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Executive Summary

Politics and Political Engagement
This section delves into developments related to youth and politics, broken down into
Elections, Political Initiatives, Protests, Repression and Exclusion, and Youth Apathy
and Mistrust. Syria, Algeria, and Iran all held elections in the second quarter of 2021,
which saw varying degrees of voter turnout and apathy among youth.

Alongside elections, countries across the region saw a number of promising
initiatives aimed at politically mobilizing youth, organized by governments, political
parties, and civil society organizations. Meanwhile, youth-led protest movements
continued in Lebanon, Iraq, Algeria, and Tunisia, continuing a two-year trend of
increasing protests over political and socioeconomic concerns.

Many young protesters were subject to repressive crackdowns, including Palestinians
who faced both online and physical repression during the uprising in May and June.
Despite the emergence of promising initiatives, the report highlights lingering apathy
and mistrust towards politics among youth, a trend that continues ten years after the
Arab Spring uprisings.

The Politics and Political Engagement section features a spotlight on youth
engagement and the state of legislative elections across the MENA region, a report
previously published by MENAACTION. The section concludes with recommendations
advising stakeholders in the region to strengthen initiatives aimed at youth inclusion
in the political space; to prioritize and include youth in economic development
strategies; to actively encourage youth and prepare them to participate in upcoming
elections; and to encourage region-wide connections among youth facing similar
challenges.

Economics and Entrepreneurship
This section is divided into several categories that analyze sources pertaining to youth
and economic conditions and entrepreneurship. Looking at the main findings, in
terms of economic policy, governments and educational organizations in the MENA
region have been unable to address the changing job market and realigning the
educational and technical sectors to the market.

When it comes to financial inclusion, the sources observed underline that there is a
low rate of inclusion in the region, which has affected people's ability to store, send
and receive money.
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The third category examines the financial struggles in Lebanon, Syria, Turkey,
Palestine, and North Africa which are manifested in increased poverty and
unemployment rates. Various sources discussed demonstrated that youth are
increasingly thinking about emigration for better opportunities.

The fourth category explores unemployment in the MENA region and how it was
exacerbated by COVID-19. Following that, the report delves into employment efforts,
including government initiatives to tackle unemployment. The seventh category
discusses entrepreneurship and how youth have turned to it in light of growing
unemployment. The eighth category examines youth training and capacity building by
different public and private sector entities that implemented different programs
across the MENA region to help youth with unemployment. Finally, the ninth category
explores the digital economy and how COVID-19 has emphasized the need for it,
and the opportunities and challenges that it presents for the MENA region.

Conflict
In terms of Conflict, the 2021 Semiannual Report examines five main trends across
the region: drug use and trafficking; forced displacement, ethnic cleansing, and
migration; rising armed conflict; wrongful imprisonment and human rights violations;
and violent extremism.

Drug availability and consumption among youth are rising in several countries,
including Iraq, Yemen, Lebanon, and Syria, which are suffering from instability and
insecurity. Instability is also driving forced displacement and migration in multiple
countries, including Syria, Palestine, Yemen, Sudan, and Iraq, which have the
highest number of conflict-induced displaced persons. Ethnic cleansing also leads
to displacement in Palestine, alongside armed conflict, which escalated in Gaza in
May, killing 66 children.

Elsewhere, youth in the MENA region have been caught up in armed conflict in
Yemen, Syria, and Iraq. The report also notes multiple human rights violations,
including wrongful imprisonment, of youth across the region. Lastly, violent
extremism and efforts to recruit youth remain a prominent threat.

The conflict section also features a spotlight article from MENAACTION President
Mohammed Abu Dalhoum calling for an integrated approach to combat the
prevalence of drugs in the region.

It concludes with a series of recommendations advising stakeholders to address both
the supply and demand of drugs to combat their prevalence among youth; to
increase involvement from the international community to pressure governments
causing displacement and support humanitarian work for those displaced; to create
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independent and transparent legal systems with more international oversight to
address human rights violations; and to step up online monitoring of extremist
content and adopt preventive programming to stop youth from being recruited.

Development
Due to COVID-19, the main development of initiatives in the region focused on
addressing the ongoing health crisis. Countries across the Middle East continue to
develop programs that address the most vulnerable segments of the healthcare
system including, providing life-saving treatments, distribution of vaccines, and
developing various societal sectors. The economy, especially, in the region has
persistently declined, as key drivers of the country’s economy such as employment,
tourism, and trade have continued to decline. According to a MENAACTION 2020
report, 35.7 percent of youth agree that unemployment and lack of job opportunities
continue to be the main challenge that they face in the region.

To address these issues several programs across the region have developed to
ensure that engagement among youth continues. Agencies such as the World Bank
have endorsed assistance strategies in the Palestinian Territories to ensure that the
airy continue to have access to economic developments. Jordanian youth have also
launched several initiatives to provide a networking platform for youth in the region. It
is evident that the region’s main concern in regard to the youth is the lack of access
to professional development opportunities. MENAACTION strongly recommends the
continued development of access to job opportunities for youth in order to assist the
overall economic development in the region. By providing a space for youth in the
region to develop professionally and academically, MENA governments bodies,
international organizations, NGOs, and research institutions will be able to help the
region flourish economically and socially.

Education
In reviewing sources discussing education in the MENA region over the second
quarter of 2021, the main themes observed were seminars and meetings, initiatives,
and Financial Assistance. Looking at the main trends, the UAE hosted the seventh
seminar on Education Interference to discuss the importance of programs. Moreover,
there were several education-related initiatives, many of which focused on training
youth on research skills. Another initiative, in Egypt, resulted in establishing centers
at universities to enhance digital literacy. Similarly in Jordan, the Ministry of Digital
Economy and Entrepreneurship partnered with the Ministry of Education to launch a
curriculum for digital skills development.
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Moreover, there were two notable efforts in Qatar and in Jordan to provide
underprivileged students with scholarships and financial aid.

This section features a spotlight article, contributed by Farah Naber, in which she
outlines important steps needed to steer education onto the right path in the region.
Her recommendations include addressing financial access and the curricula,
particularly to ensure that students are taught transferrable skills that are relevant to
the ever-changing job market. The section concludes with a set of recommendations
for governments and international organizations to address the challenges facing
youth when it comes to education. These recommendations include investing in
online learning – ensuring their inclusivity for young women and underprivileged
students. Other recommendations emphasize what needs to be done to revitalize the
relevance of education to the changing job market.

Environment
Environmental action is on the rise among youth in the MENA region, yet its coverage
in news sources was minimal compared to other themes. These sources discussed
climate change; youth stakeholdership; food security and agriculture; pollution and
waste management; and sustainable environmental entrepreneurship. Perhaps the
main takeaways from this section were (1) there is an increasing consensus that
youth should be given a central role in addressing climate change and environmental
challenges, (2) initiatives and efforts on the ground remain rather minimal, yet, (3)
such efforts tend to be focused on the local level, which is key for raising awareness
and changing behavior, and (4) droughts, wildfires, pollution, and food insecurity
were some of the main challenges discussed in these sources, however, government
and nongovernment action remains subpar.

This section features a spotlight article by Saumaun Heiat, Director of Development,
at MENAACTION, who explores the implications of environmental challenges on
Hamun, Iran. MENAACTION illustrates several recommendations at the end of this
section, with an outlook for immediate action. Of these recommendations, we
highlight the importance of enhancing the use of renewable energy for both
businesses and residences; implementing more recycling initiatives; widening the
space and scope for youth when it comes to climate action – transcending meetings
and conferences and focusing on support campaigns, lobbying efforts, and
petitions; and extending transnational cooperative agreements to address water
scarcity and food security. Ultimately, challenges associated with the environment
were brought about collectively, and collective action is the only way to counter them.
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COVID-19
The ongoing struggle to contain and tackle the COVID-19 virus in the MENA region
has deeply impacted the already fragile healthcare system in the region. Sources
observed over the past few months, Government and social institutions have worked
on addressing four main themes, including awareness and mitigation efforts,
economic effects, implications on daily life, and vaccination. In the region,
misinformation among society have led to a fear driven response to the vaccination
efforts conducted by the government and international organizations. To address this
issue, youth in the region have launched numerous campaigns where they
demonstrated to the public the dire need for precautionary measures such as
vaccination, personal hygiene, and social distancing. In Jordan, more than 500 youth
volunteers worked closely with the Ministry of Youth in efforts to spread awareness
messages on adhering to precautionary measures and the importance of
vaccination. Similar initiatives in Egypt and Iraq were launched by youth-led
programs to educate the public of the dangers of the virus.

Economically, due to numerous lockdowns across the region, employment efforts
were halted, causing a dramatic increase in unemployment rates among youth. The
education sector was also dramatically hit, as schools shifted from in person to
online education. And, due to financial instability among families, exacerbated by the
pandemic, young kids - especially girls - were forced to drop out of school, as they
were not able to participate in online education due to the lack of resources.
Students who do participate in online education also face some challenges. A Report
by Statemagazine asserts that more than 70% of youth aged 24-34 suffered from
irregularities in their sleep such as insomnia in addition to loneliness and concerns
over asking for psychological support.

As the economic and educational infrastructures continue to collapse in parallel to
the healthcare systems across the MENA region, it is critical now more than ever for
international organizations to provide vaccination efforts to countries in the region.
Despite numerous campaign efforts, launched by youth and governments in the
region, vaccination rates are still at an all-time low in middle income countries such
as Syria and Iraq. The pandemic has disrupted an already struggling MENA region,
therefore it is critical now more than ever for governments and local organizations to
unify their efforts in urging citizens to follow social distancing and personal sanitation
measures to prevent the spread of the virus. Governments should also increase
budget allocations to the education sector, as the pandemic has taken a major toll
on the sector in the region.
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Introduction

MENARY Monitor is distributed on weekly basis to government institutions and policy
makers, international organizations, researchers, and other relevant stakeholders.
The main objective is to provide these stakeholders with trusted, accurate, and
accessible updates on all matters concerning youth in the MENA region to save them
time and effort and provide them with the points of concern requiring action.

MENARY Monitor aims to become the main source of all news and updates
concerning youth of the MENA Region. In doing so, it looks to provide policy makers,
international and local organizations, and researchers with accessible, accurate, and
timely updates, news items, commentary, and analysis to guide them towards the
needs requiring action.

MENARY Monitor looks to enhance the conditions of youth under the age of 30 in the
MENA Region. They face a number of issues including lack of agency in the political
process, socioeconomic disenfranchisement, restrictions on human rights and
personal freedoms. This is documented by many global indicators, including
Freedom House. Additionally, young people in the Middle East are generally
perceived as a burden on society, perpetrators or victims of violence, rather than an
opportunity and agents for change and development.

Globally, only 1.9% of all elected representatives are under the age of 30 in spite of
the fact that young people are voting more than before, and showing improvements
in voter turnout rates, when compared to other age groups. Youth also face major
restrictions on their personal freedoms particularly freedom of speech, as the number
of young political prisoners is increasing on daily basis.

About this Program

On March 19, MENAACTION
launched a new program to shed
light on the conditions of youth in
the Middle East and North Africa
(MENA) region. This program,
the Middle East and North Africa
Youth Monitor (MENARY Monitor),
is a weekly newsletter, a
compilation of English, Arabic,
French, Farsi, and Turkish news
items from trusted sources in
addition to insightful comments.



Page | 11MENARY Monitor – 2021 Semiannual Report 

MENARY Monitor looks to achieve the following objectives:

v An increase in youth specific policies across the region which are relevant to the
needs of and issues facing youth.

MENARY Monitor will be delivered to policy makers of the region on weekly basis.
Policy makers include government organizations, legislative institutions, judicial
institutions, and other local government bodies. The Monitor will provide them with
updates and policy implications to guide them towards addressing these implications
and improve the conditions of young men and women. MENAACTION and MENARY
Monitor will keep track of all youth-relevant policies and produce commentaries and
analysis along with policy recommendations and assess the extent to which they are
adopted.

v An increase in relevant, efficient, and effective programs targeting youth in the
region.

MENARY Monitor will also be delivered to a list of local and international
nongovernment organizations along with major donors. The Monitor will include news
items, updates, and policy analyses, providing them with entry points for their
programs. MENAACTION will keep track of programs conducted following the
establishment of MENARY Monitor and assess the extent to which these programs
respond to the challenges discussed in the Monitor. Then, MENAACTION will revert to
the organizations with recommendations on how to enhance the relevance of their
programs.

v An increase in news reports on youth of the region, as more stories get covered,
and more implications policies on youth are examined

MENARY Monitor will also be shared with the sources it will rely on. These sources will
see that their news pieces are reaching, consolidated, to important actors. They are,
thus, expected to enhance their coverage of youth-related issues.

