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ABSTRACT

This paper aims to study the current legislation in the 22 countries of the Arab League
regarding noise pollution and soundscape issues and to compare country laws, and in a
second step with those of the European Union to identify the differences and similarities
between these two groups of countries' regulations. The methodology of this study is based
mainly on analytical and comparative approaches to process the information collected from
31 laws promulgated in 22 Arab countries. Information is primarily obtained through
governmental websites of the various ministries and state institutions concerned with
environmental laws, as well as through web searches, in Arabic, and in the second language
of each country. This study shows that legislators in Arab countries consider to some extent
environmental issues, including noise pollution. Laws and regulations on noise pollution
have been developed in all Arab League member countries except Somalia. However, there
are no guidelines on noise level estimation, except in Oman, Qatar, and Saudi Arabia.
Furthermore, the governments of these countries have not developed any guidelines for
noise mapping. Therefore, the legislation in these countries is considered as insufficient and
weak, making it challenging to implement and enforce it. Soundscape issues have not been
addressed in Arabic legislative texts. The comparative analysis indicates that most Arab
laws do not comply with the international standards established by the European Union
governments. This study suggests that the Arab laws need urgent revision, upgrading and
updating, followed by strategies for action to meet the sustainable development goals.

Keywords: Noise pollution laws; Soundscape legislation; Noise Guidelines; Arab
countries, European Union regulations.
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INTRODUCTION

With a total of 156.8 million inhabitants, the 22 countries of the League of Arab States [1]
make up 5,8% of the world’s population [2]. In addition, its urban percentage is 70.2%,
higher than the average of the world of 56.2% [3]. In terms of comfort and public health
problems, noise pollution is also seen as one of the most severe problems facing Arab
countries, especially in the last few years [4-7]. On a global scale, the burden of disease
from environmental noise pollution ranks as the second most dangerous type of
environmental pollution for human health after air pollution [8]. Noise from road traffic is the
most important cause of impacts on human health. A bibliometric analysis indicates that the
public health effects of environmental noise are rarely considered in Arab countries [9]. Only
few studies report annoyance and sleep disturbance from exposure to road traffic noise [6,
7, 10-13]. Arab governments have not published statistics on the serious effects of
environmental noise on public health such as hypertension, cardiovascular diseases,
hearing impairment, tinnitus, and mental health effects. Nor exist such studies by public
environmental health associations and organizations, or by researchers in Arab countries.
On the other hand, environmental noise effects on human health are well documented in the
European Union and elsewhere [8, 14-16]

This report is a brief overview of the current state of environmental noise legislation in Arab
countries, which is based on a review paper of Bouzir et al. entitled “A review of noise
pollution policies in the Arab world” that has been submitted to Acoustics Australia for
publication [17]. The objective of this paper is to describe Arab legislation in a concise way
and compare it with Directives and Regulations of the European Union.

METHODOLOGY

The methodology of the study of. Bouzir et al. [17] is to collect and analyze the different laws
related to noise pollution in the twenty-two Arab countries by searching the official and
governmental websites of the different ministries and state institutions concerned with
environmental laws, as well as to perform an extensive search on Google, in Arabic and the
second language of each country (French, or English) using the algorithm ((Country) AND
(noise pollution) OR (noise levels OR (noise exposure)). More details on the methodology
can be found in reference [17].

LEGISLATION CONCERNING ENVIRONMENTAL NOISE IN ARAB COUNTRIES

The challenge of noise exposure became apparent first in the mid-sixties of last century
when Iraqg promulgated a law to protect the population against excessive sound pressure
levels from loudspeakers and to prohibit the use of loudspeakers without permission. The
latter could be fined and even jailed. Only in the eighties Algeria and Tunisia followed suit,
while in the nineties and after 2000 most countries started to promulgate legislation on noise
mitigation and abatement. The evolution of Arab legislation relating to noise is shown in
figure 1.

The legal texts of the 22 Arab countries concerning environmental noise pollution can be
divided in five categories of noise integration:

Environmental laws and/or decrees which contain articles on environmental noise
Specific noise legislation

Setting of permissible sound pressure levels

Definition of environmental noise

Consideration of impacts
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Figure 1. Time evolution of Arab legislation related to environmental pollution.

