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Introduction

includes feedback on the challenges and issues
from the most marginalized boys and girls from
In recent history, the Middle East and North Palestine, Jordan, Syria, and Lebanon2.
Africa (MENA) region has witnessed a series
of events which have deeply impacted on the Business and investment environment
social, economic and political landscapes of
the countries within it. Successive wars, coups Self-employment and entrepreneurship represent
and uprisings, along with both endogenous and important alternatives for youth who are unable
exogenous social and economic shocks have left to find desirable jobs and/or seek greater
most of the region in a state of disarray.
financial independence. Faced with high levels of
Under such circumstances, the civilian
populations of these countries have invariably
suffered the greatest consequences, being
stricken by poverty, unemployment, exploitation,
and cuts to social protection funds. Notably, the
region’s youth (29-15), which make up nearly
one-third of its population1 (it is home to about
128 million adolescents and youth, making up
%28 of the total population), have seen their
opportunities shrink and their living and working
conditions deteriorate considerably, as education
– even where it is more accessible – often fails to
significantly increase young people’s chances at
better lives.

unemployment and a lack of decent conditions
and protections in the labor market, some youth
across the region (mostly males) have opted to
start their own businesses.

According to recent surveys, the percentage of
employed youth in MENA countries who classify
as either own-account workers or employers
ranges from %8.9 in Egypt3 to %12.7 of young men
(and %6.1 of young women) in Lebanon 4. As for
their reasons, it has been found that while some
youth in the region become self-employed at the
request of their families, many do so in search
of greater independence and higher wages.
Ultimately, however, the key factor pushing MENA
youth to become self-employed is the overall
This regional overview will compile and compare scarcity of employment opportunities.
information, which was gathered in the course of
developing eight country reports on youth access In this regard, in the course of the interviews
to decent work, concerning, respectively, Jordan, conducted, refugee youth have also pointed out
Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, Egypt, Tunisia, Morocco, that legal constraints, in addition to a lack of
and the Occupied Palestinian Territories. The access to funding, posed serious challenges to
purpose will be to pinpoint the main challenges entrepreneurship in their host countries.
and limitations faced by youth in the region in
this regard by analyzing seven key dimensions: Difficulty
accessing
financing,
excessive
Business and investment; social protection; bureaucracy and delays, high prices and heavy
education; school-to-work transitions; youth tax burdens are among the most pervasive
employment and its characteristics; connection obstacles to youth entrepreneurship in the MENA
to the labor movement; and attitudes towards region Lack of financial support. In all countries,
civic participation and traditions. Each of these difficulty accessing financing has been cited as
dimensions will be discussed in a specific section, a major impediment to entrepreneurship among
and the main take-aways will be summarized the youth. When asked about any additional
in a short conclusion. Each of the sections also

United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, “World Population Prospects. The 2015 Revision”
UNICEF (2017), “Participatory Action Research with Young People in the MENA Region”; UNRWA (2016), “Focus Group Discussions
conducted with younh people in Jordan, Lebanon and Palestine”
3
International Labour Organization (ILO), “Labour market transitions of young women and men in Egypt”, 2014, (hence, ILO 2014a)
4
UNDP, “Spotlight on Youth in Lebanon”, 2015 (hence, UNDP 2015)
1
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and complying with the bureaucratic processes,
which severely constrains their enthusiasm for
entrepreneurship9.
These numerous constraints—many of which
fiscal, legal, and bureaucratic in nature—have
contributed to a rise in informality among selfemployed youth.
Due to the lack of financial support, when
attempting to establish a business, most young
entrepreneurs often resort to their own savings,
or to borrowing from family and friends. In Egypt,
for instance, nearly %90 of recently surveyed selfemployed youth had resorted either to borrowing
from friends and/or family or to spending their
own savings (%48.5 and %31, respectively)
when attempting to establish their businesses
10
. Similarly, in Jordan, while small and medium
enterprises (SMEs) make up approximately %99
of the country’s private firms, they account for
only %13 of total commercial loans11.
challenges faced by young would-be business
owners, the region’s youth have also cited high
costs, bureaucracy, and taxes (Jordan, Palestine,
Tunisia)5 ; political uncertainty and corruption
(Egypt, Morocco, Palestine)6 ; strong competition
(Egypt, Iraq)7 ; and a lack of skill among the youth –
including business management and procurement
(Lebanon, Iraq) 8. Many marginalized youth referred
to the close linkage of ‘wasta’ – networks and
connections – and access to financial support
and ease of doing business. In Syria, young people
with disabilities – a fast-growing demographic
– expressed frustration in accessing financing

In some countries – Syria, Iraq, West Bank and
Gaza, and, to a lesser extent, their neighboring
countries – the business environment has been
further hampered by conflict and instability. In
the Occupied Palestinian Territories—particularly
in Gaza—there have been reports of electricity
cuts and scarcity of raw materials (mentioned by
%13.4 of respondents in a recent ILO survey12 ),
on account of the Israeli blockade which has been
in place since 2007. In addition to cost increases,
the aforementioned electricity cuts have made it
increasingly difficult to run a business13 . Similarly,
in Iraq, young people have also reported supply
shortages, in addition to the abovementioned