Objectives

Benefits
MENARY Monitor looks to become one of the main resources of all youth-related
news, updates, and policy issues in the MENA Region. The more widespread it gets,
the more it will be able to bring its desired benefits. These benefits are as follows:

v Policy makers are provided with updates and policy implications to guide them
towards addressing these implications and improve the conditions of young men
and women. Their policies will be monitored weekly, and they will be provided
with recommendations to improve the relevance and efficacy of such policies.
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v International and local nongovernment organizations will be provided with
information that can support their needs assessments, thus, improving the
relevance and efficacy of their programs. MENARY Monitor will provide them with
recommendations on the areas requiring action along with recommendations on
improving their ongoing programs.

v MENARY Monitor will benefit news agencies and sources by bringing them more
eyes to their products, and in turn, they are expected to continue and enhance
their coverage of youth-related issues.

This Report
This report reviews 14 editions of MENARY Monitor, starting with the first week
(published on March 26) up to week 14 (by the end of June). For this report,
MENAACTION reviewed a total of 426 news sources and items ranging from Arabic,
English, French, Persian, Turkish, and Amazigh. The report is divided into the
following sections: (a) politics and political engagement; (b) economics and
entrepreneurship; (c) conflict; (d) development; (e) education; (f) environment; and
(g) COVID-19. Within each section, the report outlines the major updates and policy
implications in addition to analyzing the implications on youth.

Each section also features articles (Spotlights) contributed by experts, researchers,
and analysts examining one major challenge facing youth in the region and providing
practical solutions. At the end of each section, the report provides a set of
recommendations aiming at addressing the challenges discussed throughout the
section, in the short-term.

This report is developed by MENAACTION’s team, comprising of Mohammed Abu
Dalhoum, Iman ElBanna, Saumaun Heiat, Chris Aboukhaled, Aziz Sbeih, and
Maryam AlHassani.

Spotlight articles are contributed by MENAACTION, NAMA Strategic Intelligence
Solutions, Hezha Barazani from the Atlantic Council, Farah Naber from Strategy
Falcons, and a coordinator from Erbil. Abeer Nammari, a street photographer and
blogger, contributed numerous pictures to this report, including the cover picture.

The countries covered in this report include Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, Iraq, Iran,
Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Mauritania, Morocco, Oman, Palestine, Qatar,
Saudi Arabia, Sudan, Syria, Tunisia, Turkey, UAE, and Yemen.



Politics and Political 
Engagement

This section highlights the 
most prevalent news and 
policy updates and their 
implications in relation to 
youth and political 
engagement in the MENA 
Region
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During the second quarter of 2021, MENARY Monitor reported on several major
developments related to youth and politics across the MENA region. Many countries
held elections, while multiple countries experienced youth-led protests. Key
developments are organized by: Elections, Political Initiatives, Protests, Repression
and Exclusion, and Youth Apathy and Mistrust. This section concludes with a.
number of recommendations aimed towards improving political engagement among
youth in the region.

Elections
The second quarter of 2021 saw several major elections in which youth played an
important role, either through their participation or their refusal to take part. Countries
that held elections in the second quarter include Syria (May 26), Algeria (June 12),
and Iran (June 18).

Syrians went to the polls in May to vote in the country’s first presidential elections
since 2014 – a controversial vote that saw President Bashar Al Assad win a fourth
term with 95.1% of the vote amid a turnout of 78.6%, according to the government.
Opposition groups called the vote a farce, and international observers noted the
election was neither free nor fair. Many Syrians in the diaspora participated through
Syrian embassies abroad.
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Ahead of the Iranian elections, Reuters reported on the high level of frustration
among Iranian youth due to a lack of faith in the political process, the lack of
diversity in political backgrounds among presidential candidates, and economic
challenges. The article predicted the election’s low turnout, which was the lowest-
ever for an Iranian election since the establishment of the Islamic republic in 1979.
Only 48.8% of eligible voters took part. Conservative candidate Ebrahim Raisi won
the presidential election with 62% of the vote.

Palestine had called for its first legislative and presidential elections in 15 years, but
the votes were ultimately postponed in a controversial move that Palestinian Authority
President Mahmoud Abbas attributed to Israel’s refusal to allow for voting in East
Jerusalem.

Algeria held its first legislative elections since the outbreak of the popular Hirak
protests in February 2019 that led to the ouster of long-time President Abdelaziz
Bouteflika. President Abdelmadjid Tebboune, elected in December 2019, officially
dissolved parliament on March 11 ahead of the June 12 vote and stated his
commitment to reforms, despite ongoing anti-government protests. Hirak activists
remained skeptical of the vote and the President and held demonstrations against
holding the elections in the absence of democratic reforms. Many Hirak activists
ultimately boycotted the election, leading to one of Algeria’s lowest election turnouts
in 20 years at just 30.2%.
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Prior to the election’s postponement, Palestinian youth viewed the elections as a
significant opportunity, with those aged 18-30 comprising 50% of eligible voters.
Youth saw the elections as an opportunity to increase their political representation
and improve their economic situation since unemployment is at around 30%. Many
young Palestinians enrolled in electoral lists and engaged with the central elections
committee to strengthen youth participation. The postponement of the election in late
April triggered backlash from Palestinian youth and deepened anger with the
Palestinian Authority and establishment political parties.

In Morocco, youth are gearing up for municipal and legislative elections in
September. Despite apathy among some, many Moroccans are engaged in the
political scene ahead of the vote and seek to expand their political engagement.
However, obstacles to political inclusion include the aging and rusty party structures.
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Governments, political parties, and civil society organizations held a variety of
conferences, initiatives, and meetings over the past quarter to mobilize youth and
encourage their political participation.

In one region-wide initiative highlighted this quarter, the Liberal Freedom Network
held its first formative meeting in Jordan on March 21 featuring liberal political parties
from across the MENA region. The network is working to develop political parties and
build capacity among youth and others in the region to enhance the values of
freedom, rule of law, democracy, and economic development.

Jordan hosted a number of youth initiatives throughout the second quarter, led by
both the government and non-governmental organizations. The Zarqa Youth
Directorate organized a workshop on March 24 aimed at preparing youth to
participate in the upcoming Governorate Council elections and increasing political
awareness. The President of the Senate addressed a National Youth Dialogue
Initiative meeting on March 30 and stressed the importance of improving
mechanisms for dialogue with youth to accommodate their interests and priorities.
Youth were also featured in conversations and events commemorating the centenary
of the Jordanian state. During these events, Youth Minister Mohammad Nabulsi noted
that youth are a pillar to the country’s future. In April, Prime Minister Bisher Al-
Khasawneh stressed the need to continue a comprehensive national dialogue to
reach all segments of society and emphasized the importance of including Jordanian
youth in the national decision-making process through engagement with political life
and elections.

Political Initiatives
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In Egypt, the Ministry of Youth and Sports organized multiple activities and
campaigns during the second quarter to encourage political participation among
youth and build their capacity. In March, the ministry hosted a camp for 100
parliamentary cadres to spread parliamentary and political work in Egypt’s youth
centers, starting in the city of Port Said. The Coordination for Youth Parties and
Politicians also hosted discussions on empowering youth in Egypt and the role of
parliament and the state in doing so. Member of Parliament Khaled Badwi
encouraged the Ministry of Youth and Sports to develop a new vision for youth work
policies and suggested Egypt should lower the candidacy age for national and
municipal elections (currently at 35 and 25, respectively) to get more young people
involved.

In Lebanon, political parties – both establishment and independent – sought to
engage and mobilize Lebanese youth amid the country’s economic and political
crises. In March, the National Bloc held a meeting and announced the creation of the
Youth and Students Sector to mobilize youth to challenge the influence of sectarian
factions. Another independent party challenging sectarian factions is Minteshreen
that emerged from the October 2019 uprising. The youth-led party said they speak
for many Lebanese youth who are fed up with the sectarian, corrupt political system
in Lebanon and believe the time has come to separate religion from politics.

In Tunisia, calls for a new national dialogue to address the country’s political and
economic challenges included plans for youth participation to include their voice in
influencing the direction of the country. In March, President Kais Saied called for a
national youth dialogue, which received mixed reactions.
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There was distrust over politicians’ attempts to include youth and whether this
attempt would be any different than past attempts. The Tunisian General Labor Union
(UGTT) disputed who should organize the national dialogue and which youth groups
should be included. The Tunisian Youth Impact organization called on parliament to
amend the electoral system and impose strict financial monitoring of public spending
to address the country’s political and economic challenges.

Palestinian youth organized multiple initiatives to expand political engagement and
push towards greater inclusion. In March, the Palestinian Working Women Society for
Development organized a discussion under the Youth Engagement in the Political
Field Project that also focused on empowering women, in addition to youth. In April,
Palestinian youth launched the “Did You Know” initiative to raise awareness on the
right to access accurate and transparent information and promote transparency and
accountability in decision-making. Palestinian youth movement Jeel Al-Tajdeed Al-
Democraty (Generation for Democratic Renewal, JAD) emerged as a prominent voice
for Palestinian youth ahead of elections that were ultimately postponed. Despite the
elections’ postponement, JAD proceeded with the creation of a youth-led electoral
list and reiterated its mission to work towards democratic change and mobilize
political participation and representation for all Palestinians, especially youth. In
June, the Arab Youth Association “Baladna” in Haifa launched a research conference
on “Youth’s Challenges” focused on four main concerns: identity, political and social
stances, volunteering and public participation, and education and work. The
organizers hope to use research and proposals from the conference to coordinate
action on improving the situation of Palestinian youth.
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Protests over pollical concerns and socioeconomic challenges took place across the
region in March through June, most notably the uprising across Palestine led by youth
in Jerusalem. Major protest movements also continued in Lebanon, Iraq, Algeria and
Tunisia – all of which have seen an increase in demonstrations over the past two
years. Ten years after the Arab Spring uprisings, many youth across the MENA region
face similar challenges stemming from political exclusion, a lack of economic
opportunities, corruption, and government mistrust. As a result, youth-led protest
movements remain ongoing to demand reforms and better opportunities.

Palestinian youth were widely praised for leading the uprising in Jerusalem that
spread throughout the country and among supporters around the world. The
mobilization began with efforts by youth to confront the Israeli occupation and its
crackdown on worshippers in Jerusalem at the start of Ramadan. Young activists
were also instrumental in raising awareness of the plight of families in the East
Jerusalem neighborhoods of Sheikh Jarrah and Silwan, who face ethnic cleansing
and expulsion from their homes. An article in April described the youth of Jerusalem
as the real decision-makers – not the politicians, who failed to intervene before
events escalated in May. Palestinian youth inspired people across the MENA region
and around the world to take to the streets in solidarity. Demonstrations took place in
Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Tunisia, Iraq, Qatar, the United States, France, Canada,
Spain, the United Kingdom, Germany, and many other countries.

Protests

Iraq’s protests, which initially began in October 2019, continued this year as young
Iraqis demand economic and political reform despite violence by security forces and
militias. Protests have primarily taken place in the south and Baghdad and escalated
in May following the assassination of prominent activist Ihab Al-Wazani in Karbala.
An estimated 565 protesters and security personnel have been killed since October
2019. The youth-led protests have called for reform to address corruption,
unemployment, and foreign interference.

Algeria’s pro-democracy Hirak protests
continued in the spring with thousands
of youth taking part to demand real
political change, oppose the influence
of the military in politics, and challenge
President Abdelmadjid Tebboune’s
plans for elections without reform.
Students played an instrumental role in
organizing weekly protests to demand
democratic reforms.
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Tunisia has experienced protests off and on this year, with youth demonstrating
against socioeconomic challenges and inequality due to a major gap between youth
and political elites. Protests also occurred over police violence and repression.

On March 24, Libyan activists launched a Popular Hirak, calling for protests on the
24th of each month ahead of general elections in December. The youth-led
movement is calling for peace and democratization, urging presidential and
parliamentary elections to be held on time.

In Sudan, anti-government protests resurged in Khartoum and other cities in May
after security forces used live fire against peaceful protesters. The country is in the
middle of a difficult political transition following the ouster of long-time President
Omar al-Bashir in 2019. In June, youth activists organized rallies against
discrimination, calling for peaceful coexistence between tribes in the country. Tribal
fighting in the country killed more than 200 people in 2020.

In May, Oman experienced a wave of rare protests against poor economic
conditions, which began in the city of Sohar over job losses. Activists criticized some
of the government’s reforms under Sultan Haitham bin Tariq, who assumed power
following the death of long-time leader Sultan Qaboos in January 2020. The sultan
has instituted a wide range of reforms, including restructuring the government, but
activists believe these have not been extensive enough, especially as unemployment
remains high and young Omanis’ struggle.
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Political repression and exclusion remain
dominate features of the political scene
in most MENA countries, creating
challenges for young people demanding
reform. Amid multiple protest
movements across the region,
governments and security forces cracked
down on young activists and used
repressive tactics such as arrests, digital
suppression, surveillance, and violence.

Repression and Exclusion

In Turkey, police detained at least 12 students from Bogazici University in March in
response to protests over an investigation into a student for carrying a rainbow flag.
Students were also protesting the government’s appointment of the head of the
university, leading to hundreds of arrests since January.

Tunisians have spoken out this year against police violence and security pressure. In
March, a report from Francheval highlighted how young Tunisian activists are targets
of surveillance by security forces and are demanding police reform.

Algerian security services arrested a number of Hirak protesters in the lead-up to the
June elections, including prominent activists such as the head of the "Algerian Youth"
coalition, Hisham Khayyat, and the head of the "Democratic Union" Karim Tabbou
on April 28. Authorities tried to prevent students and activists from holding weekly
demonstrations through the threat of arrests and other forms of intimidation.

