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Abstract

Implementing the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) unarguably demands huge financial investments. However, the United Nations has acknowledged the huge financial gap militating against the implementation of the SDGs worldwide, leading experts to question the possibility of complete implementation of the goals by their terminal dateline of 2030. While the bulk of the finance currently outlaid on the SDGs comes from traditional sources including foreign direct investments (FDIs), there is the need to focus more attention on developing and exploiting impact investments that are more suitable for financing development programmes and projects. In this chapter, the SDG implementation profiles of the 12 Arab West Asia countries concerning the five most targeted SDGs were evaluated and sustainable finance issues were discussed. Secondary data were retrieved from World Bank's DataBank. The data were descriptively analyzed. Based on the profiles generated, debt relief is put forward as a possible impact investment mechanism suitable for funding the SDGs. Specifically, this chapter recommends that outright cancellation of debts based on the debt-for-SGD swap could serve as some of the impact investments needed to boost the global drive for a developed, peaceful, and just world.

Keywords: Sustainable finance; sustainable development goals; Arab West Asia; financial sustainability; economic development



1. Introduction

Sustainability promotes a simple principle: Satisfy the material needs of the present generation without jeopardizing the chances of coming generations to do the same (United Nations, 1987). Demand for resources to meet societal needs increases with the level of affluence attained by the society as well as its population size, with the latter accounting for the largest increase in global resource exploitation. Every ounce of resource extracted from the earth and used in the provision of goods and services leaves behind several footprints, which have economic, environmental, and social consequences (Liang et al., 2018). Researchers across a multitude of disciplines have grappled with understanding the economic, environmental, and social consequences of humanity's resource footprints (popularly known as the triple bottom line [TBL] of sustainability). In this regard, researchers focus on the interactions among the TBL with special emphasis on their impact on labor practices and natural resource utilization.

The global economy arguably operates on the wheels of exploitation: exploiting people and exploiting the planet Boyd (2022). The human labor employed by corporations and businesses is over-tasked and underpaid (Ahmed et al., 2022), and most of them are excluded from access to finance that would have ensured their equitable participation (Bashir & Qureshi, 2022; Milivojevic et al., 2020; Rai et al., 2019). Also, human activities leave behind costly carbon footprints and environmental degradation (Murshed, 2022; Saqib, 2022), thereby contributing to the current climate change crisis (Zhang et al., 2022). The trend is found in all sectors of the global economy, which makes development not only unsustainable in the long run but also socially unjust and contrary to the globally espoused human rights. Widespread uncertainty concerning stakeholders' financial commitment further compounds matters (Hunjra, Azam, & Al-Faryan, 2022). The need to act to pre-empt catastrophic consequences was clear.

Following decades of activities on addressing the deleterious effects of human and economic activities on the natural environment and human well-being, the United Nations on September 25, 2015 resolved on a development framework of 17 goals consisting of 169 indicators geared toward creating a developed, peaceful, and prosperous world by 2030 (United Nations, 2015). The goals came to be known as SDGs. The number of SDG indicators has been evolving and currently stands at 248, 231 of which are unique, 13 being repeated under three different goals (United Nations, 2022b). Since the debt of the SDG Agenda in 2015, scholars have researched its implementations across the signatory nations and from various perspectives. Several recent reviews (Aly et al., 2022; Bashir & Qureshi, 2022; Clemente-Suárez et al., 2022; Decouttere et al., 2021; Yeh et al., 2022) have shown mixed results, with most scholars agreeing that the 2030 Agenda may not be fulfilled as envisaged. However, the achievement profiles differed considerably across regions and countries, with regions populated by high-income countries (HICs) more likely to achieve more of the 17 SDGs than regions populated by low-income countries (LICs). It is in this regard, and following the cross-regional research example of Hunjra et al. (2023), that the current study attempts to highlight the implementation profiles of the 12 Arab countries in the Western Asia region.

The Western Asia region is home to some of the world's largest oil-producing countries, especially Saudi Arabia and Iraq. However, oil production and utilization impact the environment in many adverse ways (Gossen & Velichkina, 2006; O'Rourke & Connolly, 2003), thereby placing oil-producing countries on the front regarding the SDGs, especially SDG 13 (McCullough & Murfree, 2021). However, the extant literature on how the Western Asia region commit to the achievement of the SDGs come 2030 is not only scanty (Awdeh & Jomaa, 2022; Taghvaee et al., 2022) but also mostly piecemeal on a country-by-country basis (Osman et al., 2021; Sabeeh et al., 2022), and focusing on just one SDG (Alabed et al., 2021; Sileem & Al-Ayouty, 2022). Also, with the possible exception of Moses et al. (2022), most researchers seldom evaluate the issue of SDG implementation profiles at the regional level. This study, therefore, partly addresses this issue by evaluating the country cum regional SDG implementation profile of five of the most targeted SDGs in the context of the Arab West Asia region.