World Bank, “Tunisia: Breaking the Barriers to Youth Inclusion”, 2014 (hence, World Bank 2014a); ILO, “Labor Market Transitions
of Young Women and Men in the Middle East and North Africa”, 2016 (hence, ILO 2016b); ILO, “Labor Market Transitions of Young
Women and Men in the Occupied Palestinian Territories: Results from the 2015 school-to-work transition survey”, 2016 (hence, ILO
2016c)
6
EuroMed, “Le Travail de Jeunesse en Palestine et ses Défis”, 2014 (hence, EuroMed 2014); World Bank, “Kingdom of Morocco:
Promoting Youth Opportunities and Participation”, 2012 (hence, World Bank 2012)
7
ILO 2014a; UNDP, “Iraqi Youth: Challenges and Opportunities”
8
UNDP, 2015; UNDP, “Arab Human Development Report 2016 ,”2016 (hence, UNDP 2016)
9
UNICEF, 2017, “The most difficult thing for me is my disability and the society›s perspective on disabled person…They consider us
helpless and unable to do any work. – -20year-old male, Syria”
10
ILO 2014a
11
McKinsey & Company (2013), “SME Banking Opportunity in MENA”
12
ILO, 2016c
13
ILO 2016c
5
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obstacles14 . In Syria, supply routes and access
to the basic services needed to keep a business
running have been disrupted by the ongoing
conflict, which has left %24 of the country’s
roads damaged. Syrians residing in urban areas
experience as many as 16 hours of power
outages each day, while in rural areas electrical
power is available for approximately 6 hours
daily15 . Furthermore, in the course of focus group
discussions, Syrian youth have also pointed out a
lack of legal clarity regarding the use of innovative
technologies, such as electronic payments for
mobile apps, and very limited access to technical
support and mentoring, which poses additional
obstacles to entrepreneurs. Finally, this instability
has also damaged the business environment in
neighboring countries, such as Jordan, where
the business environment has suffered from
price increases, disrupted trade routes, and other
obstacles16.
Social protection support
Poverty levels and limited access to basic goods
and services – particularly in countries affected
by war, displacement and occupation – underline
the need to boost social protection mechanisms,
as well as other forms of support. The situation
is particularly dire in Syria, where, by the end of
2014, poverty and absolute poverty rates had
reached %82.5 and %64.7, respectively17 , and
where the average household currently spends
approximately %14 of its income on water alone
18
. Due, in part, to the deterioration of the nation’s
infrastructure and services networks, an estimated
2.7 million Syrian youth, many of which reside in
hard-to-reach and restricted areas, are in need
of humanitarian assistance, and remain largely
deprived of access to education, employment
opportunities, psychosocial support, and even
food and medicine 19. The need to provide for

families affected by the dire economic situation
clearly resulted in many adolescents – especially
boys – dropping out of school and settling for
exploitative work. In addition, the pressing need
to find a paying job acts as a push factor for
migration.
Household economic vulnerability in Jordan,
Lebanon and Syria is a key risk factor for adopting
negative coping mechanisms within families.
The associated anxiety of not being able to
pursue education-related goals and dreams
creates tremendous stress for young people in
these countries. Household vulnerability often
translated to family situations characterized by
working children, school drop-out, frustration,
depression and low morale for unemployed young
people, and early marriage.
In war-torn Iraq, too, the government has so far
remained largely incapable of compensating
for the deterioration of public services and
infrastructure, and few devices are in place to curb
the absence of broad social security and health
insurance services, and combat the country’s
rising poverty and unemployment rates.
Poverty levels have also remained high in the
Occupied Palestinian Territories, especially in
Gaza. Recently, %25 of the total population of
occupied Palestine was estimated to live in
poverty – %39 in Gaza and %16 in the West
Bank20 – while %12.9 were found to live in
extreme poverty. In regards to food security this
gap is wider still, as %46 of Gazans to %17 of
those in the West Bank have been described as
“food insecure” – a predicament which has been
related to high prices and the overall deterioration
of socioeconomic conditions in the Occupied
Palestinian Territories 21. However, the apparent
stagnation of the peace process, along with

UNDP (2014), “Iraq Human Development Report 2014”
OCHA, “Humanitarian Needs Overview 2017: Syrian Arab Republic”, 2016 (hence OCHA 2016)
16
Schmidt et al. 2015
17
UNDP 2016
18
OCHA 2016
19
Mercy Corps, “Age of Unrest: Syrian Refugee Youth at the Crossroads”, 2015 (hence Mercy Corps 2015)
20
UNRWA, 2014
21
World Bank, “West Bank and Gaza: Economic Monitoring Report to the Ad Hoc Liaison Committee”, 2014 (hence World Bank 2014b)
14
15
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the escalation of other crises in the region, has
led to a progressive decrease in donor funds,
further threatening the livelihoods of Palestinians,
particularly in Gaza, where an estimated %80 of
the population depend on foreign, international,
and non-governmental assistance22.
A lack of access to social protection mechanisms
is an important feature of informal employment
in the region. In Jordan, it’s especially difficult for
workers in the informal sector to gain access to
social protection, though they are able to register
with the Social Security Corporation (SSC). For
instance, as of %44 ,2012 of Jordanian workers
were not covered by social security23 . While social
protection mechanisms in Jordan are indeed
expanding, the Syrian refugee crisis and the
subsequent hike in informality24 continue to pose

5

a challenge to broader social security coverage
in the country. The validation exercise with young
Syrian refugees in Jordan revealed their very
limited knowledge of the protection mechanisms
and services they can access to learn about their
rights and the exploitative labor conditions they
experience to sustain their families.
Similarly, in the Occupied Palestinian Territories,
employment informality has left nearly twothirds of young workers without access to health
insurance, and nearly one-fifth deprived of their
right to sick leave25 , and in Lebanon, where onefifth of the population is believed to be engaged in
the informal sector and another %30 categorize
as self-employed working in low-productivity
occupations, only an estimated %34.5 of workers
are registered with the National Social Security
Fund (NSSF)26 .
In Egypt, the informal sector employs
approximately %57-51 of the country’s
workforce27, which partly explains why only
%19.9 of young salaried workers are entitled
to such benefits as meal allowances and paid
sick leave28 . Also, between 2009 and 2010, only
%11.4 of young workers in Morocco contributed
to social security, and less than %10 were
covered by health insurance. Again, this is believed
to be related to the fact that most working youth
were either engaged in the agricultural sector or
informally employed. Formality of employment
was shown to substantially increase working
youth’s chances of enjoying holiday bonuses,
which only %40 were reportedly granted. At the
time, %78 of young workers in the country were
covered by social security, though this figure
dropped to %62 in rural areas29 . More recently,
it was estimated that %76 of Moroccan workers
were not covered by pension schemes, %58 did
not have access to health insurance, and only