Palestinians confronted censorship and digital suppression by major social media
platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, YouTube, Telegram and Zoom, who
attempted to silence Palestinian voices during the uprising and reinforce Israel’s
erasure of Palestinians, according to multiple reports. Palestinians also confronted
violence and physical repression by Israeli occupation forces, settlers, and PA
security forces throughout the quarter. Thousands of Palestinians were arrested
during the uprising in May and June, including prominent activists Mona and
Mohammed Al-Kurd, who were briefly detained by Israeli police in June in an attempt
to intimidate them into silence.
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Youth Apathy and Mistrust
Despite efforts to empower youth and encourage their political participation, a
dominant theme throughout the MENARY Monitor’s coverage in the second quarter
was youth apathy towards politics and mistrust of government. A Media Line
discussion in March on the 10-year anniversary of the Arab Spring asked if young
people in the region have any more hope given the obstacles to real reform and
inclusion. This lack of hope is pushing many in the region, particularly in North Africa
and Lebanon, to increasingly consider emigration.

In Lebanon, the financial crisis has been especially hard on Lebanese youth who are
increasingly leaving the country. Many youth have become apathetic towards politics
due to widespread corruption and the difficult crises faced by the country over the
past two years.

In Morocco, a report in April suggested nearly 67% of Moroccan youth are seriously
considering emigration due to the difficult economic situation and the lack of political
inclusion. The situation is due in part to the failure of government programs,
according to Hiba Press, which have not helped youth become better positioned in
the labor market and appear to be just for “show.” Around 29% of Moroccan youth
are neither employed nor in education. Surveys conducted in May illustrated youth’s
lack of trust in political parties and plans to boycott upcoming national legislative
elections. Around 40% of those polled indicated they do not at all trust Moroccan
political parties.
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Figure 2: Intentions to emigrate among youth (ages 18-29) – Source Arab Barometer
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Spotlight: Youth Engagement and The State of Legislative
Elections in the MENA Region

MENAACTION conducted a research exploring the dynamics of legislative elections in
the MENA region. For that, MENAACTION compared the difference between voting
age and candidacy age in each country in the region; studied the variation between
the national average for voter turnout in the most recent elections in each country
and the voter turnout rates for youth; and outlined the percentage of women in each
country’s legislative councils. Before delving into the findings, it is important to
outline several important definitions.

v Legislative Assemblies: A branch of government that generally has the authority to
make laws and keep other branches accountable. The formation and roles of a
legislative assembly varies by country; whereby in many countries, members are
appointed, and their roles are just a formality. It is also worth mentioning that
legislative assemblies’ names vary from country to another, including the House
of Representatives, People’s National Assembly, the Parliament, the House of
Deputies, and the Shura Council, among others.

v Voting Age: The minimum age established by law that a person must attain
before they become eligible to vote. The most common voting age is 18, but
some countries require different ages.

v Candidacy Age: The minimum age at which a person can legally qualify to stand
or run for elections or hold certain elected offices.

v Voter turnout: The percentage of eligible voters who cast a ballot in an election.
This is calculated by dividing the number of those who cast ballots over the total
number of voting-eligible population (not the total adult population).

v Youth Voter Turnout: The percentage of youth eligible voters who cast a ballot in
an election. This is calculated by dividing the number of young people under 30,
who cast ballots, divided over the total number of voting-eligible population.
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Voting Age vs. Candidacy Age in the MENA Region

Looking at the difference between voting age and candidacy age, we find that 14 of
21 countries in the region adhere to universal suffrage, placing the minimum age
legally required to vote at 18 calendar years, culminating into an average of 18.67
years. Additionally, 7 different countries adopted different internal laws stipulating
other ages. For example, Iran chose the minimum legal age required at 15 (as the
lowest minimum age required in the region); Sudan selected 17; Bahrain selected 20;
Kuwait, Lebanon, and Oman require 21 years of age; and the UAE require 25 years
of age as the highest minimum age required in the region.

As for the minimum legal age required for citizens to stand for or run for legislative
elections, also known as candidacy age, we found that Morocco and Tunisia
stipulate the lowest age in the region with 23 years of age while Sudan has the
highest candidacy age of 40. Further, 9 different countries selected 25 as the most
common minimum age required to run for legislative elections. These countries are
Algeria, Egypt, Lebanon, Libya, Mauritania, Syria, Turkey, UAE, and Yemen.
Additionally, Bahrain, Iraq, Iran, Jordan, Kuwait, Oman, and Qatar require 30, as
Palestine selected 28, albeit the last legislative elections they had was back in 2006.
Overall, the average candidacy age in the region was found to be 27.57.
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Voter Turnout in Most Recent Elections

We, then, looked at the voter turnout rates for the most recent legislative elections in
each country. As indicated earlier, voter turnout is the percentage of eligible voters
who voted in an election. The percentage is calculated by dividing the number of
those who voted (without any violations) over the total voting-eligible population (not
to be mistaken with the total adult population). There are a number of factors we did
not delve into in this research, such as voting laws, registration laws, and whether
voting is compulsory or not.

With that, we found that Turkey holds the highest voter turnout with 86.2%, recorded
at the legislative elections of 2018. It is indicated that Turkey has, theoretically,
compulsory voting, but it is not enforced. Palestine’s 2006 legislative elections (the
most recent in Palestine) recorded a 77.7% voter turnout. Third, Yemen recorded
75% voter turnout, albeit back in 2003, which is still the most recent legislative
elections in Yemen, as subsequent rounds have not seen the light since then. Qatar’s
2016 and Mauritania’s 2018 legislative elections recorded 72.5% each in voter
turnout, followed by 70% for Kuwait. Bahrain recorded 67% voter turnout in their
legislative elections of 2018, followed by Syria with 57.6% in 2016. It is worth
mentioning that there was not sufficient, accurate, or reliable data for Syria’s
elections for the People’s National Assembly held in July of 2020. Nonetheless,
Lebanon’s 2018 legislative elections recorded a turnout of 49.7%, followed by
Oman’s 2019 elections with 49%, Sudan’s 2015 legislative elections with 46.4%, Iraq
with 44.9%, Morocco’s 2016 legislative elections with 43%, Iran’s 2020 legislative
elections with a voter turnout of 42.3%, and Tunisia and Libya with 41.7% in 2019
and 2014 respectively. On that note, Libya has not yet held legislative elections since
2014. Furthermore, Jordan’s 2016 legislative elections recorded a voter turnout of
36.1%, as registration is automatic. Algeria’s 2017 legislative elections recorded
35.4%, amid boycott calls. UAE’s 2019 Federal National Council elections resulted in
34.8% in voter turnout, albeit voting for 50% of the 40-member council, as the
remaining 20 members are appointed. Finally, Egypt’s 2015 House of
Representatives elections yielded the lowest voter turnout in the region with 28.3%. It
is also worth mentioning that members of the Shura Council in Saudi are directly
appointed.

There a number of factors impacting voter turnout. These factors include electoral
competitiveness, confidence in elections, electoral laws, registration process, and
the socioeconomic status of the voter. Meaning, if elections are held on a weekday,
voters who are not well-off may not afford asking their employers for a day off.
Additionally, voting stations may not be easily accessible to everyone. Furthermore,
we found low levels of confidence in both the electoral process and in legislative
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councils across the MENA region, whereby 50% indicated that they did not trust their
national parliaments at all, coupled with 24.9% who indicated they did not trust their
national parliaments that much, compared with 37.5% and 26.8%, respectively, for
elections, according to the World Values Survey.
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Youth Turnout in Most Recent Elections

Looking more specifically at youth voter turnout for the most recent legislative
elections across the region, we found that data was not easily available. Essentially,
most source were abstract and did not include any figures, instead, they only
indicated whether it was higher or lower than the national average. With that, we
relied on scientific public opinion polling while acknowledging a ±2.5% margin of
error. The figures indicated below refer to the percentages of young voting-eligible
population who indicated they voted in their country’s most recent legislative
elections. It is also worth mentioning that there was not any data available for
Mauritania, Oman, Saudi Arabia, or Syria.

Similar to the national average, Turkey also recorded the highest youth voter turnout
with 90.3%, albeit voting is compulsory in Turkey as we previously mentioned.
Palestine also ranked second with 67.3% youth voter turnout, followed by Qatar with
62.6%, Iran with 56.9%, and Iraq with 56.3%. Yemen recorded 51.8%, followed by
Bahrain with 51.6%, Lebanon with 47.6%, and Sudan with 46%. Jordan recorded
37.9% in youth voter turnout, followed by Tunisia with 36.3%, Libya with 36.1%, and
Kuwait with 36%. Further, Algeria recorded 33.8% in youth voter turnout, as many
youth-led demonstrations called for boycotts. Morocco recorded 32.9%, Egypt
recorded 27.1%, and lastly, UAE recorded 20.9%. Ultimately, we find that the
average youth voter turnout across the region is 46.5%, lower than the national
average of 53.6%, showing that youth are less likely to cast ballots, mostly for the
barriers illustrated earlier, mainly the lack of trust in the electoral processes.
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Percentage of Women in Legislative Councils

Next, we outlined the percentages of women in the legislative councils in the MENA
region. Looking at North Africa, we find that Algeria currently has the highest
percentage of women in their legislative council with 25.8%, followed by 25.4% in
Mauritania, and Sudan with 25%. In Tunisia, 22.6% of members of the legislative
council are women, compared to 20.5% for Morocco, 15.7% in Egypt, and 15% in
Libya. Looking at West Asia, Iraq holds the largest percentage of women in
parliament with 25.2%, followed by Turkey with 17.3%, and Jordan with 15.4%,
thanks to a quota system. Palestine’s 2006 legislature featured 13.2% women,
followed by Syria with 12.4%. Iran and Lebanon have the lowest percentage of
women in parliament with 5.9% and 4.7%, respectively. Overall, 16.12% is the
average women representation across the MENA region.
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Recommendations
The past quarter revealed a continued divide between youth and governments across
much of the region, though there are multiple initiatives that, if taken seriously, could
improve youth engagement.

v Government and civil society stakeholders should strengthen initiatives aimed at
youth inclusion, empowerment, and participation in the political space to address
apathy among the youth and push for policies that legitimately improve their
situation.

The primary challenge afflicting most youth is the limited economic opportunities in
the region, which is pushing many to consider emigration. As a result,

v Governments must include and prioritize youth in their development of economic
policies.

In terms of political participation, international and local organizations can play a
central role, especially when it comes to elections.

v Organizations should also be actively encouraging youth involvement in upcoming
elections in Morocco, Jordan, Iraq, and Libya this year – whether through voting
or candidacy.

These elections are opportunities to get youth interested in the political scene and to
demand legitimate representation. There are a number of other elections scheduled
to take place across the MENA region over the next couple of years.

v Civil society organizations should be organizing initiatives now to prepare youth for
the votes and ensure political candidates are prioritizing youth in their campaigns.

Another way to address youth involvement in politics is to further develop regional
initiatives and forums to connect youth across the MENA region.

v There were several notable events in the second quarter, but civil society
organizations should encourage more region-wide conversations among youth
who are facing very similar challenges.
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There are three notable trends implemented to address youth’s economic challenges
that were found to be, for the most part, ineffective.

Policy

yet some universities continue to cancel academic programs that are essential for
the job market, and that includes programs in the information technology field .
Further, a seminar by the Islamic World Educational, Scientific, and Cultural
Organization (ICESCO) highlighted that 60% of current professions will no longer be
relevant in the near future due to atomization and advancements in technology. As
such, there is a need to move toward an educational model that supports the skills of
youth to be prepared for the changing job market.

Second, programming, workshops, and other capacity building training are
commonplace practices, but they are (a) implemented theoretically with minimal
“post-training” plans, and (b) they are taking precedence over financial support.
Such workshops, especially those related to entrepreneurship, are important, but their
significance diminishes without connecting youth to resources and funding to help
them bring their ideas into life . In Algeria, for example, the president of the Algeria
Economic Club is urging the Algerian government to facilitate youth’s access to loans
as well as the Zakat Fund to support them in starting and implementing their
entrepreneurial projects.

First, governments and
educational institutions in the
MENA region are, thus far,
failing to meet the changes in
the nature of jobs and have
been ineffective in realigning
academic and technical
education with the developing
needs of the job market. A
report by WeForum indicates
that 65% of current elementary
school students will be working
in jobs that do not exist now
and 85 million jobs will be
replaced by robotics in the next
5 years. This challenge has
been ongoing for 3 decades,
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Third, policymaking tends to emphasize what can be done to prepare youth for the
job market. This may result in capacity building training, technical and vocational
programs, and perhaps support for entrepreneurship.

While this may alleviate some burden placed on youth and may resolve some of their
economic challenges in the short-term, the International Labor Organization believes
the discussion should be shifted towards preparing the overall economic ecosystem
for youth. The significance of this shift in the approach is that it can have a better
impact on sustainable development and can be better positioned to adapt to rapid
transformations in the job market.