Specifically, the study aims to evaluate SDG achievement against the backdrop of sustainable finance. This is novel as most of the extant literature studied the implementation of SDGs funded through traditional finance, which may not appropriately align with the long-term TBL-informed goals of the 2030 development agenda. Because of the foregoing, the current study highlights the SDG implementation profiles of the 12 Arab countries of Western Asia and the possible finance source that could be exploited in making the final pushes toward meeting the goals in 2030. Specifically, sought to provide answers to the following research question:


	What is the current level of SDG implementation in the 12 Arab countries of Western Asia?

	What new and impactful funding source could the countries exploit in pushing toward meeting the SDGs in 2030?




2. Literature Review

2.1 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)

Moore et al. (2017) synthesized several extant conceptualizations of sustainability and suggest that the term is more appropriately defined as the continuity of some programs or outcomes over some future time horizon that entails consistency in the purpose of stakeholders through maintaining an evolutionary or adaptive attitude to the programs or outcomes. Thus, the 2030 global agenda (known as SDGs) could be seen as exercises in pursuit of sustainability by the global community toward creating environmentally responsible peace and prosperity.

The SDGs are a group of 17 goals (see Fig. 18.1) with global reach crafted to bring about development across the world in terms of global peace, global prosperity, and a safe global environment. In other words, the SDGs are roadmaps for countries to attain sustainable development in the 5Ps area: namely, “People, Planet, Prosperity, Peace and Partnership” (Milivojevic et al., 2020, p. 335). The SDGs were passed in the UN General Assembly in 2015, and are meant to be achieved by the year 2030. Two years after the establishment of the goals in July 2017, a global indicator framework was adopted by the UN General Assembly for measuring the implementation progress of the goals. This framework disaggregates the 17 goals into measurable indicators that countries could use in tracking implementation progress. The indicators have been continuously refined and updated by the Inter-Agency and Expert Group on SDG Indicators (IAEG-SDGs) and approved during the sessions of the UN Statistical Commission. The 53rd Session of September 2022 approved a total of 248 indicators, 231 of which are unique, with 13 being repeated under three different goals (United Nations, 2022b).
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Fig. 18.1.The 17 Sustainable Development Goals. Source: https://sdg.iisd.org/sdgs/.

2.2 Sustainable Finance

Sustainable finance has been described as a contested concept due to the variety of perspectives from which the concept is treated in academic and practitioner literature (Dimmelmeier, 2021). In this chapter, however, the concept is defined based on the TBL approach to sustainability. Accordingly, sustainable finance is taken to mean development investments that factor in considerations for profit, planet, and people. Sustainable finance entails investments that support green economic activities (such as investments in renewable resources), mitigate the adverse impacts of climate change, and attenuates negative consequences on health and the environment (Rodriguez-Rojas et al., 2022). It is a development finance paradigm that seeks to attain a balanced interplay among economic, social, and environmental factors in the processes of investing and lending achieved through trade-offs between sustainable goals (Schoenmaker & Schramade, 2019). This is consistent with Schoenmaker's (2017) model of sustainable finance which envisaged investment decisions that balance the concerns of the triple stakeholder groups (economy, society, and the environment): profit maximization and economic growth, societal well-being and quality of life, and resource conservation and planet fidelity. Achieving this balance is at the heart of sustainable finance, finance for the common good (Newell, 2022).

There are various sources of funds for financing sustainable development (Mawdsley, 2021; United Nations, 2022c). However, the Spectrum of Capital model theoretically classified the sources into three broad groups, as depicted in Fig. 18.2: traditional sources, responsible investments, and philanthropy (Bridges Fund Management, 2015). The traditional sources are driven by the desire to maximize profit and minimize risks for the fund's owners. Examples of this source include international trade (Barros & Martínez-Zarzoso, 2022), foreign direct investment (FDI) (Awdeh & Jomaa, 2022), cross-border bank loans (Gurara et al., 2020), pension funds and insurance companies (Schoenmaker, 2018b), as well as private sources (Sarker & Cadman, 2022). However, using traditional sources of development financing generally lead to heavy debt burdens and very low development deliverables (Chaudhry & Mittal, 2022; World Bank, 2021). Such undesirable potentialities encourage countries to look for new sources of development finance generally classed as responsible investments (Bridges Fund Management, 2015). Thus, the second group of development finance options, the responsible investments group, is further classified into three sub-groups: merely responsible, sustainable, and impact groups, in the increasing order of their concern for holistic development.
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Fig. 18.2.The Spectrum of Capital as a Framework for Understanding Sustainable Finance. Source: Adapted from Bridges Fund Management (2015, p. 3).