UNRWA (2016b), “Khalifa bin Zayed Al Nahyan Foundation Continues Supporting Iftar for Palestine Refugees in Gaza”
Jordanian Department of Statistics (JDoS), “The Informal Sector in Jordan”, 2012 (hence JDoS 2012)
24
Jordan Times (%74“ ,)2016 of Jordanians are health insured”, November 2016. Available at: http://www.jordantimes.com/news/
local/-74jordanians-are-health-insured%E99%80%2
25
ILO 2016c; ILO, “The Situation of Workers in the Occupied Arab Territories” (hence ILO 2016e)
26
UNDP 2015
27
OECD, “Youth in the MENA Region. How to bring them in”, 2016 (hence OECD 2016)
28
ILO, 2014a
29
World Bank, 2012
22
23

ARAB TRADE UNION CONFEDERATION

6

ARAB TRADE UNION CONFEDERATION

one-third of the active population had access to
social insurance. Also worth mentioning is the
fact that, as recently as 2013, the richest %25 of
the country’s households benefitted from %46.7
of all food and fuel subsidies30 .
Youth consultations have also revealed that
marginalized youth do not possess an adequate
knowledge of their rights, which adds to the
challenges posed by the rampant levels of
informality and the general lack of access to
decent work conditions.
For educated refugee youth, legal constraints—
including those limiting their access to social
protection—were the primary hindrances in
accessing basic rights at the workplace.
Social protection support has been identified as
critical by girls and young women. In the course of
consultations with youth in the region, it became
clear that social protection mechanisms were
considered vital, especially by girls in certain
regions in Jordan, who identified targeted social
protection as a fundamental means of support
after being forced into early marriage or having
to drop out of school, which cause them to lose
out on opportunities to develop skills and access
work in the future.

Education system and labor market
relevance
As these economies rely heavily (though to
different degrees) on unskilled labor, returns on
investment in education are low, meaning that
a better education does not typically translate
into more or better job opportunities. In fact,
unemployment rates are commonly higher
among those with a higher level of education. In
the Occupied Palestinian Territories, for instance,
the results of a recent ILO survey showed that “for

30
31
32
33
34
35

those who had completed only basic education the
unemployment rate was 26.8 per cent, compared
with 42.9 per cent among tertiary graduates.” 31
In Lebanon, the gap was found to be narrower.
%29.9 of employed youth had completed
some form of tertiary education%47.6 ,32 held
a secondary level of education, and %21.8
possessed an elementary or lower level of
education . However, unemployment rates among
young Lebanese tertiary degree holders were
still found to be the highest of all educational
levels – %8.8, compared to %7.7 among those
possessing secondary-level education33 . This
has not dissuaded Lebanese youth from pursuing
higher education, as approximately one out of
every five young Lebanese males – and four out
of ten females – were recently found to possess
university degrees34.
Refugee youth highlighted legal restrictions
in
accessing
employment
opportunities
corresponding to their education and skills,
driving many to migrate in search of jobs and
opportunities for a better life.
The need for more and better education and
training has been stressed by young workers
and their employers alike. Recently it was found
that approximately %26 of Moroccan youth aged
24-15 possessed no formal education and %23
had, at most, incomplete primary education35 .
However, it is technical and vocational training,
and not standard education, which is in highest
demand among Moroccan youth. It was recently
found that %36 of Moroccan youth who had
completed primary level education, and %50 of
secondary graduates, agreed upon the need for
more training; however, only %1.3 of youth with
primary-level education reported having received
technical training, compared to %29 of working
youth with a secondary-level education. In this
regard, it is also important to mention that while

World Bank, “Social Protection and Labor Relief: Morocco social protection and labor diagnostic”, 2015 (hence, World Bank 2015)
ILO, 2016c
ILO, “Towards Decent Work in Lebanon: Issues and Challenges in Light of the Syrian Refugee Crisis” (hence, ILO 2015c)
Ibid.
Ibid.
FHI360, “Morocco. National Education Profile 2014 Update”, 2014 (hence, FHI2014 360)
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%17 of formally employed youth in urban areas
were recently found to have received training at
some point, this percentage shrank to nearly zero
among youth in rural areas36 . Also, in Tunisia,
complementing one’s education with out-ofschool classes is widely perceived to be necessary
for promoting employability. Recent figures have
shown that %70 of -15year-old secondary school
students take additional, informal classes in order
to succeed in school37.
Moreover, secondary and tertiary graduates are
often found to lack the expected knowledge and
skills, while employers, who are often dissatisfied
with the skill levels of young applicants, aren’t
always capable or willing to provide training
themselves. In Jordan, for instance, about onethird of recently surveyed employers in the
manufacturing and services sectors expressed
dissatisfaction with the skill levels possessed
by young applicants38 . Upon reviewing this data,
young people in the focus group discussions
confirmed the findings that the education they
receive does not prepare them for the job market;
that it leaves them ‘ignorant’ and not competent
enough for the requirements in the jobs –
“uneducated people do not get good jobs.”39
In this regard, it is important to point out that the
availability of workplace training and internships
is considered by the youth to be a key factor in
promoting employability.
In Syria, roughly half of employers were also
shown to be underwhelmed by the skills and
know-how of young people seeking work40 . There
is a high demand for some occupations, such as
medical personnel, but few training programs are

7

available, and the quality of what little training
is being provided has been affected by the
displacement of staff as a result of the war. In
rebel-controlled areas, it is believed that medical
staff has been reduced by as much as %95, and
the need has been underlined for a broad strategy
aimed at training new staff in the medical sector
and reintegrating existing personnel after the end
of the war41 .
Access to education and educational attainment
have been shown to vary between sub-regions
and income levels. Young people residing in rural
areas and in the South of Jordan discussed a lack
of opportunities with regards to education and
employment when compared to their counterparts
in urban areas42 .
In the Occupied Palestinian Territories, a recent
ILO survey suggested that tertiary education
is virtually inaccessible to youth from poor
households, which comprise %21.5 of those
without education43 . Similarly, in Egypt, nearly
half of youth in rural areas (%42.2) finish their
education at the primary level or below, compared
to %29.4 in urban areas, and at %27.5, youth in
urban areas were more than twice as likely to
have completed tertiary education as youth in
rural areas44 . In Iraq, urban youth are also more
likely to attend secondary school than rural
youth. In addition, children and youth from less
affluent families, who are unable to afford private
education, are left poorly equipped to succeed in
the examinations that open the doors to public
sector employment45 . Finally, in East Jerusalem,
access to tertiary education among the youth is
particularly impeded46.