Table 1 shows the category — country relationships. The table demonstrates that 21 Arab
League countries have promulgated environmental laws or decrees, with Somalia as the
only country that has not promulgated a national environmental law, However, environmental
legislation exists in the states of Puntland and Somaliland. In addition, Kurdistan Region —
Iraq has also developed environmental legislation of its own as has the city of Tunis, Tunisia.

Nine Arab countries have developed legislation specific for noise: Algeria, Egypt, Iraq,
Jordan, Morocco, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates. Thus, a
majority of 13 countries of the Arab League do not enjoy noise specific legislation.
Somaliland and the city of Tunis have also promulgated specific noise legislation.

10 countries of the Arab League have set permissible noise limits either in the noise-specific
legislation — Algeria, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates
— or in the environmental legislation — Syria, Tunisia. Unfortunately, Morocco although
having promulgated a specific law for noise pollution has not set rigorous permissible noise
limits [56]. While Kurdistan Region — Iraq and the city of Tunis have developed permissible
noise limits in implementing their legislation, Somaliland does not seem to have set such
limits despite the statements made in Articles 65 and 66 of Law No. 79/2018 [45].

The World Health Organization (WHO) has defined noise in its earliest publication of 1980 to
be “any unwanted sound that may adversely affect the health and wellbeing of individuals or
populations” [57]. Later WHO documents did not redefine the term [58]. However, often the
definition “noise is unwanted sound” is quoted [59, 60]. This is also the case in the legislation
of Irag and Jordan, and the Kurdistan Region — Iraq, where noise is defined as “undesirable
sounds”. No definition of noise is given in the legislation of 11 Arab League countries -
Bahrain, Egypt, Kuwait, Lebanon Morocco, Palestine, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, Syria, Tunisia,
and Yemen — and the term “noise” is not mentioned in the environmental legislation of four
Arab countries - Comoros, Libya, Mauritania, Somalia — and that of Somalia- Puntland.
Algeria and Djibouti consider noise as a nuisance with potential impacts on health and the
quality of life. This definition is equivalent of that of Somaliland where noise is defined as
disturbing sound leading to annoyance as well as health effects and environmental impacts.



Table 1. Environmental legislation, noise legislation, limits,

noise definition, impacts

short period
and high sound
level

Country |Environmental| Noise |Permissible Noise Impact on |Reference
Law or Decree (legislation | noise limits definition
(Y/N) (Y/N)
Algeria Y Y Y Nuisance. Health. [18, 19]
Impact (Art. Quality of life
119, 120)
Bahrain Y N N None Environmental [20]
pollution
omoros Y N N Not mentioned | Quality of life [21-23]
Djibouti Y N N Nuisance. Health. [24, 25]
Impact (Art. Quality of life
74)
gypt Y Y Y None Health [26]
rag Y Y Y Undesirable Health. [27]
sounds Quality of life.
Environment
Kurdistan Y Y Y Undesirable Health. [28, 29]
Region - sounds Quality of life.
Iraq Animals
Jordan Y Y Y Undesirable Health. [30, 31]
sounds Quality of life.
Environment
Kuwait Y N N None Neighbouring | [32, 33].
environment
including
public health
(Articles 1, 19,
54, 55, 164)
ebanon Y N N None Environment [34]
ibya Y Not mentioned |Environment [35]
Mauritania Y N N Not mentioned |Health. [36]
Environment
Morocco Y Y N None Discomfort. [37]
Health.
Environment
(Article 47)
Oman Y Y Y Public noise: Nuisance. [38]
Sounds of Quality of life
external
sources.
Impulse noise:
Sounds of