The most cost-effective of the three classes of development finance according to the Spectrum of Capital model is the philanthropy class, such as grants that expect no returns on the financial outlays. Family, corporate, and operating foundations (e.g., Ford Foundation, Rockefeller Foundation, MacArthur Foundation, Flora Hewlett Foundation, David and Lucile Packard Foundation, Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, Citi Foundation, and German Bertelsmann Stiftung) are at the forefront in providing development finance as philanthropic grants. However, the combined resources raised through foundations were estimated at just around 1% of global development (Moran & Stone, 2016, p. 300), which is small indeed, but important. Sustainable investments in Europe, assessed based on the Spectrum of Capital model, reveal that 44% fall under negative screening investments, 12% under ESG integration, 19% under impact financial-first, 1% under impact-first, and only 0.4% under philanthropy impact (Schoenmaker, 2018b, p. 7). This suggests that economic consideration still exerts the greatest impact on investment decisions even regarding SDG financing.



3. Theoretical Framework

Three conceptual frameworks collectively underpin this study. They are the TBL (Elkington, 1994) and Schoenmaker's (2017) sustainable finance model, and Folke et al. (2016) SDG Wedding Cake. Coined by Elkington (1994) in connection with his study on the sustainable corporation where environmental concern serves as a global denominator to all economic, political, and social decisions, the TBL encapsulate three performance metrics (economic, social, and environmental) against which investments should be evaluated (Hunjra, Azam, Bruna, et al., 2022). In the context of development economics, these triple metrics stand for profit, people, and the planet, suggesting the integration of the three imperatives in taking investment decisions. Since then, the concept has been used as a framework for explaining the notion of sustainability and sustainable development at institutional, national, and global levels. For example, Dalibozhko and Krakovetskaya (2018) used it in explaining the three pivots of the SDG framework (see Fig. 18.3a).
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Fig. 18.3.Theoretical Frames: (a) TBL, (b) Sustainable Finance, (c) SDGs/Sustainable Finance Integration.

The TBL concept was also used by Schoenmaker (2017) in developing his sustainable finance model. Schoenmaker (2017) model (see Fig. 18.3b) suggests that concerns of each of the three factors in investment decisions (economic, society, and environment) could be optimized. Thus, the model posits that economic returns and associated risks inherent in each investment decision, driven principally by the profit maximizing motive, should be optimized from the perspective of the economy; that investment decisions always impact the host society and, therefore, such decisions must be optimized society-wise; that the environment is always at the receiving end of economic and societal activities, and thus, investment decisions should equally be optimized a la the environment (Schoenmaker, 2018a). However, such optimization could be achievable only when the disparate and often conflicting concerns of the 3 factor-groups, as it were, were balanced against one another. This balancing requires a sort of synthesis of their concerns such that considerations unique to each of the 3 factor-constituencies are not neglected. Folke et al. (2016) SDG Wedding Cake (see Fig. 18.3c) provides a platform for such integration.

A cursory glance may suggest that most of the 17 SDGs align more with the social (people) than the environmental (planet) and economic (profit) aspects of the TBL sustainable development framework. Elkington (1994) had earlier observed a confluence between the TBL and SDGs which suggests the “integration of environmental thinking into every aspect of social, political, and economic activity” (p. 90). Folke et al. (2016) SDG Wedding Cake seem to integrate the essences of Elkington's (1994) TBL and Schoenmaker's (2017) sustainable finance model, which provides researchers with a reference point concerning which of the 17 SDGs more closely aligns with which of the three elements of sustainability (economy, society, environment) (Schoenmaker, 2018a). According to Folke et al. (2016), SDG 8 (decent work and economic growth), SDG 9 (industry and infrastructure), SDG 10 (reduced inequalities), and SDG 12 (responsible consumption and production) are more about the economy than the other two SDG elements; that SDG 1 (no poverty), SDG 11 (sustainable cities and communities), SDG 16 (peace, justice, and strong institutions), SDG 7 (affordable and clean energy), SDG 3 (good health and well-being), SDG 4 (quality education), SDG 5 (gender equality), and SDG 2 (zero hunger) are more society-oriented than the others; and that SDG 15 (life on land), SDG 14 (life below water), SDG 6 (clean water and sanitation), and SDG 13 (climate action) are the core goals relating to the environment. However, proper integration of the three groups of SDGs relies heavily on SDG 17 (partnerships for the goals). Thus, each SDG is innately related to, and to varying degrees underpinned by, some of the other SDGs. An extension of this thinking is that implementing the SDGs successfully requires the use of sustainable funding sources that balance the disparate but innately mutually inclusive ends pursued by stakeholders of the TBL.



4. Methodology

4.1 Review Approach

This study adopts the scoping review technique in mapping the scholarship on the interplay between sustainable finance and SDGs implementation in the context of the Arab states from the Western Asian region. Hariharasudan and Kot (2018) state that scoping review is employed where there is a need to garner research materials without limitations concerning sources and material types. In this spirit, this chapter drew materials from the World Bank's DataBank on SDGs as well as databases of the UN specialized bodies and agencies such as the UN Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia. Academic materials were sourced mainly from Clarivate's Web of Science and Elsevier's Scopus databases.