World Bank, 2012
OECD, 2016
38
ILO, “Labour market transitions of young women and men in Jordan” (hence, ILO 2014b)
39
UNRWA, 2016a
40
ILO, “The ILO Response to the Syrian Refugee Crisis”, February 2016 (hence, ILO 2016d)
41
Al Fanar Media, “Lifting Up Syrian Youth: Improving Regional Access to Higher Education”, 2016
42
UNICEF, 2017, “I wanted to learn something else that what I am studying now, but I discovered that the field I wanted to study has
no work opportunities. – -19year-old female, Saida, Lebanon”
43
ILO, 2016c
44
ILO, 2014a
45
ICG, 2016
46
EuroMed, 2014
36

37
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Lack of alternative paths to access quality
education. This was a key barrier highlighted by
out of school females and males in Syria, Jordan
and Lebanon. While many of them do not aspire
to returning to formal education, they wish to
pursue non-formal educational opportunities and
gain certificates. The importance of accredited
certificates that allow for employment was very
strong for both males and females. Females
highlighted the importance of opportunities
of self-employment while males highlighted
opportunities for alternate pathways to vocational
training, linked to specific professions and
activities47.

School-to-work transition
Youth unemployment is common—particularly
among females—and often long-lasting. While,
overall, unemployment rates among the youth
have reached as high as %39, as in Egypt48 ,
young females are much more vulnerable to
unemployment than their male peers. In Egypt,
for instance, %38.1 of women aged 29-15 were
recently estimated to be unemployed, to %6.8 of
men in the same age range49 . In Gaza, whereas
youth unemployment rates stand at approximately
%61.4 when both genders are considered, they
rise to %65.2 among young women50 . Similarly,
in Syria, total youth unemployment was recently
estimated to round %28.5, while this figure rose to
%64.8 among young women51 .

Long-term unemployment was also shown to
be common among the youth. In Jordan, %72.4
of recently surveyed unemployed youth are
unable to find jobs within 6 months of entering
the labor market, and many remain jobless for
periods longer than three years52 . Similarly, in
the Occupied Palestinian Territories, more than
half of unemployed youth have been searching
for a job for over at least a year, and the average
duration of unemployment among 29-15 yearolds exceeded 2 years53 . Furthermore, %65.5 of
unemployed youth in Egypt, %15 in Syria, and just
under %50 in Iraq, remain unemployed for periods
longer than a year54 .
Youth inactivity levels are also high, especially
among females. In 2014, it was found that %29
of Jordanian youth classified as NEET (neither
employed nor in education or training): %44.2
of young women to %14.9 of young men.
Furthermore, it was found that, while the majority
of male NEET youth classified as unemployed
non-students (%67.2), the majority of the female
NEET youth population (%82.5) was made up of
inactive non-students55 . In Egypt, too, roughly
one-third of youth aged 29-15 has been estimated
to be NEET—%49.5 of females to %9.3 of males
in the 24-15 age range—with %63.9 of these
classifying as inactive non-students, to %36.1 as
unemployed non-students56 .
‘Wasta’—personal connections—and nepotism
play an important role in finding and securing
employment. Throughout the region, a large

UNICEF, 2017, “I have only finished my ninth grade education because of war. I really wish to go to university. I want to attend high
school and I hope I can study and work at the same time. I wish to resume my education in order to achieve my goal faster and work
at the same time. However, the situation will be like the difference between a fast and a slow train. The only choice I have is to work.”
– Syrian male, from Homs, 16 years old”
48
World Bank, “Social Protection and Labor Relief: Morocco social protection and labor diagnostic” (hence, World Bank 2015); OECD
2016
49
ILO, 2014a
50
ILO, 2016e
51
OCHA, 2016
52
ILO, “Labour market transitions of young women and men in Jordan”, 2014 (hence, ILO 2014b)
53
ILO, 2016e
54
UNDP 2016; ILO, 2016b; ILO, “The Twin Challenges of Child Labor and Youth Employment in the Arab States”, 2016 (hence, ILO
2016f)
55
ILO 2014b
56
ILO 2014a; ILO (2016a), “Decent Work in Egypt: 2015 Results”, 2016 (hence, ILO 2016a); ILO 2016b
47
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percentage of jobs (in both the private and the
public sectors) are acquired through ‘wasta’—i.e.,
personal or family connections which give one
an advantage over others in securing certain
things, such as job positions—and other informal
channels. In Tunisia, in light of the unfairness
of the recruitment process, which, especially
in the public sector, is also marked by bribery
and regionalism, most young workers resort to
informal social networks to find employment –
%67.2 or rural youth and %42.3 of urban youth
learn of job openings through networks and
personal contacts57 . Similarly, more than half
(%52.5) of young Iraqis recently quoted ‘family
and personal relationships’ as the most impactful
factor in securing employment, followed by ‘work
experience’ (%18), ‘educational attainment’ (%8.7),
‘technical or vocational training’ (%4.5), and ‘other
factors’ (%13.4).
Wasta, nepotism and favoritism and featured
prominently in the focus group discussions with
the youth. Securing a specialized position in line
with university qualifications, or a well-paying
job, is inextricably linked to not only the level of
education attained – and therefore out of reach
of many who are forced to drop out – but also to
powerful connections (‘wasta’), limiting access to
those who are well enough connected to benefit
from prevalent nepotism and corruption. In the
case of Lebanon59 , young people see this as a
primary driver enlarging the gaps between the
rich and the poor and as the main barrier for
accessing opportunities on an equal basis. In
Jordan, young people expressed deep frustrations
on being valued and having opportunities based
on networks and not skills.

and whose levels of education are often at odds
with the national economy’s reliance on lowproductivity sectors60 . Similarly, Moroccan and
Tunisian youth’s discouragement with employment
prospects has been made clear by the desire,
expressed by many, to emigrate and seek better
chances at building a life elsewhere 61. This desire
echoes a feeling of economic exclusion within
the countries’ socioeconomic landscape, where,
for the lack of employment opportunities, many
feel that social connections, as opposed to merit,
contribute predominantly to one’s chances of
securing employment.