It is common for countries facing economic challenges to look outside its borders for
support. The Atlantic Council, through its empowerME initiative, held an event
discussing strategies for building regional cooperation to upscale the investment and
entrepreneurial ecosystems along with the need for policy reform.

Moreover, the Egyptian Association of Young Businessmen held discussions on
exploring potential opportunities for trade and investment in Africa and maximizing
youth’s roles in such endeavors. The same group has also urged stakeholders to play
an organizational role to expand similar opportunities globally, given the potential
impact on youth’s economic engagement and the overall economic recovery.

Apart from these proactive efforts, other countries have been in negotiations with the
International Monetary Fund and the World Bank. The Tunisian Government has been
in consultations with the IMF over its reform program. The Jordanian Ministry of
Planning and International Cooperation (MOPIC), similarly, has been working with the
World Bank’s delegation. In both cases, the two governments are trying to offset the
drastic impact of COVID-19 on their economics and their youth populations.

The WBG aims to work with the Government of Jordan to advance youth interests in
social protection by establishing a reform plan for Jordan’s social protection system
and the adoption of the new Public-Private Partnerships law, with Jordan’s current
biggest challenge is job creation for youth specifically.

For Tunisia, an agreement with the IMF may result in lifting subsidies on many basic
goods, which is injecting concerns in the Tunisian public sphere.
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The World Bank defines financial inclusion as when “individuals and businesses have
access to useful and affordable financial products and services that meet their needs
– transactions, payments, savings, credit, and insurance – delivered in a responsible
and sustainable manner.” It adds that access to a transaction account is a first step
toward broader financial inclusion, especially because it enables people to store,
send, and receive money and provides a gateway to other financial services.

Only 3 sources discussed youth financial inclusion in the MENA region during the
second quarter of 2021, all of which came from Egypt. In the first and the second,
the Digital Banking Summit in Egypt, held on April 3, looked to raise awareness of
the financial sector and financial inclusion. This summit was reported to be part of
Egypt’s 2030 Vision, particularly its component that looks to enhance financial
inclusion and widening the role of youth in upscaling the financial sector.

The third article indicated that participants in the Nasser International Leadership
Scholarship discussed Egypt’s advancements in financial inclusion since 2014,
noting that 14% of Egyptians were financially included in 2014, compared to 33% in
2017, and 53.6% in 2020. The Financial Inclusion director at the Egyptian Central
Bank added that the Financial Inclusion Strategy consists of four components:
savings, lending, payments, and insurance.

Financial Inclusion
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The numbers provided in the third article prompted MENAACTION to provide a
comparison across the region. As such and according to the World Bank, the
average financial inclusion percentage of those aged 15 and older in the MENA
region stood at 48.3% in 2017, with Iran demonstrating the highest percentage of
financial inclusion (94%). The lowest, however, was Yemen with only 6.4%.

Looking at youth financial inclusion (for those aged 15-24, according to the World
Bank), the overall average financial inclusion rate in the region stood at 35.4%, about
13 percentage points lower than the overall average. Iran also topped the chart with
92.3% while Yemen was the lowest, again, with only 1.7%.
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Over the second quarter of 2021, there have been a number of economic disasters in
the MENA region, chief among which is the Lebanese economic crisis. The economic
crisis is not only the worst in 30 years in Lebanon, but it is also considered one of the
worst economic crises the MENA region has ever seen. Some of the major
implications of the Lebanese economic crisis is demonstrated below:

Economic Struggles and their Implications

v Tens of thousands have lost their jobs across the country

v The population is struggling to secure their basic food needs in light of the
pandemic

v The value of the Lebanese Lira collapsed against the dollar to record levels in a
country that imports 80% of its food and consumables needs, and the collapse of
the Lebanese purchasing power

v More than 50% of the population classified as poor

v It is estimated that between 70-75% of the population needs assistance

v Hard currency reserves have dropped from $30 billion to $15 billion ($6 billion of
which is used annually for the subsidy program).

v $1.3 billion in mandatory reserves were declined to be used for subsidizing
medical supplies, as Lebanon has been unable to pay importers for medical
supplies, crucial for times of pandemic.

v There have been widespread demonstrations and strikes by public sector
employees to demand increases in their wages
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These are some of the implications of the economic crisis in Lebanon. The director
of the General Labor Union in Lebanon, Bechara Al-Asmar, indicated that forming a
government in Lebanon is a must. While it may not resolve any of the issues, it would
“provide some political stability, pave the way for economic stability, and re-
establish ties that have been cut with Arab countries, Western communities and
donor institutions.”

Shifting gears to Syria, necessities are becoming luxury expenses. Prices for food, in
specific, increased fivefold over the past five years. These current conditions are
forcing families to make hard decisions, with many families opting to drop young
Syrians out of schools to be able to afford food and clothes.

While Turkey has enjoyed a rather vibrant economy, it has been witnessing financial
struggles, as the Turkish Lira hit a record low. It has fallen 16% between mid-March
and the end of May. This adds to the downward trend in the Turkish Lira which lost
over half of its value over the past three years, which has been attributed to
Erdogan’s dismissal of various Central Bank governors. These dynamics reflect
negatively on Turkish youth. 38% among unemployed youth are satisfied with their
lives to some level, 25% of Turkish youth had to borrow money, 50% took out bank
loans, and 50% have been unable to pay their bills during the pandemic. 39.8% of
Turkish people are at the brink of poverty or social exclusion.

In Syria, 
prices 

continue to 
rise, and 

families must 
make difficult 

decisions
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Palestine has also been experiencing economic challenges, exacerbated by a
number of actions taken by Israel. This includes widening of settlements to increase
the number of migrants into Israel; utilizing the conflict to destroy Palestinian
properties; and continuing their blockade of Palestinian lands which limits any
prospects for trade, among others.

Looking at Iran, the imposed sanctions have prevented Iran from purchasing COVID-
19 vaccination supplies. The Iranian government complained that the U.S. sanctions
prevented the country from making payments for vaccines, as Iran saw the highest
toll of COVID-19 cases in the Middle East, with 2.9 million cases, and approximately
80,000 deaths, by the end of May 2021.

Another major byproduct of economic struggles is migration, especially the migration
of highly skilled individuals or “brain drain”. In North Africa, highly skilled young ICT
professionals from Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Libya, and Egypt are migrating to
high-income EU countries in search of better opportunities. Moroccan youth,
specifically, are also emigrating toward Ceuta. This migration wave has been more
common among Moroccan youth living in the north who have been hit worse by the
pandemic’s economic consequences.

With the Lebanese Lira losing 90% of its value, as of early May 2021, skilled workers
are emigrating. Reports highlight that thousands of doctors, nurses, and teachers
along with university graduates have been emigrating elsewhere. In Turkey, 43% of
Turkish youth are planning to emigrate, as the number of youths aged 20-30 who
had left Turkey increased by 70% over the past four years.
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Figure 8: Youth Unemployment Rate in the MENA Region as of 2020

Unemployment

The MENA region has been struggling with youth unemployment for years. In late
2020, the average unemployment rate of youth aged 18-30 stood at 29.7%, with
Kuwait recording the lowest with 4.1% and Libya recording the highest with 45.2%.
The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated these numbers. According to an ILO
report, 1 in 6 young people have lost their jobs, globally. The 27-30% average youth
unemployment rate in the MENA region is about twice the global average. The World
Bank indicates that in order to address the challenge of unemployment in the region,
governments need to create 300 million jobs by 2050 (800,000 jobs per month) only
to accommodate the pace of new entrants into the labor market.

Looking specifically at Iraq, youth – who comprise 60% of Iraq’s population, continue
to suffer the lack of opportunities and deteriorating livelihood conditions. An
estimated 36% youth unemployment rate pushed young Iraqis toward armed groups,
protests, and emigration. Further, many international universities do not acknowledge
Iraqi degrees.
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In Lebanon, the youth unemployment rate has been exponentially increasing. The
Lebanese Labor Organization indicates that 70% of Lebanese youth are unemployed,
and over half a million of Lebanese youth have indicated serious intentions to
emigrate.

Unemployment in Palestine has been a challenge for youth, with the Palestinian
Central Bureau for Statistics indicated that 39% of Palestinian youth are unemployed,
divided between 24% in the West Bank and 67% in Gaza. Recent graduates continue
to face difficulties acquiring jobs, as 54% of them are unemployed, as of late April
2021. Further, Oman’s youth unemployment rate in 2019 has reached 49%, only to
be worsened by the pandemic.

The Jordan Labor Watch (JLW) indicated in early May 2021 that youth unemployment
rate increased to 47.8% in late 2020, up from 40.6% in late 2019. The World Bank
estimates that the rate of youth unemployment increased by 10 points to reach 50%
in mid-2021, and it estimates that 260,000 young Jordanian men and women are
unemployed currently. The World Bank report added that in case the government
does not act quickly, Jordan’s youth may fall victim to drug addiction. Of the
260,000 unemployed youth, 122,000 are aged 20-24 and 114,000 are aged 25-29.

Looking at Turkey, the Republican People’s Party (CHP) – the main opposition –
stated in late May 2021 that 7 out of young Turks are unemployed and rely on their
families for support. They added in their statement that 6 million potential workers
aged 15 – 29 are unemployed and uneducated and 20% of university graduates are
without work and feel hopeless of finding a job.
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Employment Efforts
On the bright side, various government and nongovernment initiatives were
implemented in the second quarter of 2021 to address youth unemployment. Jordan
finalized its planning for the Project for Youth Employment in Digital Entrepreneurial
and IT Enterprises. It will target university graduates and the government will
contribute 50% of their salaries for 6 months in these companies. The project was
set to commence in May 2021 .

Looking at Kuwait and Morocco, it appears that certain government practices are
exacerbating the issue of youth unemployment. Specifically, it was reported in early
May that nepotism is preventing qualified Kuwaiti youth from acquiring public sector
jobs, as the Civil Service Bureau provided employment for youth outside their
academic specialization. As for Morocco, the Moroccan Prime Minister decided, via
the Minister of Interior, to extend the retirement age for employees of the territorial
authorities. Moroccan youth believe that this decision contributes to raising the
unemployment of qualified people and degree holders.

Looking at Egypt, the governor of Kafr El Sheikh stated that the governorate is
financing over 8,000 youth-led projects to create over 21,000 job opportunities,
under the Mashrou’ak Project. Another potential opportunity in Egypt is focusing on
microprojects, including street vending.

In Kuwait, the Work Makers Project is set to soon open vacancies in Um Al-Himan
city to employ youth in its sewer station. Another report found that Kuwaiti nationals
were disinterested in jobs in the Awqaf sector. As such, a Kuwaiti MP suggested that
jobs provided by the Ministry of Awqaf be opened for Bidoun youth, who do not enjoy
similar opportunities compared to their national peers.
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Looking at Oman, the government responded to recent demonstrations by
announcing that it would provide 15,000 public sector jobs and 15,000 in the private
sector. A Gulf expert, Adel Hamaizia, indicated that “some of the measures and
reforms under the tawazun [or] ‘fiscal balancing’ plan will likely be scaled down,
postponed, slowed, or sequenced in a more politically sensitive fashion.” To address
this issue, the National Program for Enhancing Economic Diversification (Tanfeedh)
is establishing a plan to diversify the economy and provide job opportunities for
Omani youth.

In Saudi, Noon – a major e-commerce company in the region – announced that it will
create hundreds of jobs for Saudi youth, as part of its plans for expanding its
customer service operations in the country. The plan includes recruiting, training, and
hiring young Saudis, as it looks to support boosting employment, developing skill
sets, and the local economy.

The World Bank provided a $40 million grant to the Mauritanian government to
support youth employment projects and create job opportunities for Mauritanian
youth. This package supports the Mauritanian initiative Youth Employment Projects,
which aims to create employment opportunities for women and youth, particularly
disadvantaged and vulnerable groups.
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Entrepreneurship

Some youth turn to entrepreneurship and self-employment. In fact, only 9.3% is the
average share of MENA youth engaged in early-stage entrepreneurial activity,
significantly lower than the world average. Such a low number can be attributed to
the lack of access to finance. As we illustrated earlier, 35.4% is the average financial
inclusion rate for youth in the region. But financial inclusion is merely the base for
accessing credit, as the average rank for MENA countries in terms of access to credit
was 130 out of 190, with youth, generally, offered minimal opportunities, and they
have limited credit histories and collateral.

Over the second quarter of 2021, approximately 27 notable government and
nongovernment initiatives were held in 11 countries in the region. In Egypt, the
Ministry of Planning and Economic Development launched the One Million
Entrepreneurs Initiative as part of its Entrepreneurs of 2030 Project under the Egypt
2030 Vision. The initiative aims to provide innovative and realistic solutions to the
economic challenges facing Egypt.