4.2 SDGs/Indicators Considered in This Work

It is unwieldy to address the entire 17 SDGs in a chapter-sized work. To delimit what could be handled, this chapter focused on the most targeted SDGs by countries worldwide. According to Phenix Capital (2022) (see Fig. 18.4), the five most targeted goals, and to which greater financial commitments were already made (as of 2021) include, in order of commitment scale, climate action (SDG 13), affordable and clean energy (SDG 7), industry, innovation and infrastructure (SDG 9), decent work and economic growth (SDG 8), and good health and well-being (SDG 3). It is, however, noteworthy that consistent with general practice among researchers, the five SDGs and their operating indicators selected and studied in this work do not imply that they carry greater weight on the importance scale than the others, as all the goals are equally important (United Nations, 2022d).
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Fig. 18.4.Historical Commitments (in Trillion USD) to the SDGs 2015 to 2021. Source: Phenix Capital (2022, p. 15).

Indicators for each of the 17 SDGs (including the five covered in this study) were classified into three tiers: Tier I, Tier II, and Tier III (United Nations, 2022e). The classification is based on the triple criteria of conceptual clarity, methodological rigor, and regularity of data publication by countries about the SDGs. Tier I indicators meet the first two metrics and 50% of affected countries publish data on them; Tier II indicators meet the first two criteria but suffer from the irregular publication of data on the affected indicators; Tier III indicators are a work in progress and largely undeveloped. In this chapter, discussion on the SDGs is restricted to selected Tier I indicators only.

4.3 SDG Interconnectivity Analysis

The study employed (Obrecht et al., 2021) interconnectivity matrix in discussing the mutual influences that may subsist among the five most targeted SDGs evaluated in this study. Obrecht et al. (2021) and Pham-Truffert et al. (2020) matrixed the 17 SDGs in a quadrant with the horizontal axis representing positive (co-benefits) interactions and the vertical axis denoting negative (trade-offs) interactions between each pair of SDGs. As illustrated by Obrecht et al. (2021) in Fig. 18.5 and explained by Pham-Truffert et al. (2020), SDGs 1, 3 (large) as well as SDGs 5 and 10 (small) are buffers of both co-benefits and trade-offs; SDGs 2 and 8 (large) are buffer co-benefits but multipliers of trade-offs; SDGs 7, 11, 13 (large) as well as SDG 9 (small) are multipliers of both co-benefits and trade-offs; and SDGs 2 and 8 (large) are buffers of co-benefits and multipliers of trade-offs. This matrix provides a simple way for understanding the impacts associated with the implementation of SDGs by countries worldwide.

[image: image]

Fig. 18.5.Interconnectivity Among the 17 SDGs. Source: Obrecht et al. (2021, p. 7).

Furthermore, the magnitude of mutual influences (positive or negative) among the five most targeted SDGs was evaluated using Nilsson et al. (2016) SDG Interaction Scale. For positive influences, the scale assigns +3 to describe a positive association between two SDGs or two SDG indicators as indivisible, +2 was assigned where the association is reinforcing, +1 was assigned if the association is enabling. For negative influences, the scale assigns −3 to describe a negative association between two SDGs or two SDG indicators as canceling, −2 was assigned where the association is counteracting, −1 was assigned if the association is constraining. A neutral scale (0) interposes between the positive and negative sides of the goals-scoring scale. The rating scale is fully explained in Table 18.1.

Table 18.1. SDG Interaction Rating Scale.




	Interaction
	Label
	Explanation



	+3
	Indivisible
	“Inextricably linked to the achievement of another goal.”


	+2
	Reinforcing
	“Aids the achievement of another goal.”


	+1
	Enabling
	“Creates conditions that further another goal.”


	0
	Consistent
	“No significant positive or negative interactions.”


	−1
	Constraining
	“Limits options on another goal.”


	−2
	Counteracting
	“Clashes with another goal.”


	−3
	Canceling
	“Makes it impossible to reach another goal.”


Source: Nilsson et al. (2016, p. 321).


4.4 Study Area

This chapter covers issues relating to the use of sustainable finance in promoting SDG implementation within the context of Western Asia, home to 12 of the World's core Arab countries. It is noteworthy that varying classification standards have been used in geographically labeling regions, countries and areas, and each of the available methods was influenced by the objects the classification exercise was primarily meant to achieve. This study utilized the United Nations (1999, p. 14) classification schema which delineates Western Asia to include 18 countries (see Fig. 18.6). The region has a combined population of 283,688,472 as of 2021 (Sachs et al., 2022). However, classification in the DataBank assigned the 12 Arab countries (with a combined population of 171,469,127 as of 2021) to the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region (https://databank.worldbank.org/home.aspx). Other UN bodies such as the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) considered the 12 Arab states as “West Asia” (https://www.unep.org/ozonaction/networks/west-asia). Armenia, Azerbaijan, Cyprus, and Georgia were assigned to the Eastern Europe and Asia region, while Israel and Turkey were included under the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) region.
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Fig. 18.6.Eighteen Countries of Western Asia Region.