In the course of focus group discussions
The youth’s disenchantment with the opportunities conducted with Jordanian youth, it was also
available in their countries is pushing many to found that young Jordanians are increasingly
consider emigration as a possible alternative. The considering leaving the country and emigrate –
desire to emigrate is common among Lebanese to Europe, the United States, Arab Gulf countries,
youth, %70 of which were found to be inactive, and others.

World Bank, 2014a
UNDP, 2014
59
UNICEF, 2017, “Being a girl makes me face the problem of trust. My society does not have trust in my work because I am a girl. Also,
because of nepotism in Lebanon, I will face problems opening my own business, which is my dream. – -19year-old female, Lebanon”
60
Lebanese Center for Policy Studies (LCPS) (2013), “Youth employment in Lebanon: Skilled and Jobless”, 2013 (hence, LCPS 2013)
61
UNFPA, “Défis de la Jeunesse Tunisienne”, 2015 (hence, UNFPA 2015)
57
58
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The youth’s disillusionment with their national
economies and labor markets has led to a
considerable brain drain across the region.
In response to this phenomenon, the Iraqi
government has implemented measures making
it more difficult for university graduates to obtain
their original diplomas, in an effort to prevent
them from leaving the country62.

possess written contracts64 . This means that they
are more likely to earn below-minimum wages
and enjoy a much lesser degree of job security.
For instance, in Egypt, where %75.7 of surveyed
young workers possessed no formal employment
contract, few received any benefits in addition to
their salaries, and less than one in every five young
workers was entitled to paid annual leaves65 .

Easing the transition of young people into the
world of work demands a variety of approaches
tailored to different categories of youth and
embedded into the socioeconomic context of
each country. The trajectories for school-to-work
transitions are not only diverse across genders
and different categories of children in the same
country; there are also considerable differences
between countries63 . For instance, while the
pattern for females in Palestine is roughly similar
to that for Egyptian males, in Palestine, boys seem
to leave education at an earlier age than girls. In
contrast with Egypt, virtually all Palestinian males
enter the labor market straight away when they
leave education. There is no ‘waiting period’,
where young men are outside the labor force
waiting for the desired opportunity to come along.
Furthermore, a much higher proportion of young
Palestinian men end up unemployed.
Therefore, any effort to promote youth
employment should start with a sound diagnostic
of the obstacles faced by the different categories
of young people as they start off in their search
for gainful employment.

In Tunisia, the majority of young workers possess
no written contract—though they are not included
in the Tunisian labor code, verbal contracts are
particularly common among male youth (%64).
Accordingly, most working youth in Tunisia do
not enjoy the rights protected by the national
legislation, such as paid leaves and fixed working
hours66 . Likewise, in Morocco, working youth are
predominantly engaged in the informal sector.
Since approximately four out of five working
youth do not enjoy a formal employment contract,
young workers are often paid low wages and
enjoy little if any job stability. Youth engaged in
informal employment are less likely to enjoy basic
benefits established under Moroccan law, such
as the minimum wage, though a lack of resources
prevents the full enforcement of labor laws even
in the formal sector67 .

Youth employment
Youth in the region enjoy limited access to decent
working conditions, including minimum wages
and paid leaves, largely as a result of widespread
employment informality. In Jordan, for instance,
two-fifths of employed youth are currently thought
to be engaged in the informal sector, and only
%59 of working youth—to %73 of working adults—

62
63
64
65
66
67

Due to the benefits which it commonly entails,
public sector employment widely desired—but
scarce. In Jordan, where the public sector is
the single largest employer in the country, civil
servants enjoy such benefits as maternity leaves,
social protection, paid annual leaves, health
insurance, and others. Because of this, it is also
the most sought-after employer among young
people, especially young women, in spite of the
fact that wage average has been shown to be
lower in the public sector, where it stands at 549.6
JOD/month, than in the private sector, where
figures stand at 512 JOD/month. However, largely
due to the implementation of successive austerity
measures over the past two decades, which have

ICG, 2016
PCBS, (2013) “Labour Force Survey”
ILO, 2016b; ILO, “The Twin Challenges of Child Labor and Youth Employment in the Arab States”, 2016 (hence, ILO 2016f)
ILO, 2014a
ILO 2015a, 2015b, 2015d
USDoS, “Morocco 2016 Human Rights Report”, 2017 (hence, USDoS 2017b)
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included the freezing of public sector salaries and
recruitment, few young workers ultimately secure
employment in the public sector. Here, once more,
‘wasta’ and nepotism were shown to have a major
impact on one’s chances at employment.