We discussed, earlier, the realities of youth unemployment, and despite some efforts
to create employment opportunities, it is apparent that such supplies may prove
insufficient to meet the increasing demand – whether by those currently unemployed
or those who will be entering the job market. This has led thousands of young people
in the MENA region to turn toward the informal sector, which does not offer adequate
benefits or protections. An ILO report suggests that youth employment rates in the
informal sector are around 80% in Palestine, Egypt, and Tunisia.
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Further, the Alexandria Coptic Orthodox Church and Caritas Egypt held the Fifth
Exhibit for Youth Small Enterprises during which 70 young entrepreneurs presented
handmade products, including garments, furniture, and crafts. Moreover, the ILO in
Egypt is implementing the Youth Employment Program (EYE), starting with the first
phase titled “Start and Improve Your Business (SIYB)” to be conducted over 5
training sessions focusing on upscaling youth ideas, followed by 4 sessions
dedicated to scaling their projects. Moreover, Asyut’s Governor launched a training
program for youth entrepreneurship to train youth on starting and managing projects.

In Jordan, the Ministry of Youth recently held the Fourth National Summit for Youth
Entrepreneurs focusing on entrepreneurship in sports, with the aim of encouraging
youth entrepreneurship and creating sustainable employment opportunities for youth.
Further, the Royal Hashemite Court continues to implement its “Productive Youth”
Initiative, focusing on home-based enterprises and self-employment endeavors. One
of these endeavors, notably, is fish farming in Dhleil, Zarqa. Moreover, UNICEF and
WFP co-launched, in April, a program aiming to build the capacities of youth in
entrepreneurship and innovation.

Looking at Morocco, the National Initiative for Human Development (INDH)
established the Youth and Social Entrepreneurship Platform in late March. This
platform looks to build youth’s capacities, meet their aspirations, and provide them
with opportunities to scale their projects. It also connects youth with experts and
specialists.

Further, Enactus Morocco launched its program “Launchpad” which looks to support
entrepreneurial projects by 800 Moroccan youth from Souss-Massa. Moreover, King
Mohammad VI launched the “Start” Program, under which the “Recovery” Program
sent convoys to tour some regions in Morocco to look for youth with innovative ideas.
Additionally, the House of Culture held the fourth round of the Open Doors for
Entrepreneurship Initiative for youth looking to engage in entrepreneurial work and
upscale their ideas and connect them with guidance, resources, and funding.
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In Algeria, the delegate minister in charge of microenterprises announced the
reduction of personal contributions from 15% to 5% to support youth-led
microenterprises. A group of young Algerian programmers launched a new social
media platform named “Palgeria” in response to social media websites censoring
content in support of Palestine.

Another initiative in Algeria was announced in early June. The Ministry of Formation
and Vocational Training indicated that recent graduates from its vocational training
centers can reach out to their centers to discuss their project ideas, as part of its
“Estehdath” Program. This program looks to train youth and prepare them to start
their microenterprises. Algeria looks to support youth to create a million
microenterprises by 2024.

Looking at the UAE, the University of Emirates and Maan Association indicated that
youth aged 18-34 comprise 47% of the total number of active social entrepreneurs in
the country. Over the past quarter, there were several notable entrepreneurial
initiatives in the UAE, as indicated below:

v Maan Association launched an incubator for social entrepreneurship to upscale
start-ups

v Etihad Aviation Group, under its startAD’s Youth Entrepreneurship Program,
launched the Etihad Challenge to find innovative solutions for sustainability
challenges, especially when it comes to waste management. This program
advanced 300 youth entrepreneurs who incorporated their businesses

v The Department of Economy in Ras Al-Khaima launched Rak Zoom and Rak
Shabab initiatives to support local businesses
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Further, the UAE expects that more than 60% of youth-led entrepreneurial projects
over the next 5 years will be within the industrial sector. Experts believe that youth
should be incentivized to move toward industrial projects and quality production. They
could be incentivized through enhancing their competitiveness, self-sufficiency, and
export capacity, among others.

In Saudi Arabia, the Youth Council of the Eastern province, Saudi Arabia launched
the “Youth Portfolio” program to support youth entrepreneurs and provide them with
investment opportunities through the temporary leasing system and special rates.

In Palestine, Injaz Al-Arab Association launched “Jahez” Virtual Forum to support
youth in creating entrepreneurial opportunities. Several Palestinian youth innovated
many notable products, as a young Palestinian invented a new artificial respiration
device that addresses oxygen deficiency. Another Palestinian engineer invented a
wireless charger for mobile phones that also sterilizes the mobile from the
coronavirus.

Looking at Mauritania, the African Development Bank donated $4.3 million to the
Mauritanian Government to fund the “Supporting Employment and Social and
Economic Integration of Vulnerable Youth” Project to provide unemployed,
uneducated, and untrained youth in Brakna with skills and enhance the dynamism of
local entrepreneurship.
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Over the second quarter of 2021, many youth training and capacity building
programs were implemented around the MENA region. In Egypt, the “Your Thought,
Your Treasure” Initiative training courses were held in late March. It looked to prepare
young Egyptians for the labor market and provide them with relevant job
opportunities. Further, the Ministry of Youth and Sports, in collaboration with the ILO,
conducted a 10-day training camp for job search, resume writing, passing
interviews, and communicating with companies regarding vacancies.

In Mauritania, the Guidimaka governor implemented a capacity building workshop for
105 Mauritanian youth. Along with the training on various skills, the project is
expected to provide the participants with small loans to fund their projects.

Training and Capacity Building
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Looking at Algeria, the Training and Vocational Training Directorate in Skikda
established 5 partnerships with various associations and directorates to facilitate the
vocational entry program and enact multiple specialized vocational training programs
for youth of the area. On the other hand, there were warnings of fraudulent training
centers who looked to scam Algerian youth by providing training for critical positions
and offering unaccredited certificates.
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In Morocco, Injaz Morocco and Vivo Energy launched a training program on
entrepreneurship to prepare youth to engage in the labor market. Injaz also partnered
with Microsoft to train Moroccan youth through LinkedIn Learning to enhance their
skills and prepare them for the job market. The training looks to provide alternatives
to youth unemployment, enhance their prospects for finding jobs and sustainable
income. Further, the M’Rirt province established a youth training and guidance center
with the aim of enhancing youth’s economic engagement.

In the UAE, a partnership between the American University in Sharjah and Alef Group
works on providing youth skills and opportunities related to youth education and
engagement in society. Similarly, the Qatari Ministry of Culture and Sports launched a
program to train youth for work.

In Jordan, the Durrat Al-Manal for Development Training launched a program to train
and provide employment opportunities for women and youth in Ghour Al-Mazra’a and
Ghour Al-Haditha. The program trains participants on planting moringa trees and
manufacturing different moringa products such as seeds, oils, spices, and teabags
to provide income.
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The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development indicates that the
digital economy “incorporates all economic activity reliant on, or significantly
enhanced by the use of digital inputs, including digital technologies, digital
infrastructure, digital services, and data.” The COVID-19 pandemic shed light on the
digital economy infrastructure, challenges, and opportunities in the region. A report
by the Wilson Center finds that lockdown measures “highlighted digital divides (in the
region), as. Those without reliable internet access were unable to work or continue
their education. The digital divide between men and women grew within the last
year.”

It is imperative that re-invention is essential in times of constant change. Experts in
the UAE believe that the proper technical preparation of Emirati youth is essential to
accelerate the progress of the country’s technological advancements and to play a
key role in achieving the UAE’s Centennial Vision 2071.

In Egypt, a new economic reform program looks to diversify and strengthen its
economy, including expanding its digital exports by providing 100,000 train youth to
compete in global technological markets.

Digital Economy
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Looking at Morocco, the World Bank provided a $450 million loan in mid-June to
support reform efforts that aim to increase public access to financial and digital
services and enhance the availability of financial services and digital infrastructure
and digital entrepreneurship.

Further, in Saudi, Huawei along with the Technical and Vocation Training Cooperation
launched an initiative to provide 20,000 Saudi students with training in technology.
The training looks to strengthen ICT skills and support Saudi’s digital economy, as
part of the Saudi Talent Enabling Program. The training provided participants with
knowledge and skills in artificial intelligence, big data, Internet of Things, security,
routing and switching, and WLAN wireless computer networking.

Looking at Oman, a group of young Omanis established a small company that
develops advanced innovations, especially in 3-D hologram technology. The
founders, however, highlighted that they faced numerous challenges in acquiring
investment and funding. They specified that there were not any programs that
support entrepreneurial projects in this field, and the process of establishing their
company was rather long.
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The Jordanian economy has been facing
tremendous challenges, and the COVID-19
pandemic exacerbated these challenges, with
youth being, arguably, the worst hit
demographic group. In fact, in 2019, youth
unemployment rate was already at 40.6%, but
it even increased significantly in the fourth
quarter of 2020 to reach an unprecedented
50%, according to a World Bank report.

Spotlight: Youth and Entrepreneurship in Jordan –
Challenges and Solutions

NAMA Strategic Intelligence Solutions
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Main Challenges Facing Youth Entrepreneurship

Looking at the main challenges hindering youth entrepreneurship in Jordan, there are
three main categories: (a) macro problems, (b) structural problems, and (c)
entrepreneurial problems.

In terms of macro problems, unemployment is on the rise in Jordan, with 25% at the
national level, compared to the 50% for you, as indicated earlier. The high
unemployment rate is coupled with a low labor force participation rate with 345% and
a high negative trade balance. A UNICEF report highlights a chromic increase in
budget deficit and distribution of trade balance, which has led to a continuous
decrease in the country’s economic growth, exacerbated by debt burden, regional
instability, influx of refugees, and the ongoing pandemic which decreased the
number of tourists from 1 million in 2019 to only 213 thousand as of May 2021.

As for structural issues, there is a trend of high policy implementation uncertainty,
whereby policy enforcement by government officials is rather discriminatory instead
of universal, as privileges are granted to firms that may have certain political
connections. Further, this is evident in a high corruption rate in the country. Jordan
scored 49/100 on Transparency International’s Global Corruption Barometer,
compared to 71/100 for the UAE. Another structural challenge pertains to tax
exemptions, which are under the disposal of the cabinet of Ministers with no
transparent conditions or evaluation procedures.

Entrepreneurship is often referred to as an effective solution to address these
challenges. But what are the main challenges facing youth in entrepreneurship? What
is the significance of resolving these challenges? And what governments and
international organizations ought to do to resolve these challenges?

http://www.namasis.com/
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Other structural issues relate to the ease of doing business in the country. Various
reports from the World Bank and the OECD highlights that the number of procedures
taken by both men and women to start a business in Jordan is much higher than
OECD high income countries, with 7 procedures for men and 8 for women compared
to 4.9 in high income countries. It also takes 12 days for men and 13 for women to
start a business, compared to 9.2 in OECD high income countries. The cost of
starting a business is another dimension of the problem, as it is estimated that
starting a business in Jordan requires 23.3% of an individual’s income per capita,
compared to only 3% in OECD high income countries. Other similar challenges
include longer waits and more procedures to acquire permits; high costs of
construction; high costs of electricity; lack of proper minority investors’ protection;
contract enforcement challenges; and major challenges in obtaining credit, among
many others.

Looking at the major entrepreneurial challenges, first, a report by WANA finds that
legislation in Jordan does not define entrepreneurship or startups, particularly.
Rather, it equates startups with SMES. This is problematic as startups are required to
pay taxes and must include their employees in social security, similar to SMEs – all
the while their financial stability may not be ready to take on such high costs. In fact,
when analyzing government policy, according to the Jordan Startup Ecosystem
Survey, we find that the tax law is ranked as the most unfavorable by 73% of 230
surveyed startups, followed by ongoing registration and administrative requirements
(58%), customs law and regulations (55%), social security (52%), and stability of
regulatory regime (50%). Such challenges reflect onto a low ranking for Jordan,
according to data from the Global Entrepreneurship and Development Institute (GDI),
which gave Jordan 36.5 points out of 100, placing it at 49th, compared to 53.5/100
for the UAE at the 26th place.

Second, most startups in Jordan are in their early stages, according to a study by
Endeavor. The number of startups that could scale up and expand is very minimal.
Many of those startups that do scale-up relocate outside Jordan once they reach that
stage. The Endeavor study adds that only 15% of startups in the technology sector
intends to maintain their presence in the Jordanian market, compared to 19% in
professional services, 25% in financial services, and 27% in consumer goods/ retail.
Those who decide to relocate attribute their decisions to difficulty in accessing larger
markets, high taxation, regulation instability, difficulty in accessing finance (venture
capital and grants were identified as the most difficult), bureaucracy, and corruption.

Third and according to a study by WANA, entrepreneurship support programs (ESPs)
focus on startup success and continuity regardless of actual impact in terms of Job
creation. For example, most startups are in the ICT sector, which grew exponentially
by 37% over the past five years, yet it is the weakest sector in terms of job creation,
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as it only contributes 1-2% of the total jobs in the country – in a sector that
constitutes 42% of the total number of Jordanian startups, according to the Ministry
of Digital Economy.

Fourth, there is a significant gap in vocational and technical training, especially in
technology related industries, such as coding, user experience and interface,
animation, and analytics for ICT. Further, skills such as project management, tech-
savviness, technical skills (marketing, for instance), and communication skills are
rather lacking in the labor market, making it difficult to recruit young professionals.