Thus, the current study was delimited to the 12 Arab countries within the Western Asia region. These countries share more characteristics among them, principally ethnic identity than the other six Western Asia countries: Armenia (Armenians), Azerbaijan (Azeris), Cyprus (Greek Cypriots), Georgia (Georgians), Israel (Jews), and Turkey (Turks). The 12 Arab states are predominantly Muslim. The data in Table 18.2 shows that half of the 12 countries are categorized as HICs, three as upper middle-income countries (UMIC), one as a lower middle-income country (LMIC), and two as LICs. Thus, generally speaking, the countries studied are rich enough to be able to finance the implementation of the SDGs, with the possible exception of Syria and Yemen as LICs.

Table 18.2. Arab Countries of Western Asia.




	Countries
	Population
	Identity
	Region
	Income



	Bahrain
	1,748,295
	Arab
	MENA
	HIC


	Iraq
	41,179,351
	Arab
	MENA
	UMIC


	Jordan
	10,269,022
	Arab
	MENA
	UMIC


	Kuwait
	4,328,553
	Arab
	MENA
	HIC


	Lebanon
	6,769,151
	Arab
	MENA
	UMIC


	Oman
	5,223,376
	Arab
	MENA
	HIC


	Qatar
	2,930,524
	Arab
	MENA
	HIC


	Saudi Arabia
	35,340,680
	Arab
	MENA
	HIC


	Palestine
	4,922,749
	Arab
	MENA
	LMIC


	Syria
	18,275,704
	Arab
	MENA
	LIC


	United Arab Emirates
	9,991,083
	Arab
	MENA
	HIC


	Yemen
	30,490,639
	Arab
	MENA
	LIC


	Total
	171,469,127
	
	
	


Data Source: CVS file of Sachs et al. (2022).


5. Results and Discussions

5.1 SDG Implementation in Arab West Asia

Table 18.3 shows the degree to which the 18 countries of Western Asia have individually implemented the five most targeted SDGs: namely, SDG 3 (good health and well-being), SDG 7 (affordable and clean energy), SDG 8 (economic growth), SDG 9 (resilient infrastructure), and SDG 13 (climate action). The data, drawn from the World Bank's DataBank on SDGs, were used in gauging the extent to which the SDGs and their corresponding Tier I indicators were implemented (United Nations, 2022e). DataBank curate hard facts about the SDG implementation profiles of countries worldwide. The current study extracted a 5-year performance profile of Western Asian countries (2016–2020) respecting the five most targeted SDGs. Missing data from the DataBank were sourced from the data file of Sachs et al. (2022).

Table 18.3. Most Targeted SDGs: Implementation Profiles of Western Asia Countries.
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Data Source: https://databank.worldbank.org/source/sustainable-development-goals-(SDGs)#. (Updated July 22, 2022); NA = Data not available.

The first is SDG 3 on good health and well-being. This addresses the question of universal health coverage where all people can easily gain access to basic healthcare services they need, including disease prevention, cure, and health rehabilitation services without financial hardship (Brymer & Lacaze, 2022). The current study focused on disease prevention and universal health coverage with the understanding that the absence of disease and access to health care does not fully capture the essence of the goal. Immunization for children aged 12–23 months against diphtheria, pertussis, and tetanus (DPT) (three doses of the vaccine) and against measles (one dose) are indicators of disease prevention. The data in Table 18.3 indicates that seven countries score above 90% implementation when it comes to disease prevention. Iraq and Lebanon fall midway on the implementation spectrum. Yemen falls below the expected average (50–96%). The situation is catastrophic regarding universal healthcare coverage. Out-of-pocket (OOP) healthcare expenditure (as a percentage of total household expenditure) in most of the states studied falls above the threshold of 25%, with only five states operating under the threshold. Indeed, in Iraq, households spent more than 50% of their income on OOP health expenditure. Consequently, universal healthcare coverage still has a great deal of room for improvement.

Regarding SDG 7 (affordable and clean energy), countries of the Western Asia region seem to have recorded their most impressive achievement (Table 18.3). Between 95% to 100% of both urban and rural populations in Western Asia have access to clean fuels (excluding kerosene) and their associated technologies for cooking. The same achievement was recorded for access to electricity. The exceptions are Syria and Yemen which achieve average to mid-way results. The former's rural populations enjoyed <80% access to electricity, while only about 60% of the latter's rural and urban people have access. There are no data regarding access to clean fuels/technologies for Lebanon and Palestine (as well as Yemen for the year 2018).