bottom’ which has led to a broad deterioration
of working conditions. In light of their (often
desperate) situation, refugees in Jordan and
Lebanon are commonly willing to work longer
hours for lower pay, which makes them a more
profitable choice for employers, lowering the
In Tunisia, too, over %65 of 29-15 year-olds quality of the conditions offered.
reported preferring to work in the public sector,
while %22 favored the private sector and %10, The validation exercises with young people in Syria
self-employment68 . Yet, the public sector provides highlighted that facing economic deprivation,
little employment for young Tunisians— %6.8 of child labor is rampant. Employing young children
working youth in rural areas and %12.4 in urban was seen to be more economical than adults
areas69 . Similarly, in Morocco, though public and a significant proportion of young people
sector employment is in high demand, as recently had dropped out of school and were working to
as 2011 the public sector accounted for only %5 provide an income to their families.
of youth employment in the country70 .
In the Occupied Palestinian Territories, Palestinian
Coupled with the spread of unemployment and workers are also vulnerable to exploitation, as they
informality, the socioeconomic conditions faced are dependent on contractors to find better-paying
by the region’s poor and vulnerable have left them work in Israel or the settlements. In many cases,
exposed to exploitation, initiating a ‘race to the workers pay a ‘delivering contractor’ 40 New Israeli
Shekels (NIS) a day (10.4 US$), and another 50
NIS (13 US$) to the ‘receiving contractor’, making
it so that a Palestinian worker earning 150 NIS
(39.1 US$) per day would get to keep only 60 NIS
(15.6 US$) of his or her daily wage71 .
In Lebanon, discriminatory practices are
common, and particularly affect Syrians and
Palestinians. Recently, 18 out of 41 interviewed
business-owners admittedly refused to hire
Syrian workers (ACTED, 2014). Meanwhile,
Palestinians in Lebanon are effectively barred
from engaging in 30 different occupations, such
as doctors or engineers – migrants and refugees
are only permitted to be employed in agriculture,
construction, and cleaning. As they are considered
foreigners, Palestinian workers are also forced to
pay a “prohibitively expensive work permit.” Seeing
for many such workers this amounts to 6 months
of wages or more, large numbers of Palestinians
and other migrant workers are commonly forced
into informality72 .

68
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OECD, “Tacking Youth Employment in the MENA Region”, 2015 (hence, OECD 2015)
World Bank, 2014a
World Bank, 2012
ILO, 2016e
UNDP, 2015
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Lastly, in Jordan, many refugees, including
Syrian children, have reportedly been subject
to such forms of exploitation as forced labor,
forced marriage, debt bondage, and others. In
the recently issued Global Slavery Index for 2016,
Jordan ranked 18 out of all countries surveyed73 .
Culture of shame emerged as another barrier to
employment. Young people discussed that social
expectations in Jordan are to gain employment
in certain types of jobs only, especially for young
people. Certain types of jobs are deemed not
suitable or respectable. Culture of shame was
highlighted by university students and graduates
in the South of Jordan (Ma’an and Aqaba), where
they experience strict social and family norms
on professions and places that are deemed
respectable and suitable.
Young women face more challenges than men
in the labor market, though in some cases
they enjoy better employment benefits. The
socioeconomic role of women in MENA countries
continues to be largely defined along socially and
culturally conservative lines, which precludes
young women from engaging in a large number
of sectors and occupations. In Lebanon, for
instance, women are much more represented
in sectors such as banking than in other fields
which are socially and culturally perceived to
be less suitable for women 74. In Iraq, roughly
%56 of surveyed working women aged 29-15
worked in agriculture, and the majority of these
classified as unpaid family contributors. As for
female salaried workers, they were shown to
earn considerably less than men75 , as was also
the case in the Occupied Palestinian Territories,
where women earn a daily wage of 81.9 NIS (21.3
US$), compared to the 108 NIS (28.1 US$) earned
by men76 .

According to young female workers, there is also
a lack of support for working women, especially
pregnant women and mothers. In addition to a
lack of access to affordable nurseries, work hours
are not typically flexible, and often conflict with
women’s responsibilities and socially accepted
practices—for example, returning home after dark,
working in male-dominated work environments,
or leaving children in day care – and many
employers (especially in the informal economy)
are not willing to provide adequate benefits, such
as maternity leaves, accessible transport, and
day cares. In addition, women are much more
vulnerable than men to being harassed by their
coworkers and employers, and as indicated in
the focus group discussions, women do not have
mechanisms of redressal.
Yet, female workers were often shown to have
better chances than their male peers of securing
formal and public sector employment. In the West
Bank, for instance, the (comparatively) few young
women who were employed were concentrated in
the public sector (%23 in education and health).
In Gaza, too, the vast majority of job opportunities
available to women are to be found in the public
sector, in health and education77 . Meanwhile,
in Morocco, %40 of employed young women in
urban areas, to %13 of employed young men,
were recently found to be formally employed78 . In
Lebanon, it was also shown that %29.6 of employed
young women79 worked as professionals, to %18.2
of young men . Accordingly, female workers also
tend to be more likely than males to enjoy such
employment benefits as leaves and pensions,
though they continue to lack support in certain
key areas. In Egypt, for instance, %30-20 of young
females were shown to have access to pensions,
severance pay, overtime pay and bonuses. Yet,
only %16.9 of female workers benefited from
maternity leave 80 .

Global Slavery Index, “Middle East and North Africa”, 2016 (hence, Global Slavery Index 2016). Available at: http://www.
globalslaveryindex.org/region/middle-east-north-africa/
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UNDP, 2014
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In the focus group discussions with young girls
in Jordan, it was highlighted how customs and
traditions are a key barrier towards the realization
of their aspirations in education and employment.
Girls expressed that family and society limit the
possibilities of what is permissible for girls to
study and do in their future as well as the type
of behaviors that are deemed ‘suitable’ for a girl.
Expectations on their roles start from a very young
age. Girls as young as 14 years-old expressed that
they would not be able to continue their studies
because their families would now allow them. For
the older cohorts, pressure was mostly related to
the type of education and jobs they are allowed to
undertake. For instance, a young girl from Ma’an,
Jordan, expressed frustration at the fact that
she wished to be a nurse, but that the profession
was not deemed ‘suitable’ for a girl. Similarly, a
university graduate in Aqaba expressed frustration
at not being able to access certain jobs which are
deemed to be suitable for males only.