Fifth, there are major gaps in business knowledge and management skills, including
export management and soft skills. There is a clear disconnect between the
education system and the private sector. The nature of the education system is not
currently providing the correct and needed skills to university graduates to meet the
standards of the private sector. There have been various efforts from different entities
to support entrepreneurship as a solution to unemployment. This led to an economy
with a high number of SMES that are unable to scale up or retain economic growth.
Businesses do not have access to knowledge of market dynamics, market demands
or market trends. They end up spinning the wheel and staying risk averse.

What is the importance of addressing these issues?

Jordanian youth make up about 63% of Jordan’s population, and nearly 26% are
aged 18-30. Entrepreneurship is a mean to boost the economy, as it supports local
and global economies, enhances job creation, decreases imports, and increases
exports, all of which are necessary steps to alter the reality of the stagnant economy
in the country. Investing in youth in entrepreneurship is a necessity, as 98% of newly
registered companies are SMEs and startups that generate more than 50% of private
sector’s GDP and 60% of new employment opportunities, according to a study by
Konrad Adenauer Stiftung (KAS).

Current Solutions on the Grounds

The National Youth Strategy 2019-2025 in Jordan has outlined the government’s
approach to youth entrepreneurship. In fact, the fourth them “Youth, Entrepreneurship
and Economic Engagement”, with its strategic objective being “developing the youth
work environment to support creativity, innovation and entrepreneurship to advance
social entrepreneurship and non-traditional coping with challenges.”

The overall government approach to youth entrepreneurship is manifested in
developing educational curricula to become more participatory, productive and to
keep up with technological development; developing community programs that
connect youth to the actual reality of their community through the use of technology;
promoting youth engagement in extra-curricular activities in schools and universities;
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activating schools and youth production centers and using e-marketing; integrating
of persons with disabilities of their different categories into the educational process;
promoting youth capabilities in robotics, artificial intelligence and the Internet of
Things (IOT); and developing youth skills to deal with the Virtual Reality (VR) and
Augmented Reality (AR).

The government approach also includes developing the youth work environment to
support creativity, innovation and entrepreneurship to advance social
entrepreneurship and non-traditional coping with challenges. It also looks to
empower young people and their partners with entrepreneurship concepts and skills,
and with concepts and skills of creativity and excellence. It also aims to adopt
creative programs for young people and providing support to implement them. It
seeks to build youth capacities in entrepreneurship management; to establish and
supporting business incubators; and to encourage young people with disabilities to
achieve excellence and creativity.

This approach is not without its own challenges. First, there is poor coordination,
cooperation, and participatory work among partners involved in the implementation
of projects and activities that achieve the Government’s strategic objectives. Second,
there is a lack of awareness and interest of schools and universities with the
engagement of students in student clubs. Third, negative attitudes of some families
towards the engagement of girls in extracurricular activities inhibits proper
engagement of female students. Fourth, the level of promotion of youth activities
provided by different parties is weak. Fifth, there is a lack of availability of trainers
specializing in the field of advanced technology, coupled with a scarcity of
specialists in the field of talent, creativity, and business incubators. Sixth, there is a
lack of sponsorship for business incubators.

© The World Bank
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These challenges outlined in this report are detrimental to the inclusion and the
success of youth in entrepreneurship, and they also inhibit the overall economy of the
country. These challenges are not exclusive to Jordan, as most of the countries in
the MENA region face some shape or form of these issues. On the bright side, there
are many practical steps that could alleviate these challenges and reflect positively
on the conditions of young entrepreneurs.

For the structural challenges, there has to be an increased level of transparency to
the public along with clear justifications whenever privileges are granted.
Simultaneously, the role of the Audit Bureau must be enhanced, coupled with
enhancing and updating the e-government portal to streamline the process and
minimize bureaucracy.

For the challenges pertaining to the duration and costs of starting businesses, it is
suggested that financial incentives and government subsidies are granted for startups
and newly established businesses. That can include subsidizing electricity and
government lending to entrepreneurs or government incentives to banks to lend to
entrepreneurs by providing assurances. There needs to be legislative changes to
protect minority investors and policy changes to court procedures to ensure equity.
The need to unify official legislatives for entrepreneurs is crucial as many relevant
stakeholders remain out of the loop with regards to planning and monitoring the
entrepreneurial ecosystem.

What can be done?

For the entrepreneurial challenges, there
should be widespread entrepreneurial
awareness campaigns to building the culture
of risk taking. To respond to weak
entrepreneurial activities, increasing skills
through applied education and educational
reforms is important, especially those with an
entrepreneurial angle and training individuals
and institutions in proper knowledge
management and transfer. More importantly,
perhaps, is to incentivize young people to
establish startups, and to support them by
providing incentives and access to venture
capital investments. This can take the form of
a government backed venture capital that
only invests in youth startups and with
moderate yet reasonable risk appetite. © Global Youth Entrepreneurs
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Overall, the economic ecosystem must be enhanced to support the development of
successful business ideas. More effective networking processes are needed to
identify local needs, customers, and business providers. To facilitate that, there is a
need for producing a scientific research and relevant databases on a national level
that is accessible, to essentially provide concrete data for entrepreneurs and decision
makers.

Moreover, the ICT sector is a very important sector, as it is one of the main
economic pillars in boosting and stabilizing the economy. However, a tech-enabled
sharing economy approach can achieve greater job creation. For more efficient and
successful projects, business ideas should be developed based on realistic and
relevant local needs.

While there are many government initiatives, programs, and projects, numbers alone
do not necessarily reflect positively on their collective impact. The government
(ministries) should develop plans to follow up on these projects, evaluate them, and
monitor any emerging problems/difficulties that rise.

Macro problems
Structural problems

Entrepreneurial  problems 
Taxation

Long and costly procedures

* Access to finance, credit, and opportunities 
* Improving transparency and minimizing 
bureaucracy 
* Subsidizing electricity 
* Reducing taxes 
* Alignment of education with labor market 
needs 
* Database on market needs 
* Reducing costs and length of procedures 
* Better follow up and monitoring efforts of
entrepreneurial programs
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In observing the economic conditions of youth as well as the overall economic
environment in the MENA region over the past quarter, there are many notable
challenges that limit available opportunities for youth, hinder their economic
inclusion, and exacerbate the financial struggles they face. Lack of opportunities,
unemployment, and poverty are some of these challenges.

Most of these challenges are the product of years of subpar policies, resulting in
weak job creation, increasing unemployment, and education systems that are
disconnected from the needs of the job market. As such, MENAACTION believes that
the following set of recommendations are imperative, in the short term, to address
these challenges.

Recommendations
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With a youth unemployment rate of near 29%, more than double the global average,
and the looming danger that 65% of current elementary school students will be
working in jobs that do not exist now and 85 million jobs will be replaced in the next 5
years, addressing these challenges begins with a multifold approach of reforming the
education systems, raising public awareness on the needs of the job market,
investing heavily in entrepreneurship, and revitalizing the legal framework and
economic policies.

© Mehran Ghasemi © Shayan Sajadian
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v There is a major need for complete alignment between education and the labor
market, at a fundamental level. The current education systems are excellent for
producing bureaucrats. However, with a job market that requires critical thinking
and problem-solving skills and is leaning more in the direction of technology,
education curricula ought to be realigned with the private sector and produce
young people who possess these skills.

v Governments and private sector need to conduct wholistic market research in
their countries to understand the needs of the labor market, which sectors are
saturated, which sectors have vacancies, and which sectors are expected to be
needed in the near future. Ideally, such research should be updated every 4
years, but since the region is facing major challenges in relation to unemployment
and job creation, they need to be updated every 1-2 years. Such reports should
be available to the public and relayed to schools to inform their graduates in order
to support their decisions in selecting university fields of study.

v There are increasingly more opportunities for entrepreneurial efforts in the region.
Many governments and local and international organizations are investing in
training programs and incubators to support youth of the region in bringing their
ideas into reality. There are two major issues that should be addressed with
current local level entrepreneurial training efforts. They do not offer adequate
post-training support, and they do not provide trainees with proper access
measures for financial support. For that, young people should be provided with
more training on fund raising and on successful mechanisms for accessing
financial support and investment opportunities.

v Additionally, governments may provide incentives to banks and other financial
institutions to lend small and new entrepreneurial projects to support their growth.
The financial sector needs to provide entrepreneurs with tools to tap into funding
opportunities.

v For the success of entrepreneurial projects, there needs to be effective legal
frameworks that is adaptable to new realities in the world. They should include
bankruptcies laws; they should remove barriers that prevent or delay registration
processes (there are various citizenship requirements in the region for investment,
for example); and overall, they ought to be more encouraging for youth to take on
the entrepreneurial path.

v Looking at the regional level, governments in the MENA region should work
towards better economic integration in the region, including reducing tariffs,
issuing work permits for people to look for jobs across the region, and facilitating
a systematic acknowledgment of degrees.
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Articles during the second quarter (Q2) revolved around five main issues, (1) a spike
in drug use across the MENA region, (2) consistent forced displacements, ethnic
cleansing, and migration, (3) increase in armed conflict due to worsening security
environments, (4) persistent wrongful imprisonment and human rights violations, and
(5) finally violent extremism which continues to threaten the region.

Drugs

Drug availability and consumption have substantially increased as evident in the wider
coverage of the issue and its impact on MENA states and on youth in particular. Iraq
was repeatedly mentioned in media reports due to a rising number of crystal meth
addicts among the population, with one report by Alarab estimating that 50% of
youth are involved with drugs. The reports have cited poverty, unemployment,
corruption, and deteriorating infrastructure as the main reasons behind this alarming
growing usage. The reports have reasoned that Iraq’s weak security and its
penetrable borders, particularly its southern border, have enabled organized crime
groups to easily smuggle their products across Iraq.

The increase in drug usage was felt across the MENA region, as this epidemic
continues to pose serious threats for the younger populations. In Yemen, the
prevalence of drugs has grown as evident in the greater number of drug seizures. In
Egypt, 5 Egyptians were arrested for possession of crystal meth and heroin, and in
Lebanon and Syria growing usage of narcotics threaten the security of both states.
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Moreover, narcotic availability and consumption seem to be inversely related to the
stability of the state and the effectiveness of its security apparatus. Unstable states
like Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, and Yemen have witnessed rising narcotic use and
availability in comparison to more stable states like Saudi Arabia or Jordan. However,
it is worth noting that the lack of transparency among MENA states could present a
false image of drug accessibility and addiction in their respective countries, as
numbers could be higher than those portrayed to the media and public.

The overarching theme among these countries in the articles examined in the second 
quarter was that frustrated youth may resort to narcotics to escape from armed 

conflict, poverty, and greater unemployment. 

Forced Displacement, Ethnic Cleansing, and Migration
Another issue that was frequently observed in the second quarter was consistent
forced displacement and migration in areas of armed conflict. Syria, Palestine,
Yemen, Sudan, and Iraq are the countries with the highest number of conflict-
induced displaced persons who had to leave their countries. Conversely, rich nations
in the MENA region, particularly the Gulf countries only receive 0.7% of the displaced
persons produced in the region.
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In Palestine, 7 families living in Sheikh Jarrah and 7,000 residents in Silwan were
threatened with forced eviction by Israeli forces, who engage in systematic ethnic
cleansing to replace native residents with Israeli settlers. In other areas, Palestinians
living in Al-Bustan and Wadi Yasul neighborhoods are facing the danger of
demolition under the pretext of living in houses built without permits, which, if
destroyed, will likely be replaced with internationally illegal settlements.

In Syria, the civil war has impacted Syrian youth, as it has resulted in the internal
displacement of 1 million Syrians in Azaz, a town near the Turkish border, across 20
IDP camps. Moreover, Syrian youth are increasingly escaping from regime-controlled
areas or fleeing the country due to economic problems and forced conscription. In
response, the Syrian regime has attempted to restrict the movement of youth in
Daraa and Al Qunaitra in the south.

Youth in these areas are effectively given an ultimatum: join the Syrian regime forces
(under forced conscription) or leave the area. If they opt for the latter choice, they
would have to emigrate irregularly, as the state would not issue them passports or
any other form of identification. At the same time, their areas continue to be
surrounded and sieged by regime forces who restrict the movement of people, food,
and humanitarian supplies – with families having to make life-altering decisions,
such as having to choose between food and clothes, or housing and education for
their children.
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There is an ongoing trend of forced displacement and migration in areas of
protracted conflicts that has impacted the wellbeing and economic prospects of
migrants. It is unlikely that internally displaced people or refugee numbers will
decrease in countries like Syria or Palestine as there is no end in sight for either
conflict.

When observing the second quarter of 2021, the devastating impact of armed
conflict on youth in the Middle East across several countries is apparent. The latest
Israeli assault on Gaza and crackdown on protests in Jerusalem has left hundreds of
Palestinians killed and thousands injured. According to Relief Web, between 10-21
May, 265 Palestinians, including 66 children and 40 women, were killed in Gaza, and
almost 2,000 others were injured. In the West Bank, 26 Palestinians were killed and
around 6,900 were injured.