Annual GDP growth and GDP per capita growth are two indicators widely used in measuring SDG 8 (Heinze & Soderstrom, 2022) about which published data are readily available. GDP refers to an economy's gross value added by its internal producers plus any product taxes and minus any subsidies not including product prices. SDG 8 was crafted for “sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all” (Rai et al., 2019, p. 368). This goal is important because the inverse association between GDP growth and GDP per capita, two of the goals well-reported indicators, suggest that wealth is concentrated in a few hands and that the deliverables of development are skewed among the populations. Data in Table 18.3 on SDG 8 suggest that most of the countries studied experienced positive GDP growth and negative GDP per capita growth. Indeed, metrics for both indicators for 2020 are negative for all countries.

SDG 9 focuses on industry, innovation, and infrastructure (United Nations, 2015). Economic, social, and environmental developments hinge on the availability of resilient infrastructure. These include roads, rails, and airports. According to United Nations (2019), “the airport industry, also an important driver of economic development, faced the steepest decline in its history in the first five months of 2020, with a 51 per cent drop in airline passengers due to the global lockdowns.” Most of the 12 states studied possess excellent airport infrastructure. Data in Table 18.3 reveal that only three (Syria, Palestine, and Yemen) of the states studied show very low levels of airport activities due to poor infrastructure.

Finally, regarding data on SDG 13 (climate action), the study noted the nonavailability of data from the DataBank on the metric across the 18 Western Asia countries for the evaluation period 2016–2020 (Table 18.3). The latest report on the SDGs (i.e., Sachs et al., 2022), however, gave a summary of the implementation profiles of the countries under study. The report shows that Armenia, Georgia, Syria, and Yemen scored between 90% and 100% on SDG 13; Azerbaijan, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey scored between 70% and 89%; Cyprus, Israel, and Saudi Arabia scored between 50% and 69%; while Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Palestine, and United Arab Emirates scored less than 50% (Sachs et al., 2022). While the lack of data may be attributed to the discontinuance of reporting on the metric in the DataBank, the extant literature on the matter suggests a poor commitment to SDG 13 by corporations which might have been coterminous with low prioritization of the metric by governments worldwide (Moses et al., 2022). This is highly problematic as matters concerning the environment are seen to underlie the entire structure of the TBL (Elkington, 1994); and Schoenmaker's (2017) sustainable finance model, and Folke et al. (2016) SDG Wedding Cake, theoretical frames explaining the foundational principles of the SDGs. Thus, there is the need for researchers to report beyond the specific SDG they study into even tangential matters arising (Al-Shaer et al., 2022; Al-Shaer & Hussainey, 2022).

5.2 Sustainable Finance for SDGs in Arab West Asia

Boyd (2022), reporting to the United Nations as a rapporteur, observed that “No State is on track to meet all of the Goals. Most States are likely to miss the vast majority of the targets, especially those focused on the environment” (p. 25). The sustainable development finance gap is one of the reasons adduced for this catastrophic eventuality (United Nations, 2022a). Also, there is a great financial divide regarding funding SDGs between the rich and poor countries of the world (United Nations, 2022a). This poses a major setback for sustainable development. According to Boyd (2022), about USD 4 billion is required annually to close the global finance gap and move toward actualizing the SDGs. As mentioned earlier, traditional sources of funding including FDI, investment, and pension funds presently constitute the major sources of financing the SDGs. However, these sources, on top of being inadequate (Newell, 2022), also pose enormous fiscal and monetary challenges to beneficiary countries. Further, the available sustainability-friendly funding windows are at best negligible compared to the quantum of monies urgently needed to be invested in the SDGs.

The foregoing notwithstanding, there is the need to redouble efforts at exploring and exploiting alternative and innovative funding windows that are most suitable for sustainable development financing. A general yardstick employed in characterizing such sources is impact investment. Gutterman (2021) and Hand et al. (2022) define impact investing are investments aiming to generate positive and measurable financial as well as social and environmental impact alongside, thus aligning with the SDGs' TBL. They are investments “made to generate positive, measurable social and environmental impact alongside a financial return” (Gutterman, 2021, p. iii). Impact investing, as depicted in Fig. 18.2, span a spectrum ranging from negative screening investments (that screen out investment opportunities harmful to the environment and society) to philanthropy (investments that forego principal and other residuals of capital ownership) (Wendt, 2022).