The labor movement
Youth in the region are largely disassociated from
the national labor movements. Overall, MENA
youth are not very closely involved with their
countries’ trade union movements – they remain
underrepresented among union members, and
virtually absent from leadership positions. It is
difficult to determine whether the lack of focus of
trade unions in the region on youth challenges is
a cause or an effect of this estrangement. Some
Egyptian youth are involved in students’ unions,
but they, like other civil society actors, are faced
with numerous limitations imposed by public
authorities. Consultations with young people in
the region also reflected a lack of knowledge and
poor access to services as major obstacles to
their involvement with trade unions.
For the most part, trade unions in the region are
under close government control, and independent
trade unions, along with other CSOs, often come
under attack. This is true of Jordan, where all
requests for the creation of new unions have

81
82

been denied since the 1976s, as well as Syria,
where all unions are controlled by the Ba’ath
party. In Jordan, the registration of organizations
and their access to foreign funding is left to the
discretion of the Ministry of Social Development,
which also holds the right to disband them.
Similarly, workers must obtain prior permission
from the government to strike, and the number
of official trade unions is limited to 17. These 17
unions operate under the umbrella of the General
Federation of Jordanian Trade Unions (GFJTU),
which is widely perceived to have strong ties to
the political elite. Independent unions do exist,
but they face numerous obstacles and largely
rely on the work of volunteers. In 2016, workers
in Jordan were described as suffering systematic
violations of their rights, whereby “the government
and/or companies are engaged in serious efforts
to crush the collective voice of workers putting
fundamental rights under threat”81 . Local and
international NGOs have reported being required
to present official letters of authorization in
order to hold training sessions, private meetings,
conferences, and other such events in hotels82 .

International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC), “Global Rights Index 2017 ,”2016 (hence, ITUC 2017)
United States Department of State (USDoS), “Jordan 2016 Human Rights Report”, 2017 (hence USDoS 2017a)
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Similarly, while independent unions are allowed
to operate in Gaza and the West Bank, but
provisions protecting workers’ rights are
routinely violated. In the West Bank, workers are
required to apply for permission to strike from
the Palestinian Authority’s Ministry of Labor. In
Gaza, workers, including civil servants, have been
known to strike. However, the Palestinian General
Federation of Trade Unions, has seen its ability to
operate freely significantly limited by the Hamasled administration.
Regarding Associational and Organizational
Rights in Lebanon, Freedom House stressed in
2016 that the constitution does guarantee these
freedoms, which are generally respected by
the government. Civil society organizations are
allowed to operate freely, under some constraints;
namely, the Interior Ministry, with which all NGOs
are obliged to be registered, may submit such
organizations to heavy scrutiny, and these must
invite representatives of the Ministry to observe
voting on bylaws and boards of directors. As
for trade unions, these are generally associated
with political organizations, in relation to which
they have become increasingly dependent over
the past years. The Palestinian population in
Lebanon is not permitted to participate in the
labor movement, and foreign domestic workers
have been kept from establishing a union.
The trade union movement in Egypt has also
faced numerous challenges over the past years,
and is under great pressure from authorities.
Several strikers and protesters, such as journalists
and shipyard workers in Alexandria, have been
arrested, subjected to physical violence, and worse
– as attested by the suspicions surrounding the
murder of Italian PhD student Giulio Regeni. On
the broader level, the government has instructed
state institutions not to acknowledge independent
trade unions. Egyptian authorities have responded
to international criticisms by terming them
“unwarranted interference in Egyptian affairs”83 .
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ITUC, 2017
ITUC, 2017; USDoS 2017b.
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The Tunisian labor movement has played a leading
role in helping the country transition to democracy,
but it still faces numerous obstacles. In October
2016, the Nobel Peace Prize was awarded to the
Tunisian National Dialogue Quartet, composed
of the Tunisian General Labor Union (UGTT), the
Tunisian Confederation of Industry, Trade and
Handicrafts (UTICA), the Tunisian Human Rights
League (LTDH) and the Tunisian Order of Lawyers.
By launching their initiative for social dialogue,
these four organizations freed the country from
political deadlock and promoted the adoption
of a new constitution founded on human rights
principles. Yet, the unions’ demands for higher
wages and wave of protests which they’ve led
have put them at odds with UTICA, while the UGTT
is often and harshly criticized in the media. The
country’s labor movement has also failed to focus
on issues concerning the youth specifically, while
the latter are commonly absent from the unions’
memberships. These tensions have hindered
efforts for tight national cooperation in meeting
the country’s challenges.
Finally, in Morocco, both government and
employers have been found regularly interfere
with the collective rights of workers. In the energy
sector, officials refused to engage in social
dialogue with workers’ organizations regarding
the privatization of the National Electricity and
Water Company, in response to which around
9,000 workers went on a nationwide strike. Police
have violently disrupted peaceful protests namely
one organized by teachers, prompting a public
outcry against police brutality. There have also
been instances of newly created unions have
been repressed by employers at Maghreb Steel
and Med Paper, who suspended and dismissed
striking workers. Other union leaders have also
faced dismissals and threats84 .
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Civic participation and tradition