Country |Environmental| Noise Permissible Noise Impact on |Reference
Law or Decree (legislation | noise limits definition
(Y/N) (Y/N)
Palestine Y N N None All forms of [39]
life.
Environmental
nuisance
(Article 25)
Qatar Y Y Y A sound in Living beings. | [40, 41]
which Surrounding
frequency air, etc.
exceeds the
allowed limits
Saudi Y Y Y None Health. [42, 43]
Arabia Quality of life.
Human
welfare. Bio-
organisms
omalia N N N - -
Somalia - Y N N Not mentioned |Health. [44]
Puntland Environment
Somalia - Y Y N Disturbing Annoyance. [45]
Somaliland sound Health.
Environment
udan Y N N None Environment [46]
Syria Y N Y None Health. [47, 48]
Environment
unisia Y N N None Health [49-51]
Tunisia - Y Y Y None Health [52, 53]
Tunis
United Arab Y Y Y Sounds, Nuisance. [54]
Emirates vibrations, or |Harmto
sound public health
frequencies
Yemen Y N N None Deterioration [55]

of living
creatures.

Environmental

pollution

Y = Yes; N = No; - Not applicable

In its legislation, Oman distinguishes between public noise, defined as sounds from external
sources, and impulse noise as nuisance sounds of short periods and high sound levels.
Qatar law defines noise as a ‘sound in which frequency exceeds the allowed limits’ without
specifying what the allowed frequency limits are. Finally, the United Arab Emirate legislation
defines noise as ‘sounds, vibrations or sound frequencies potentially leading to nuisance and
adverse public health effects. Some of these definitions appear to show a poor
understanding of noise issues.




The impacts of noise mentioned in the legislations of most Arab countries include human
health and quality of life. Some countries such as Bahrain, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco,
Palestine, Sudan, and Yemen add an interesting aspect of impacts of noise on the
environment, environmental pollution, environmental nuisance, and animals.

Arab countries that have set permissible noise limits (ten out of 22) also have defined zones
associated with them without, however, mentioning the area selection criteria in a consistent
way. Zones most often defined in the legislation are residential, mixed (commercial,
administrative, residential with some small businesses), sensitive (schools, kindergartens,
hospitals, educational facilities, urban protected areas, places of worship, quiet and natural
spaces), and industrial zones. The number of zones varies among countries from two for
Algeria to 11 for Irag. Nine countries — Algeria, Egypt, Irag, Jordan, Oman, Saudi Arabia,
Syria, United Arab Emirates -, and the city of Tunis have set permissible sound pressure
levels for residential areas. All of these, except Algeria, and Qatar have defined permissible
levels for mixed areas, but only five countries — Algeria, Iraq, Jordan, Syria, and Tunis,
consider sensitive areas. Sound pressure values for industrial areas have been promulgated
by all countries except Algeria, Saudi Arabia and United Arab Emirates, and the city of
Tunis.

Six Arab countries — Algeria, Iraq, Jordan, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and United Arab Emirates
have associated day and night periods with permissible sound pressure levels although
beginnings and ends of daytime and night-time are set differently in the different countries.
Two countries — Egypt, Syria — and the Kurdistan Region Iraq and Tunis have set day,
evening, and night periods, and Oman distinguishes between workdays’ day, evening, and
night periods and periods on non-working days.

It is not surprising that the values of the permissible sound pressure levels for the nine
different countries — Algeria, Egypt, Irag, Jordan, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, United
Arab Emirates — and the Kurdistan Region Iraq and the city of Tunis differ substantially
among countries due to country-specific legislations. This is also true with respect to the
different use of acoustic indicators for which six countries - Algeria, Iraq, Jordan, Qatar,
Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates — and the city of Tunis use the equivalent Lgay and Lunignt
indicators, while Egypt, Kurdistan Region Irag, Oman, and Syria assess the equivalent Lg,
Le, and L, indicators. In addition, Oman uses the Lqgen indicator for aviation operation noise.

Further inspection of Arab countries legislation, governmental websites, and sound pressure
level assessments show:

¢ No noise maps have been developed until now.

e Only a few recent case studies have reported noise maps in small urban areas [13,
61-64].

e Environmental sound pressure levels are modeled or monitored and published in few
countries such as Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates [65-67].

e Some recent studies provide a rough idea of noise exposure in other countries [68-
70].

o Official statistics on the effects of noise on public health are lacking.

e Only limited studies on sleep disturbance and annoyance due to traffic noise
exposure exist [4, 71, 72].

