation. However, decades of
austerity have weakened public institutions, encouraged privatization, and increased
economic inequality. The ultra-rich, often in government positions or capturing the state,
resist redistribution efforts.?

The region needs inequality-busting policies that focus on redistribution, progressive
taxation, and massive investments in public services. Bringing about a just, green transition
requires significant public investment in infrastructure and services. The region needs at
least USS570bn for climate adaptation and mitigation.

However, austerity policies that have formed the region’s economic landscape for decades
have reduced public spending on efforts to mitigate the climate crisis. Many countries in the
region are not able to commit sufficient resources for social spending and infrastructure,
and climate change will only exacerbate the need for strengthened health, water, energy and
public sectors.

The solution to this lies in making those most responsible for climate breakdown pay. They
are also most able to afford to do so. The richest 1% in MENA hold 48% of financial wealth,
but tax evasion, exemptions and privileges for the rich drain public funds needed for climate
action.

While it is important to recognize the historical and current responsibility of rich countries in
the Global North for the ongoing climate crisis and the need for them to pay their climate
debt, it is also imperative to recognize and expose the responsibility of the wealthiest
individuals within countries, in exacerbating the climate calamity and burning through the
region and the planet with their polluting investments and unsustainable lifestyles and
consumption patterns.

To prevent further climate breakdown, governments in MENA, international institutions, and
Global North nations must take transformative action. A reversal of austerity policies and
bold climate policies are essential for a just transition.

Governments in the region must:

Curb the Emissions of the Richest

« Develop and enforce ambitious national climate plans aligned with the Paris Agreement,
including phasing out fossil fuels and supporting low- and middle-income households.

« Tax the income and wealth on the richest 1% to curb excessive emissions and economic
inequality.

« Charge an additional higher rate of tax on wealth and (individual and corporate) income
from polluting investments to specifically target carbon pollution.

« Ban or heavily tax luxury carbon-intensive items such as private jets, superyachts, SUVs,
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and frequent air travel, with punitive taxes of 90% or more.

End Austerity and Instead Invest in Climate and Social Equity

Governments, supported by international financial institutions, must abandon austerity
and increase investment in public services and climate action.

Ensure free, universal, high-quality public services, including gender-transformative social
protection accessible to all, including migrants and refugees. Simultaneously, public
services policies must emphasize climate mitigation, adaptation, redistribution and
participation.

Invest in clean water, electricity, and sustainable public transportation to reduce reliance
on polluting private transport.

Set and implement economic inequality reduction targets, ensuring the richest 10% earn
no more than the bottom 40%.

Regional solidarity and cooperation are needed:

Redirect Bilateral Climate Finance: GCC countries, including Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the
UAE, should shift their financial priorities away from investments in land-grabbing and
polluting activities. Instead, they should allocate resources to renewable energy with
access to energy for poor communities, adaptation efforts within the MENA region and
the provision of substantial investment in a just energy transition for the other countries
in the region.

Enhance Technology and Knowledge Transfer: GCC countries, and those receiving
significant climate finance, should lead in sharing technological expertise and best
practice.

Support the Fund for responding to Loss and Damage: Wealthy countries in the region
need to champion the Loss and Damage Fund and make significant contributions.

Rich Countries Must Pay Their Climate Debt

They must compensate for the harm they have caused to countries in the Global South,
including MENA, for their historical and current pollution. Furthermore, they need to
cancel the debt owed by countries in the region and substantially increase their support
for climate action through grants and not by saddling nations with debt.

Rich historical polluting countries are responsible for limiting the global temperature
increase to below 1.5 as per the Paris Agreement. They need to phase out fossil fuels
faster than others in a way that is fair and just and phase in renewable energy. The
current economic model is creating more energy and resource inequality so countries
with energy scarcity must be supported by those who are exploiting their resources.
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Notes

1 Calculations based on the Forbes billionaires list of 2023 and 2024

2 Moneer, Z. 2024. Women and climate change in MENA: Turning adversity into opportunity. Middle East Institute.
https://www.mei.edu/publications/women-and-climate-change-mena-turning-adversity-opportunity

3 Kallas, D. 2021. The magic potion of austerity and poverty alleviation: Narratives of political capture and inequality in the
Middle East and North Africa. Oxfam. https://www.oxfam.org/en/research/magic-potion-austerity-and-poverty-alleviation
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Oxfam is a global movement of people who are fighting inequality to end poverty
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for themselves, grow resilience and protect lives and livelihoods also in times of
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