to change restrictive family and social norms
and perceptions that reinforce gender barriers.
Recent political and historical events have both Despite feeling positive abour their communities,
demonstrated and spurred the Arab youth’s male and female young people indicated that they
interest in civic participation. Recognizing the did not feel as if they had a voice or place in the
right to participation – at school, home and in community, and that adults were not available for
the community – for adolescents and young mentorship or support.
people implies accepting that they have real
possibilities for exercising their citizenship as a Religion and tradition play a significant role in
basic requirement for their development and for the lives of most MENA youth, though there are
noteworthy differences between the countries.
influencing their environment/society85 .
When responding to whether “religion is an
Young people were at the forefront of the 2011 important part of your life,” nearly all youth
uprisings, and ever since there have been signs of surveyed in Egypt and Morocco in recent years
increased political involvement among the youth responded in the affirmative. Similarly, in Jordan,
in MENA countries. In this regard, two factors are the percentage of youth answering ’yes’ has
of particular import: Dissatisfaction with public largely remained above the %90 line, while in
policies and the social, political and economic Tunisia it has hovered around that mark. In Iraq,
state of affairs which resulted in the narrowing of that percentage has stood between %80-80, and
the scope of opportunities available to the youth, in Lebanon at a lower %85-80. In the Occupied
and the increased interconnectivity and exposure Palestinian Territories, however, a substantial
to new ideas brought about by an expanded increase was recorded between 2007 and 2014,
access to the internet and the rise of social media. with the percentage rising from roughly %90 to
Recent studies have shown that youth in the nearly%100 88 . Religion also emerged as a positive
MENA region are generally less satisfied with their coping mechanism to barriers faced by young
lives than those in other countries at comparable people in the focus group discussions in Lebanon
stages of development86. Furthermore, it is and Jordan, and is experienced as a positive facet
also noteworthy to point out that their levels of of everyday life.
satisfaction increased among the more socially
and religiously tolerant, those more open to As for tradition, the values associated with
gender equality, and those more willing to engage patriarchy – notably, the reluctance to support or
accept gender equality – remain prevalent, though
in civic action.
less so than before. Furthermore, they have been
Overall, civic engagement among the youth was linked to a greater respect for authority and a
found to be greater in countries such as Iraq, greater support for autocratic governance89 .
Lebanon, and Palestine, than in others such as
Egypt, Jordan, and Morocco87 .This has been Movements calling for greater protection of the
ascribed to better levels media freedom and rights of women have sprung up all across the
region, but face numerous challenges. In parallel
democratic practice.
with the movements and initiatives aimed at
Young people in the validation exercises tackling broader issues such as social inequality,
expressed that they view community engagement youth challenges, and despotism, young women
and volunteering as potential opportunities and men throughout the region have come forth

Save the Children Sweden (2008), “Promotion of Protagonist and Meaningful Participation of Children and Adolescents Exposed
to Violence”
86
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in the defence of women’s rights, challenging
social norms, laws, attitudes, and widespread
discriminatory practices – in politics, in the labour
market, and even in their homes. Many women
participated in, and even spearheaded, some of
the Arab Spring movements – a case in point
was the celebration of International Woman’s Day
in Tahrir Square, in 2011. Since before, and after
the uprisings, young women in the Arab world
have, individually and collectively, been involved
in political parties and lobbying, activism, cultural
initiatives aimed at the promotion of political
and intellectual freedom, and social justice. Still,
they are faced with a number of challenges: Their
claims are vulnerable to being overlooked within
the broader movements for social and political
emancipation; their affiliation with political parties
has produced distrust among some circles,
whose reluctance to support them often rests
upon the suspicion that they are complicit with
the ruling class; their being often supported by
INGOs has bred suspicion that Western interests
are encroaching on local values through them;
and, finally, State suppression has often played a
role in stifling these and other civic movements.

Conclusion
Such phenomena as poverty and unemployment
remain exceedingly common in the region, with
the latter disproportionately affecting young
people. These and other factors underline the
need for the youth to be better protected in the
face of adverse socioeconomic environments, as
well as to empower them to acquire the necessary
tools to break away from what is often a vicious
cycle of powerlessness, dependence, and apathy.
This, as has been shown, cannot be achieved
merely by promoting access to education; nor is
the activation of social protection mechanisms
sustainable in the absence of policies which
promote employment.
Above all, the findings presented above point to
the need for a holistic approach to the challenges
faced by young people. Access to education,
for instance, is an enshrined fundamental right,
but its importance hinges largely on the quality
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of the education provided and the pertinence of
the educational programs in place, considering
the structure of each country’s economy and
the requirements of their respective labor
markets; as such, education policies are
inseparable from labor policies and economic
development strategies. In much the same way,
the unavailability of employment opportunities
should be counterbalanced by policies aiming to
make self-employment and entrepreneurship less
burdensome.
Youth in the MENA region have been numbed by
the combination of an unfavorable socioeconomic
environment – not to mention war and civil unrest –
on the one hand, and the inability (or unwillingness)
of their governments to address the issues which
ail them, on the other. Employment opportunities
are scarce; social protection mechanisms are
in want; corruption is rampant; and, even where
it is made available (and affordable), education
appears to yield few benefits. Furthermore, even
those who manage to secure employment often
find themselves earning less than they should (by
law or otherwise), while enjoying few or none of
the benefits which enable workers to lead decent
lives.
Meanwhile, the majority of these challenges is
amplified when considering those groups which,
by virtue of cultural norms, prejudice, or mere
circumstance, find themselves at a disadvantage
in regard to the rest. These include women and
girls, migrants, refugees, working children and
young people living with disabilities.
An alarming number of youth in the MENA region
are being left with no other choice than to either
stagnate, or leave. Either way, their countries
will suffer: Brain drains, the underutilization of
human resources, and a continued reliance on
low-productivity sectors can all have disastrous
consequences for the future of developing
economies. Ultimately, in the absence of clear,
effective strategies aimed at empowering future
generations to actively improve themselves, their
lives and their countries, the region’s future will
invariably remain compromised.
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In light of the information presented in this
regional brief, the following recommendations
were developed:
1. Work to ensure that MENA youth have access
to social protection and other forms of statesponsored support.
2. Harmonize educational policies with labor
market requirements and promote cooperation
between, government, employers, and educational
institutions to that effect.
3. Strengthen oversight mechanisms so as to
ensure that employers abide by decent work
standards.
4. Provide greater support to women and girls and
work to overcome the challenges they face in the
labor market.
5. Facilitate access to credit for young
entrepreneurs and small business owners who
employ young workers.
6. Conduct further research into the challenges
faced by young people with disabilities in the
region, raise awareness, and work to provide them
with better support.
7. Work to ensure that the obstacles posed by
war and conflict do not irreversibly compromise
the future of the young people affected, notably
by providing alternative sources of education and
employment.
8. Raise awareness on the challenges faced by
youth in the region and foster greater cooperation
in developing solutions.
9. Enabling all labor forces, including young
people, to exercise their right to organize and
bargain collectively.
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