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Information Note
 
1- Background
The United Nations and the Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA) assign special importance to placing digital technology at the core of inclusive and sustainable development. This includes developing plans for and reviews of advancement in implementing the outcomes of the World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS), to accelerate the implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. This encompasses the interlinkages and intersections between all eleven pillars of the WSIS and all seventeen goals of the 2030 agenda.
ESCWA launched the “Arab States Action Programme on Advancing Digital Cooperation and Development (ADCD - ASAP)”. This programme includes several tracks aimed at assessing and strengthening the path of digital development and digital cooperation in the Arab region, and developing regional and national digital strategies or agendas that will enable policymakers to respond to the needs of their countries, harness ICTs for development, and accelerate the achievement of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. This programme is considered as a natural extension of the efforts made by over the past twenty years in the field of digital development.
To simplify the process of monitoring the action lines of the WSIS and the Sustainable Development Goals, ESCWA transitioned from a linear approach to a panoramic perspective. In 2017-2018, it developed a comprehensive conceptual framework for digital development covering all aspects of digital policies related to the state, the individual, society and the economy. This framework consists of five clusters that take into account the strong linkages between the SDGs and the WSIS Action Lines. - Leaving a window for the possibility of updating or reshaping the five clusters to reflect rapid, emerging or disruptive technological developments (such issues related to the peaceful use of outer space, big data, the Internet of Things, artificial intelligence, etc.), in addition to other developmental issues not detailed in the initial stages of the work programme (such as water, energy, food, environment, climate change, etc.).
The current framework consists of the first cluster focusing on digital policies and strategic frameworks, the second cluster addressing infrastructure, governance and policy areas related to the legal environment (state), the third cluster covering the digital economy and policy areas related to economic development (economy), and the fourth cluster dealing with Digital transformation and policy areas related to social development (society) and the fifth cluster focusing on cultural and media policies (culture and media). 
Based on this framework, a set of tools, reports and documents have been developed to assess and promote the digital development process in the Arab region, including the Guiding Manual[footnoteRef:1], which serves as a fundamental tool for preparing national and regional digital development reports. Subsequently, it contributes to the formulation of the Arab Digital Agenda and a number of national agendas. [1:  The guide includes the standardized template upon which countries do conduct their national digital development reviews.] 

The Arab region succeeded in working in harmony and individually to conduct two rounds of Arab and National Digital Development Review Reports (ADDRs and NDDRs), in more than 14 Arab countries, during the five-year period from 2019 to 2023, based on the conceptual framework for digital development (first presented by ESCWA during 2018-2019, and updated during 2020-2021). The current status summaries of Arab countries in the promotion of digital development and the information society have been detailed in the regional report for the years 2019 and 2022. 
The Arab region has also succeeded in working cohesively and collaboratively to produce the first edition of the “Arab Digital Agenda 2023-2033”. This was accomplished within the framework of the joint technical cooperation project between ESCWA and the League of Arab States to develop and activate the Arab ICT strategy. The process involved collaboration with Arab countries and international and regional partner organizations. The agenda was endorsed by the leaders of the 22 Arab states at The Arab League Summit held in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia in May 2023. 
· It is worth noting that the findings of the Arab Digital Development Report for the year 2022 were specifically relied upon to identify the gaps and issues addressed by the Arab Digital Agenda. The basic structure of the first edition of the agenda, in turn, was built upon the same conceptual framework that guided countries in preparing their national digital development reports (NDDRs). These national reports were utilized as inputs for the Arab Digital Development Report (ADDR).
· Thus, the Arab Digital Development Report serves as a complementary document to the Arab Digital Agenda. Additionally, the Measurement and Monitoring Framework developed by ESCWA in 2022, is another related document. This framework follows the same conceptual approach established by the ESCWA conceptual framework for digital development.
In this context, ESCWA is committed to updating the conceptual framework for digital development in the coming two years 2024-2025, as a preparation for the release of the third round of National Digital Development Review reports, in close collaboration with Arab countries. This update serves as a primary source for the periodic reports measuring the progress in implementing the Arab Digital Agenda at the regional level. It will also contribute to the issuance of the first report on the progress made in implementing the Arab Digital Agenda per se. 
Meanwhile, in line with the provisions of the Management and Sustainability paragraph in Chapter Three of the first edition of the Arab Digital Agenda 2023-2033, adopted at the Arab Summit in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia on 19 May 2023, “ESCWA, in collaboration with the League of Arab States, is working on updating and expanding the scope of the first edition of the Arab Digital Agenda to keep pace with advancements in digital technologies and their impacts on several vital sectors, as well as its implications for the environment and climate change. This includes efforts by ESCWA and the League of Arab States, in close cooperation with all national partners and international and regional organizations working in the field, to initiate the activation and implementation of the first edition of this agenda." [footnoteRef:2]   [2:  In order to ensure the success of the process of achieving the objectives of the Arab Digital Agenda and enable it to reach its specific goals in the time frame allocated to it, it is necessary to stress the need to develop a special mechanism to periodically review the components of the agenda, in order to upgrade the Agenda in line with global and regional developments.] 