Armed Conflict
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As for Iraq, lack of regulations and controls has led to an increase in the spread of
weapons among Iraqi youth. This has consequently led to greater levels of violence,
according to studies conducted by psychology departments in various Iraqi
universities, which were covered in a Radio Sawa show. The studies also argue that
the lack of education and recreational activities available for youth has led to the rise
in weapon ownership. Iraqi youth are also threatened by rising scare tactics such as
assassinations and attacks against voter registration centers, which continue to
intimidate voter turnout and silence government opposition.

In Yemen, youth have been caught up on opposite sides of the conflict, with some
joining the Houthi rebels, while others have joined the national army to fight the
Houthis, as battles intensify over strategic locations like Marib.

In Syria, international actors like Russia and regional actors like Iran have gone on
recruitment drives, for their respective political agendas. Russia has recruited Syrian
youth to fight with the Armenian army against Azerbaijan over the Nagorno-Karabakh
region. Iran on the other hand has established Iranian cultural centers and weapon
training camps to indoctrinate youth.

This has attracted youth to warring sides and has left them victims who are killed or
injured throughout these conflicts. It has also damaged their economic prospects
and has often left them with no alternative but to join armed groups to earn a salary.
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The consistent 
theme in the 
second quarter of 
2021 has 
demonstrated that 
countries with 
political and 
security vacuums 
and those with 
protracted conflicts 
have witnessed 
increasing levels of 
armed conflict. 
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One of the major issues that has been seen in Q2 was wrongful imprisonment and
human rights violations across several countries in the MENA region. In Palestine,
Israel has arrested 850 Palestinian youth during protests against Israel’s forced
displacement of Palestinian families in East Jerusalem’s Sheikh Jarrah neighborhood.

Opposition figures across several MENA states were wrongfully detained and were
victims of human rights violations. In Iran, Reporters Without Borders urged Iranian
authorities to release three journalists who had been detained for opposing the
government and were denied appropriate medical care in prison.

In Saudi Arabia, a young male who is suspected to be a minor was detained and
executed for his role in anti-government rebellion by minority Shiites in the country,
according to a Voice of America report. In Yemen, a recent documentary aired on
Yemen Youth TV has shown the experiences of Yemeni journalists who were detained
and spent 1955 days in Houthi prison, where they were also the victims of human
rights violations.

Wrongful Imprisonment and Human Rights Violations

There was a consistent 
trend of wrongful 
imprisonment and 
gross human rights 

violations at the hands 
of governments in the 

MENA seeking to 
maintain the status quo 
and consolidate power. 
Without an independent 

legal system and 
international oversight, 

these human rights 
violations will continue 

to grow. 
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Violent extremism was another issue that was frequently brought up in the second
quarter of 2021, with several reports examining the latest updates in the MENA region
and offering possible countermeasures. In one report, Al-Azhar Center for
Combating Extremism recommended that governments eradicate the roots of
terrorism through initiatives that seek to unite populations and raise the awareness of
citizens, especially youth given their susceptibility to this propaganda.

Another report by the Begin-Sadat Center for Strategic Studies indicated that Daesh
is using new social media platforms like TikTok to appeal to and recruit youth. Al
Arabiya on the other hand shared an article that discussed Daesh’s origins due to the
sectarian policies of previous Iraqi prime minister Nouri Al Maliki.

Violent Extremism

The theme 
observed in these 
reports was how 

terrorist groups like 
Daesh continue to 

adapt their 
radicalization and 

recruitment 
methods over time 

to continue to 
recruit susceptible 

populations, 
including youth 

especially. 

We can observe, for example, how Daesh has switched from Telegram to recruit and
communicate with fighters, which it primarily relied on in its early days to TikTok now,
which is currently widely used, given the shift in popularity among these platforms.

© Woody Harrington

– New York Times
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Recent reports from Iraq suggest that drug addiction
among youth is increasing exponentially. The Iraqi Supreme
Judicial Council stated that about 50% of Iraqi youth are
drug users, and that over two-thirds of this 50% are from
poor areas, including border areas.

The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC)
confirmed that crystal methamphetamine is the primary
drug of concern for Iraq, which is smuggled from Iran.
UNODC adds that the Iraqi southern border is especially
penetrable by organized crime groups.

Spotlight: Toward an Integrated Approach to Combat
Drug Prevalence in the MENA Region

Iraq is not alone in this. In April, the internationally recognized government in Yemen
indicated that its security authorities are seizing much larger amounts of drugs.
Whereas it used to seize tens of KGs, the amount nowadays is somewhere between
4-5 tons, most of which was headed to Houthi-controlled areas.

In Daraa, southern Syria, drug use is also becoming more prevalent among youth.
Last month, a group called “Rebels of the South” hanged paper stickers around the
city issuing a warning to drug dealers and promoters. The group blamed Hezbollah
who is transporting narcotics across Syria and into Jordan.

The World Bank cautioned that if the current level of youth unemployment persists in
Jordan (about 50%), youth can become more susceptible to drug abuse.

UNODC data shows that an average of 23% of youth in the region have used drugs in
the near past. The World Values Survey finds that 25% of youth in the region believe
that drug sales in their own neighborhoods are frequent. The Arab Youth Survey
indicates that 57% of youth believes that drugs are easy to acquire, and that drug
use is on the rise in their countries.

Such numbers are alarming and most attributed reasons include peer pressure,
stress relief, easy access, lack of public spaces, and rising poverty and
unemployment rates. Combatting drugs in the region has mostly been focused on
the supply side of the problem while rarely addressing the demand.

An integrated approach is needed. This approach must be divided into three aspects:
responding to the challenge of current addicts; responding to the challenge
presented by the underlying factors that push youth toward drugs; and finally
addressing the supply side. In other words, the approach should employ a mix of
countering and preventive measures.

Mohammed Abu Dalhoum

President, MENAACTION
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Looking at the first aspect, sentenced drug users in the region could face one of
three scenarios: large fines as the best-case scenario; long prison sentences, or the
death penalty. While such laws aim to counter drug use, they also limit addicts from
seeking rehabilitation services.

There are state-funded rehabilitation programs as well as private centers, with little
information available about the efficacy of the first while the latter tends to be
luxurious and could cost tens of thousands of dollars per month. As such, there
should be better investments in state programs to offer high quality rehabilitation
services for current addicts.

As for the second aspect, it is primarily concerned with stabilizing the deteriorating
economic challenges facing youth, especially rising unemployment. This can be
done through two effective approaches: ensuring much better education to job
alignment vis-à-vis better preparation in educational institutions. WeForum highlights
that 65% of current elementary school students will be working in jobs that do not yet
exist.

Figure 10: Percent of youth who reported using drugs in the past. Source - UNODC

The second approach is fostering youth entrepreneurship through enhanced
investment and incubation opportunities. While funding will remain a major issue, the
stakes are high and require serious intervention. Thus, both the public and private
sectors must enhance their efforts to attract funding for entrepreneurial opportunities.

The lack of public spaces for recreational activities for youth is another underlying
reason. This cultural desertification, manifested in the scarcity of accessible and free
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public spaces, is a major driver for not only drug addiction, but also for joining violent
extremist organizations. Instead of socially excluding youth, more public parks and
spaces must be built.

The third aspect is revitalizing the approach of combatting the supply of drugs. A
study by Paul Gootenberg in 2009 finds that borders are just an obstacle course;
smugglers found ways to circumvent this obstacle, and modern drugs are easier to
conceal and can survive various climates. The fact that drugs have become more
prevalent despite tighter border control and even shutdowns during the height of the
pandemic is an evidence that security checks ought to be strengthened with more
personnel, thorough checks, and newer technology.

States should also facilitate much better communication and collaboration to tackle
inward and outward trafficking. States are often less likely to share such information
with others in efforts to portray stronger security and sovereignty. But in a globalized
world, cooperation is a necessity, and the lessons learned from limiting the spread of
the coronavirus on the global scale can be applied onto the challenge of drug
trafficking.

The increase in drug abuse among youth in the region is an accumulation of many
underlying reasons, exacerbated through the years. It is likely to take years of hard
work and resources to tackle its prevalence; however, any delays to intervene,
seriously and collectively can only worsen the issue.

Figure 11: Percent of youth who believe drug sales are frequent in their neighborhoods. Source -
WVS
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This section showed that youth in the MENA region are experiencing a spike in drug
use, consistent forced displacements, ethnic cleansing, and migration, increased
insecurity due to armed conflict, persistent wrongful imprisonment and human rights
violations, and violent extremism.

Frustrated youth may resort to narcotics to escape from armed conflict, poverty, and
greater unemployment. An integrated approach is needed.

v This approach must be divided into three aspects: responding to the challenge of
current addicts; responding to the challenge presented by the underlying factors
that push youth toward drugs; and finally addressing the supply side. In other
words, the approach should employ a mix of countering and preventive
measures.

There is an ongoing trend of forced displacement and migration in areas of
protracted conflicts. Further, countries with political and security vacuums and those
with protracted conflicts have witnessed increasing levels of armed conflict.

While it is unlikely that internally displaced people or refugee numbers will decrease in
countries like Syria or Palestine as there is no end in sight for either conflict, there is
an immediate need to stop the reasons that result in such forced displacement. In
Syria, for instance, forces are expelling youth from southern towns, providing them
with an ultimatum of either join the Syrian military or leave the country, often illegally
since the government denies them official documentations unless they serve. In
Palestine, Israeli offensive on Palestinian towns as well as demolition orders are
forcing Palestinians to leave their homes. In Iraq, explosions and suicide attacks
continue costing the lives of many Iraqis, while the conflict in Yemen persists.

Recommendations
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v The international community
needs to step in, more decisively,
to exert pressure on these
governments to stop their actions,
which place human beings in
immediate danger.

v The international community
should also support humanitarian
organizations working with
refugees and displaced persons to
enable them to better respond to
their needs and improve their
livelihood conditions. © National Geographic
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Wrongful imprisonment and gross human rights violations continue in the region. To
address this major issue, there needs to be a comprehensive response.

v First, the legal system in these countries need to be fully independent, and they
need to enhance their transparency by reporting, clearly, on trials and their
outcomes in order for monitors to assess their alignment with legal frameworks
and human rights codes.

v Second, there needs to be more space for international oversight to ensure that
human rights violations do not continue. The international community ought to
step in better to hold governments accountable for human rights violations, be
wrongful imprisonment, any excessive penalties that do not correlate with legal
frameworks, or even legal frameworks that enable any human rights violations.
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Terrorist groups like Daesh continue to adapt their radicalization and recruitment
methods over time to continue to recruit susceptible populations, including youth.
They revitalized their methods, yet the use of their internet remains prevalent.

v For that, better monitoring is needed on suspicious content on the internet.

v While greater online surveillance might be problematic, local and international
organizations can turn to publishing countering messages, highlighting what
suspicious content looks like and providing young people with positive messages
that can strengthen their resilience to terrorist organizations’ recruitment efforts.

v Further, more preventive programming is still needed by local and international
organizations to essentially respond to the underlying factors that make young
people susceptible to recruitment.

© Al-Monitor
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MENAACTION is a nonprofit organization, EIN 85-3884888 all donations will be used
solely for the projects that MENAACTION implements for the development of youth of
the MENA region. To learn more about our mission, goals, and work, please visit our
website www.menaaction.org

MENAACTION is currently working on two major programs:
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Support Our Work

By visiting www.menaaction.org/donate

1. MENARY Monitor

MENARY Monitor is a weekly
newsletter, a compilation of English,
Arabic, French, Farsi, and Turkish
news items from trusted sources in
addition to insightful comments,
distributed weekly to government
institutions and policy makers,
international organizations, and
researchers.

The main objective is to provide
stakeholders with trusted, accurate,
and accessible updates on all
matters concerning youth in the
region and provide them with the
points of concern requiring action.

2. The MENAACTION Youth Index
(MYI)

The MENAACTION Youth Index (MYI)
seeks to compile all youth-related
data into one index. It comprises of
sub-indicators, including economic
inclusion, educational opportunities,
freedoms, equality, political
engagement, cultural engagement,
health, technology, and environment.

MYI adopts Amartya Sen’s approach
of “human development is about the
expansion of citizens capabilities,
including increasing citizens’ access
and opportunities to the things they
have reason to value.”

http://www.menaaction.org/
http://www.menaaction.org/donate
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Over the second quarter of 2021, development initiatives in the MENA region
continued while countries and institutions responded to immediate needs arising from
the COVID-19’s emerging delta variant. This included securing vaccines and
providing life-saving treatment to the most vulnerable segments of their respective
populations while simultaneously strengthening health, education, and social
protection systems. “The pandemic has put the region’s already strained resilience to
the test and has taken a devastating toll on people across MENA. It has also
heightened the urgency for decision makers to undertake further reforms to address
long-standing development challenges in their countries,” said Ferid Belhaj, World
Bank Vice President for the Middle East and North Africa.

The economic toll of the pandemic has largely caused economic contractions in
many MENA nations that rely on tourism, consistent supply chains, and a healthy
workforce as well as consumer-base causing further stress on segments of the
MENA population. Coinciding with the pandemic during this quarter, new and
prolonged conflicts flared up. U.S. troop reductions in the region, both in
Afghanistan and Iraq due to years of failed intervention has caused an
emboldenment among actors such as the Taliban, localized jihadist groups, and
Iranian militias to take increased aggressive actions. In tandem, civil war continues to
rage in Libya, Syria, and Yemen exacerbating the humanitarian crisis and increasing
both the short-term and long-term development needs of these nations.