Actions plans for noise abatement are mostly lacking in Arab countries.

o Protocols for noise measurement procedures have only been mentioned in the
legislation of six out of 22 Arab countries - Algeria, Egypt, Jordan, Oman, Saudi
Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates -, but there is little evidence of their
implementation except for Jordan and Oman, where the recommendations of ISO



2204:1979 (withdrawn!) and ISO 1996-1:2016 seem to be followed, respectively [73,
74].

In summary, legislation on environmental noise abatement in the 22 countries of the Arab
League is unfinished work due to a poor understanding of noise issues, lack of essential
ingredients of noise management such as noise modelling and monitoring, lack of standard
operating procedures, lack of national noise standards in more than half of the countries,
ignorance of the impacts of environmental noise on human health and wellbeing, absence of
urban noise mapping, weak or absent noise action plans, and no understanding of
soundscape ideas and methodology.

COMPARISON OF THE SCOPES OF ARAB AND EUROPEAN UNION LEGISLATION

There are at least six scopes environmental noise regulations should cover: environmental
noise laws, noise emissions from various sources — road traffic, railways interoperability,
aircraft operations, construction activities, and industrial activities. Their management needs
a framework environmental noise regulation. In Table 2, Arab legislation scopes are
compared with those of European Union legislation.

Table 2. Comparison of Arab and European legislation

Scope of legislation Arab European Union Reference
countries

Environmental 9/22 Directive 2002/49/EC [75]

noise law

Motor vehicles - Regulation (EU) 540/2014 [76]

Railways - Directive 2004/50/EC [77]

interoperability

Airport operations - Regulation (EU) 598/2014 [78]
Directive 2006/93/EC [79]

Construction - Directive 2005/88/EC [80]

equipment Directive 2000/14/EC [81]

Industrial activities - Directive 2010/75/EU [82]

In addition, the European Union passes Commission Decisions on noise issues [83].

Large differences also exist between Arab countries and the European Union with respect to
guidance documents that facilitate the implementation and enforcement of environmental
noise legislation. Only three Arab countries have published guidance on sound pressure
measurement, abatement, and management: Oman [84], Qatar [41], and Saudi Arabia [85,
86]. In contrast, Directive 2002/49/EC [75] provides guidance on sound pressure
measurement, standard operational procedures, and setting of noise limits by enforcing the
guideline values the WHO guideline documents [8, 87, 88]. In addition, guidance documents
on noise exposure and health impacts and on noise mapping have been published in the
European Union [89, 90].

CONCLUSION
The analysis for the noise legislation promulgated in the countries in the League of Arab

States and the comparison with noise legislation in the European Union showed that
legislation on environmental noise abatement in the 22 Arab countries of the Arab League is



incomplete and flawed. This is due to a poor understanding of noise issues, lack of essential
ingredients of noise management such as noise modelling and monitoring, lack of standard
operating procedures, and lack of national noise standards in more than half of the
countries. In addition, impacts of environmental noise on human health and wellbeing are
widely ignored. Urban noise mapping is absent in all countries, and noise action plans are
non-existing. Moreover, ideas and methodology of soundscapes are completely ignored in
the 22 Arab countries. As a matter of fact, environmental noise legislation, implementation,
and enforcement in Arab League countries does not meet international standards.

The reason for the deficiencies in the Arab countries’ legislation may partly be due to more
pressing environmental challenges such as drought, desertification, and water scarcity, and
to the instability of the political and economic situation in many Arab countries. In addition, a
weak political will to lower the burden of disease for the population may also play a role.

To improve the environmental noise situation in Arab countries, governments are advised to
review, update, and upgrade their laws and regulation, develop action plans for noise
mitigation measures, and ensure their implementation and enforcement. In addition, the
League of Arab States is invited to consider the development of a general Framework Law
on Environmental Noise as well as regulations and guidance documents to minimize
capacity and capability needs, and to help its Member States overcome the environmental
noise challenge. The Environmental Noise Directive of the European Union could be used as
a blueprint for this undertaking.
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