The preparation of the draft for the second edition of the Arab Digital Agenda is expected to be completed by 2025. This timeline aligns with the outcomes of the UNCCC’s Climate Change Conferences (COPs) from 2022 to 2024, reflecting what is available for measurement and tracking concerning the relationship with emerging technologies in the second edition of the agenda.
In light of the above, ESCWA and the League of Arab States are organizing a series of consultative meetings (both virtual and in-person) to expand the scope of ESCWA's existing conceptual framework for digital development. This expansion aims to broaden the scope of both the Guiding Manual for preparing National Digital Development Review Reports and the first edition of the Arab Digital Agenda. The focus will be on addressing several pressing issues and emerging technologies in specific sectors to enrich the mechanisms for assessing and advancing the path of digital development in the Arab region. 
[bookmark: _Hlk117065029]In this context, the current efforts of ESCWA aim to identify additional issues in the areas of ICT use (or digital technology) and their connection to pressing developmental issues and selected vital sectors. These issues will be included in the upcoming version of the assessment and planning framework and tools, based on some preliminary observations made by the participating experts from the countries and organizations that played a pivotal role in the formulation and development of the first and second versions of the Guiding Manual for preparing national digital development review reports and the first edition of the Arab Digital Agenda. This process took place within the framework of the consultative meetings that paved the way for the preparation of these reports and the formulation of this agenda.
This includes holding a series of specialized expert meetings during the period from November 2023 to mid-2024, covering the policies and uses of technology and digital applications and their interconnection with selected issues such as water, energy, food, environment, climate change and e-waste. It also encompasses peaceful use of outer space, early warning and disaster recovery, data, big data, artificial intelligence and virtual reality, and interconnection with Sustainable Development Goals, among other topics.
2- Objective

[bookmark: _Hlk105041537]The series of meetings aim to gather expert opinions from various developmental research fields and from the ICT sector. The goal is to explore new dimensions related to the interconnection between ICT uses and policies and digital applications on one hand, and pressing developmental issues outlined in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, prioritized for the Arab region on the other. The objective is to Enrich the mechanisms for Assessing and Advancing Digital Development in the Arab region through the enhancement of the "ESCWA Conceptual Framework for Digital Development" and its associated tools, reports and documents, as follows: 
(a) Guiding Manual (including the standard template) 
(b) Proposed measurement and monitoring framework 
(c) Arab Digital Agenda 2023-2033 and National Digital Development Agendas
(d) National and Regional Digital Development Reports 

Considering the interconnection between these tools and the periodic updating of related documents.

3- Expected outputs from the Series of Expert Meetings 

Building on the series of expert meetings designed as brainstorming to explore the relationship of digital technology and selected pressing developmental issues and best practices in this field, it is expected to benefit from the expertise of keynote speakers and multi-stakeholder participants. The goal is to identify key findings for the most important issues and propose indicators and research questions to add to the conceptual framework, tools and documents on which they are based. This will help to align efforts and investments from governments, the private sector, civil society, and others to accelerate progress towards the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals using digital and emerging technologies. Additionally, this process is expected to enhance efforts in financing digital development for sustainable development by various donors.

Therefore, this will help identify measurable and trackable goals in the areas of ICT (or digital) uses and emerging technologies to address selected pressing issues from the 2030 Agenda. These issues are linked to specific vital sectors that haven’t been addressed in the aforementioned tools, reports and documents, and their implications for sustainable development. This includes, for example (but not limited to), the six major transitions[footnoteRef:3] entry points rooted in the SDG seventeen goals, which can have catalytic and multiplier effects across the SDGs, as defined by the UN Sustainable Development team. These include food systems, access to energy and affordability, digital connectivity, education, jobs and social protection, climate change, biodiversity loss, and pollution. Additionally, it covers issues such as water, agriculture, the environment, smart cities, peaceful use of outer space, geospatial technology, the impact of e-waste on the environment and climate, emerging technologies, and other pressing and important issues for the Arab region and the world.  [3:  Six Transitions: Investment Pathways to Deliver the SDGs] 




4-	Organizational and Logistical Matters 

I- Organization
ESCWA, in collaboration with the General Secretariat of the League of Arab States, is organizing a "Series of Expert Meetings on Enriching the Mechanisms for Assessing and Advancing Digital Development in the Arab region ". These meetings will be conducted both online and in-person during the period from November 2023 to mid-2024. In this context, the content and schedule of the specialized meetings, along with updated details, will be gradually posted on the ESCWA website dedicated to this series of meetings at https://www.unescwa.org/events.
II- Participants
The series of meetings will involve experts from the Core Research and Technical Cooperation Mechanism (CRTCM) of the project on the development and deployment of the Arab Digital Agenda. It will also include experts from Arab countries and relevant focal points involved in the preparation of National Digital Development Review reports. Participants will comprise the head of the Arab Working Group responsible for the Arab Information and Communication Technology (ICT) Strategy, experts from relevant departments in the Arab League, the ESCWA core team, and the Arab League team responsible for managing and monitoring the implementation of the Arab Digital Agenda.  Furthermore, it will bring together experts specialized in the fields of digital technology, its applications and its implications for vital sectors, including but not limited to water, energy, food, smart cities, environment, climate change, peaceful use of outer space, early warning, disaster recovery, emerging technologies, big data, artificial intelligence, virtual reality, and their integration with Sustainable Development Goals.
III- Logistical matters
Registration Procedures and Meeting Links: will be announced in due course pertaining and prior to each of the specific events of the series. Additionally, participants will be provided with the agenda of these meetings gradually, along with the online access link; other logistical details for the meetings that will be held in person will be provided at the scheduled times.
Language: Arabic and English are the official languages of the meeting.
IV- Correspondence
For inquiries regarding substantive and technical arrangements, please contact:
	
	
Ms. Rita Wehbe
Email : wehbe@un.org 
Phone: +961-71-199533



For inquiries related to the logistical arrangements, please contact:
	Ms. Malak Wehbe
Email: malak.wehbe@un.org 
Phone: +961-1-978788
	Mr. Mohamed Bazo
Email: mohammad.bazou@un.org
Phone: +961-81-847206
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