Financing the SDGs is as gargantuan as the goals are ambitious. It calls for sustained outlays in trillions (Mawdsley, 2018). This fact has been noted ab initio by African Development Bank et al. (2015) in their joint document pithily heralding the shift from billions to trillions in development financing for the SDGs. However, most of the sources for providing and intermediating the trillions are generally motivated by competitive risk-adjusted financial returns, and thus hardly amenable to responsible financing principles. This realizing has spurred scholars and practitioners to search for better alternatives. Boyd (2022) in his report identified seven new sources of funds that could yield USD 7 trillion annually for financing the SDGs. The sources include global wealth tax, redirecting environmentally damaging subsidies, global carbon tax, reducing tax evasion and avoidance, special drawing rights for climate action, debt relief, and fulfilling official development assistance (ODA) commitments (Boyd, 2022, p. 20). While each of these alternative funding sources has its shortcomings (see: Allen et al., 2022; Essers & Cassimon, 2022; Gahman et al., 2021; Mazzullo, 2020; Prakash & Sethi, 2021; Quirici, 2020; Vinodkumar & Alarifi, 2022), they are nevertheless better than the traditional sources driven solely by competitive risk-adjusted financial returns only. The moral issues arising from debt relief initiatives cut both ways but general perceptions toward its fairness are increasingly tilting in favor of beneficiary countries in actual need (Chavanne, 2022).

This chapter takes a look at how the debt relief option could be used in financing the SDGs in Arab West Asia with the hope of achieving at least a satisficing outcome at the end of the 2030 agenda. Debt and debt servicing are known to eat away at the stock of capital available to countries for investment in human development, leaving behind poverty and underdevelopment (Stubbs et al., 2022). Accordingly, the debt relief mechanism could be used in to free national resources for investment in good health and well-being, affordable and clean energy, economic growth, and resilient infrastructure in the Arab West Asia region. However, some of the counterproductive conditionalities accompanying debt relief programs have to be watered down or eliminated altogether to facilitate participation. It is known that such conditionalities greatly militate effective participation in debt relief programs (Allen et al., 2022). This chapter, therefore, considers total debt cancellation via a debt-SDG-swap program. No half measures here. As can be seen from Table 18.4 on the total external debts of the Arab West Asia countries, a 50% debt cancellation (or even a 90% cancellation) may still leave the countries greatly indebted. This approach will relieve the countries of about USD 1.5 trillion, an amount which could be directly tied to the execution of prespecified SDG indicators.

Table 18.4. Total External Debt Stocks for 2020 (in USD Million)/Relief Scenarios.




	Country
	External Debt
	Debt Relief Scenarios


	90% Relief
	50% Relief



	Bahrain
	45,000
	40,500
	22,500


	Iraq
	116,150
	104,535
	58,075


	Jordan
	38,016
	34,214.4
	19,008


	Kuwait
	51,578
	46,420.2
	25,789


	Lebanon
	68,865
	61,978.5
	34,432.5


	Oman
	48,800
	43,920
	24,400


	Qatar
	187,050
	168,345
	93,525


	Saudi Arabia
	229,000
	206,100
	114,500


	Palestine
	2,069
	1862.1
	1034.5


	Syria
	4,763
	4286.7
	2381.5


	United Arab Emirates
	144,980
	130,482
	72,490


	Yemen
	7,121
	6408.9
	3560.5


	Total
	1,496,066
	1,346,459
	748,033


Data Sources: https://databank.worldbank.org/ and various other sources.


6. Discussion

Although the analysis in this chapter covers only a few of the Tier I SDG indicators related to the five most targeted goals, the respective trends in each of the 12 Arab counties of West Asia are clearly discernible. The overall implementation picture emerging from the data is that challenges remain toward achieving some of the SDGs in the West Asia countries studied. Specifically, the results from Bahrain, Jordan, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates, and Palestine indicate that implementation of SDG 3 regarding disease prevention has been achieved but challenges remain with universal health coverage. The states with significant challenges in this regard are Iraq, Lebanon, Syria, and Yemen. Overall, compared to disease prevention implementation reported in the relevant literature (see Decouttere et al., 2021), the Arab West Asia region has performed remarkably well and better. However, OOP health expenditure, used as an indicator in assessing healthcare coverage OECD (2009), seems to be problematic in many of the West Asia countries studied. The higher the percentage of income a population uses in meeting noncovered healthcare needs, the lower the universal healthcare coverage. According to Sirag and Nor (2021), high levels of OOP family health expenditure are directly implicated in the rising incidence of poverty.

SDG 7 is all about energy to power homes, factories, cities, and villages. Thus, the interconnection between SDG 7 and the other SDGs provides the thrust to focus more on achieving this critical goal. The results of this study revealed that all the countries studied (excluding Syria and Yemen) can provide affordable and clean cooking fuel and technologies to residents, including electricity in both rural and urban areas. Syria's performance was midway to goal achievement as the country was able to adequately provide lean cooking fuel and accompanying technologies to the entire populace but could do so in terms of electricity to urban areas only. Challenges still exist in taking electricity to Syrian rural areas. Yemen, however, is significantly underpowered in terms of electricity and clean cooking fuels/associated technologies. It is, however, noteworthy that Syria and Yemen, which were significantly challenged energy-wise, did better than their energy-buoyant sister countries. Why? The reason may be that there is never an absolutely clean energy source. In other words, all energy sources cost the environment in some ways. Perhaps, the absence of full energy sufficiency means a low adverse impact on the environment, hence the spectacular score of Syria and Yemen regarding SDG 13.

Regarding SDG 8, the results generally indicate positive GDP growth and negative GDP per capita growth in West Asia. However, even GDP growth suffered reverses in 2020 across the countries studied due to the impact of COVID-19. The COVID-19 explanation is corroborated by Schluep et al. (2021) that “one year after the first lockdown due to the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, the global effort to build a more equal, inclusive and sustainable society will likely experience a serious setback” (p. 1). Additionally, high energy consumption results from high production levels with all its associated carbon footprint. In other words, GDP growth (SDG 8) is often accompanied by a rise in carbon footprints, resource depletion, and environmental degradation, which cost society dearly in the long run. This may explain the linkage between SDG 13 (climate action) and economic growth (SDG 8). However, the inverse relationship between GDP growth and GDP per capita among the countries studied suggests the concentration of national resources in a few rich hands (SDG 8). This may have significant effects on other SDGs, particularly SDG 1 (no poverty).

Going to SDG 9 (resilient infrastructure), the general conclusion is that West Asia's infrastructure is good enough to meet the need of the countries studied, though only air transport statistics were used in the current study. Thus, the region's infrastructure seems to support adequate mobility of people and goods (domestic and international), thereby directly and positively impacting the level of economic activities in West Asia (SDG 8). Lastly, though data on SDG 13 for the region are not available in the DataBank, the report of Sachs et al. (2022) reveals that only Syria and Yemen archived the target. Major challenges remain for Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates. Meanwhile, the SDG 13 implementation challenges in Lebanon are significantly challenging, while Iraq and Jordan are on the way to achieving the goal. Nevertheless, it has been shown that climate change “poses a serious threat to macro-financial stability and economic development” (Volz, 2022, p. 1), leading to many undesirable outcomes (Tachiiri et al., 2021). For example, Abel et al. (2019) survey implicates climate change and conflicts in the Western Asia region. The ongoing conflicts in Syria and Yemen may thus find continuity in climate-related triggers.

It is important to note that Sachs et al.’s (2022) evaluation of West Asia's performance in implementing these five specific targets concluded that significant challenges persist. This suggests differences between their assessment and the findings of the present study. However, the discrepancy may be due to the aggregation of a few indicator outcomes in this study versus the use of all indicators for each goal in Sachs et al. (2022) report. Thus, aggregate performance evaluation at the goal level may mask success stories at the indicator levels. In this vein, conclusions regarding SDG evaluations should consider such nuances. Nevertheless, several scholars (Spinazzola & Cavalli, 2022) have attributed the apparent specter of nonachievement of the 2030 global agenda to the proclivity among countries and their leaders to see the SDGs as aspirational that command no sense of accountability, and could, therefore, be safely ignored. This is dangerous as it may lead to lethargy and SDG fatigue among the critical support leadership group in the affected countries. Governance and policy re-orientation in this regard could help toward the achievement of the 2030 Agenda.

Another feature of the SDGs (specifically the most targeted five) is the interplay between them such that each SDG is connected to the others either synergistically (for positive impact) or conflictual (for negative influence). Thus, using Obrecht's (2021) interconnectivity matrix (see Fig. 18.2), we interpret the interactions that subsist among the SDGs (Nilsson et al., 2016; Pham-Truffert et al., 2020; Tachiiri et al., 2021). The current study seems to support the presence of synergy between SDG 3 (good health and well-being) and SDG 7 (affordable and clean energy), whereby the two goals serve as multipliers for each other. The specific country result that fails to support this interaction is an indication that energy challenges might have contributed to their health and well-being challenges. Similarly, economic growth (SDG 8), especially growth fueled by heavy industry activities), may contribute to health hazards (SDG 3). It is instructive that many of the West Asia countries have highly developed tourism industries that thrive upon infrastructures, including aviation facilities (SDG 9). These may indirectly contribute to health challenges, especially epidemiological diseases. The most direct interactions are between SDG 13 and all the other three SDGs studied due to the direct effects of climate on health and well-being (SDG 3). Overall, states should carefully balance their national priorities with resource availability based on the possible synergistic effects that may subsist among the various SDGs.



7. Conclusions

The 2030 Global Agenda is in its midlife. However, indications abound hinting at the likelihood of missing the targets by 2030. Nevertheless, countries should re-strategize and pursue these worthwhile 17 goals based on their respective country, and relevant regional, learning curves. The countries of the Arab West Asia region have plenty of success stories (at least concerning the most targeted goals SDGs: 3, 7, 8, 9, and 13) to buoy up their determination to push toward greater commitment to the goals. Nevertheless, they also have challenges to surmount, some major and some significant. It is the position of this study that outright cancellation of debts in these countries based on the debt-for-SDG swap could serve as an impact investment needed to boost the global drive for a developed, peaceful, and just world.
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