Figure 12: the biggest challenges facing youth. 
Source – the State of Youth in the Middle East, 

MENAACTION, 2020

Figure 13: Most important challenge facing the 
country, economic situation. Source– Arab 

Barometer, April 2021
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In the second quarter of 2021, several new programs and initiatives both large scale
and mid-size were launched in response to new business opportunities and emerging
crises and gaps. The World Bank’s Board of Directors endorsed in late April - a new
four-year assistance strategy for the Palestinian territories.

This is very relevant, given the recent flare-up in conflict between both Israel and the
occupied Palestinian territories that exacerbated the emergency needs in Palestine
that has been marked by COVID-19, continued state-sponsored marginalization, and
conflict between political power players in the region. This pivot in World Bank
strategy hopes to continue to support resilience of livelihoods and service delivery
while attempting to place a greater emphasis on transformational investment for
improved supply chains and connectivity within the Palestinian economy as well as
long-term economic returns.

In Jordan, The Creativity and Innovation Project, which was launched in the Balqa
Youth Directorate within the Balqa Governorate, seeks to implement innovative
creative initiatives in youth centers that help young people develop their talents and
abilities, inform them of youth success stories and network them with institutions
concerned with creativity and innovation.

New Business and Development Strategies

Key project outputs include the development of the Cultural Building Forum which
seeks to be a community center to serve as an outlet for promoting innovation,
cultural creativity, and exhibitions among youth. This project will promote the
gathering of youth from different regions of Jordan within a single networking space
to facilitate the exchange of ideas and perspectives.

© Abeer Nammari
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In furthering international development initiatives in the technology skills space,
Digital Opportunity Trust (DOT) in early June announced its collaboration with IBM, a
multinational technology company, to develop capacities and empower youth in both
the Middle East and in Africa with digital skill sets. The development also seeks to
bolster workforce readiness proficiencies, and business knowledge needed for
successful careers, social connectivity, and economic growth.

Under the partnership, DOT will work with local organizations to help young people
tap into IBM’s free Open P-TECH’s career readiness curriculum. The platform equips
learners with competencies in foundational technologies used in all industries, such
as Artificial Intelligence (AI), cloud computing and cybersecurity, along with
professional workplace skills like design thinking, teaming and presentations.

© Gulf Business

Given that a main issue among youth in the MENA region is a lack of working skill
sets for a 21st century economy, this collaboration will seek to address that skills
gap and connect a developed and professionalized workforce with innovative jobs
and opportunities to further modernize the MENA economy.

In furthering digital youth engagement, the International Labor Organization (ILO) and
UNESCO launched an e-learning platform in early June, focusing on skills
anticipation and job-matching to raise youth employment levels in the MENA region.
This platform, within the framework of the Youth Employment in the Mediterranean
(YEM) project, that is funded by the European Union and implemented by UNESCO
and the ILO launched their e-learning course “Skills Anticipation and Matching – YEM
project”.
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The online course had a duration of seven weeks from 31 May to 16 July 2021 with
the objective to help participants understand the importance of identifying current
and future skill needs and labor market imbalances in a broader policy framework.
The initial launch included 80 participants, including policymakers and technical
advisors of Ministries of Employment/Labor, Education and others working in the
area of Skills Development and TVET in the Mediterranean region.

Other participants – such as members of skills councils and national TVET authorities
or similar institutions from the YEM beneficiary countries; representatives of workers’
and employers’ organizations involved in sectoral, regional, or national skills
anticipation; experts and technical staff working in the field of TVET planning;
relevant staff from Public Employment Services and other institutions engaged in
skills matching; managerial and technical staff of institutions responsible for the
collection and analysis of labor market information; and staff from international
cooperation agencies working in the area of TVET and skills development – also
followed the course.

Overall, the Middle East and North Africa are among the regions with the highest
youth unemployment in the world, with nearly 29% - twice the global average.
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In late May, the Al-Hamra Youth Center of the Mafraq Governorate Youth Directorate
in Jordan organized a virtual Zoom workshop on sustainable development practices
to a youth audience. During the workshop, a development practice trainer presented
the goals of sustainable development and their importance in progressing society,
stressing the need to benefit from the expertise and experiences of countries in the
field of sustainable development.

The committee for celebrations of the golden jubilee of the founding of the United
Arab Emirates announced today the launch of the “Fiftieth Year Fellowship” program
and the start of receiving applications from citizens and residents in the UAE. The
program will be expected to run for 11 months, from June 2021 to April 2022.

The program aims to provide 21st century job opportunities for young people in a
number of disciplines including project management, design, and communication.
Candidates will be able to work closely with the “Fiftieth Year” team and partners to
give them an opportunity to develop their skills and expertise in one of five key
programmatic areas: project management, partnerships management, public
relations, and communications, etc.

Key Summits, Workshops, Events

© Emarat Alyoum

In Egypt, the Minya Al-Qamh Youth Department, in cooperation with the Crisis and
Disaster Management of the General Court, implemented a workshop entitled “Crisis
and Disaster Management” in Sharqia Governorate, within the mobile and mobile
activity plan, at the Talbana Youth Center, with the participation of members of the
mobile team at the center. The workshop aimed to increase community awareness,
reduce disaster risks and crises, in addition to encouraging a culture of volunteer
work in the field of reducing disaster.
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In a developing country such as Iraq, there are a number of obstacles that hinder its
progress, development, and stability. The social, political, and economic crises that
engulfed Iraq over the past two decades have had a negative impact on generations
of young people, which created many obstacles that prevented them from playing an
active role in contributing to the development of their country.

Spotlight: A Voice from the Grounds - Development in Iraq,
Challenges and Opportunities

Although the security situation today is better than it was 4 years ago when Daesh
took control of several large cities in Iraq, the effects of the extremist organization
have negative repercussions in the country that will require years to overturn.
Infrastructures were completely destroyed, thousands of young people were
displaced and went missing, and thousands of others lost their lives.

Today’s generation of young Iraqis, aged 18-30, have lived through 3 different wars
from their childhood to adulthood, namely the invasion of Iraq in 2003, the sectarian
war between 2006 and 2008, and then the war against Daesh From 2014 to 2017.

MENARY Monitor – 2021 Semiannual Report 

Challenges hindering development in Iraq

Perhaps the most prominent development issues in Iraq lie in the neglect of
successive Iraqi governments in paying attention to youth and their mental health and
utilizing their skills in improving the security and economic conditions in the country.

© Politics Today
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Data shows that 50% of university degree holders are currently unemployed. With the
population of Iraq increasing - ranging from 850,000 to one million people annually -
there are many concerns that cast a dark shadow over the country if the government
does not act on this matter seriously. What made matters worse is the outbreak of
the Coronavirus pandemic since the beginning of 2020, particularly its psychological
and economic effects that negatively affected young Iraqis.

The rampant financial and administrative corruption in state institutions has left most
Iraqis living in bad conditions. This is mostly attributed to poor quality of health,
education, and security services, and consequently the lack of a suitable
environment for young people to work, innovate, and contribute to achieving
development.

MENARY Monitor – 2021 Semiannual Report 

Engaging youth in development

A World Bank report indicates that 13 million Iraqis earn less than two dollars a day.
The poverty rate in Iraq, according to the Iraqi Ministry of Planning, has reached
25%. With the growing population, such numbers entail an uncertain future awaiting
Iraqis.

Therefore, the role of youth today is very important. The government and
organizations must support them to save the country from a possible economic and
humanitarian disaster. Iraq has one of the youngest populations in the world, as an
estimated 50% of Iraqis are aged 19 or young. Youth are able to change Iraq for the
better if they are given opportunities and space. They are an unprecedented
opportunity for their country, and they are its real wealth. If youth do not change Iraq
for the better, who will?

© USIP
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What needs to be done

It is integral for the Iraqi government and civil society organizations to take serious
initiative in solving the problems that stand in the way of achieving development. As
such, they ought to start with two aspects.

The first step is allocating huge budgets to support youth by rehabilitating them
psychologically and supporting those with university degrees, skills and ideas, by
holding workshops, training programs, and financial support for them to start their
own projects. If such projects are established, young people will be more motivated
to learn and participate in new projects that serve the country. This will positively
affect all dimensions of development, whether social, psychological, economic,
security and environmental.

The second aspect is to operate the stalled factories in the country and to provide
more job opportunities for young people. With job creation being a major challenge
for the government, the private sector can play a major role in responding to the
economic and financial challenges facing youth, especially unemployment.

© United Nations Iraq



Page | 82MENARY Monitor – 2021 Semiannual Report 

Overall, the MENA region is characterized by economic and geopolitical instability.
Economies face structural imbalances including large, inefficient public sectors,
uncompetitive business environments and governance challenges, as well as high
youth unemployment.

Within this context, sustainable economic development and poverty reduction in the
region are closely linked to the need to create decent work opportunities for young
people. MENA governments have no shortage of business development strategies.
The problem remains in implementing them successfully and overcoming vested
interests for personal gain at the top level of government and industry leading to
oligarchic structure becoming a barrier to economic development that provides
pathways for youth.

Recommendations

This issue can be characterized by cronyism. Overregulation as a tool to stymie
competition, allows companies with ties to regimes to navigate the system and gain
an advantage. This branches out to additional issues such as petty corruption and
abuse of bureaucratic authority. MENA governments have a history of creating
programs to support youth-led enterprises, but these programs have an embedded
interest in limiting the creation of truly disruptive firms that can catalyze economic
growth and job creation at the expense of those currently at the helms of economic
power.

© Abeer Nammari
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Although there are existing contextual differences in political, social, and economic
conditions throughout MENA countries, youth unemployment is a challenge across
the region that development organizations, multilaterals, and governments need to
meet. Specific actions pertaining to how development programs among MENA youth
need to include:

v Employment-related programs need to more directly show how they expect to
contribute to job creation and economic development or address fragility, and
ensure that these outcomes are monitored and evaluated

v When promoting employment through economic reform, programs need to
incorporate complementary interventions to tackle the specific barriers to
employment faced by target groups such as youth.

v Employment-related programs should incorporate lenses by gender and social
inclusion analysis, including cultural barriers to the employment of women.

v Programs need to overcome youth disconnect and should routinely consult with
the young people expected to benefit from programming and use the feedback to
shape project design and implementation in respective contexts.

v Programs need to introduce effective feedback mechanisms among youth and
relevant stakeholders that can initiate course corrections during and post-
programming as a lessons-learned factor.

v MENA countries have reduced their focus on youth employment since a noted
peak in the early 2000s, prioritizing security concerns over political and economic
reforms.

v Development programmes need to strategically engage MENA governments
to pivot focus onto resourcing towards youth employment.

v Lastly, government bodies, international organizations, NGOs, research
institutions, the private sector, private sector donors/ public donor agencies, and
other actors must all coordinate more effectively to tackle youth development
issues, with leadership allowed to come from the ground-up rather than the top-
down.

v MENA governments have often attempted to formulate national youth
strategies, often by utilizing ministries of youth and sports with little-to-no
implementing power and coherent strategies.

v Delegated implementation needs to be combined with national action plans
that highlight clear roles and responsibilities for government agencies
alongside development actors and local stakeholders.
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the region.
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During the reporting period, countries across the MENA region have reported
significant movements in advancing various elements within the education sector,
including hosting educational seminars on the importance of various educational
fields, launching a number of initiatives, establishing scholarship programs, as well
as a number of activities initiated by youth in the region. The Big Heart Foundation,
for example, launched a fundraiser campaign during the month of Ramadan in aims
to remedy the effects that COVID-19 had on the Middle East region, which included
a dramatic decrease in access to education and an increase in unemployment rates
among youth in the region. According to a report released by Zawya in April 2021,
unemployment rates across the world are strongly tied with education rates. Across
the MENA region, more than 150 million children and youth are currently out of
school and cut from access to education.

Seminars and Meetings
To address the theme of lack of access to education, the United Arab Emirates
(UAE) in March 2021 hosted a seminar, “Book-Tube Youth and the Reality of
Reading in the Arab World”, where youth across the region convened to discuss the
lack of access to books and the role YouTube review channels play in filling that gap.
The UAE also hosted the seventh seminar on Education Interference and invited more
than 150 universities and educational institutions from the UAE and abroad to
discuss the importance of STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and
Mathematics) programs. Abu Dhabi shared a similar interest in the STEM field, as the
Abu Dhabi Center for Education and Vocational Technical Training organized a three-
day national competition to encourage innovation among Emirati youth.

A critical aspect of reading is closely tied to language, and, while French and Arabic
are considered foundational languages in Morocco, a report by the British Council
showed that 65 percent of Moroccan youth consider English to be just as important
as Arabic. The rise in the influence that the English language has in the MENA region
has spread across multiple sectors including educational, professional and cultural.

MENARY Monitor – 2021 Semiannual Report 
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Initiatives
Another common theme presented during the quarter was the launch of a number of
initiatives, as organizations and youth presented efforts to organize and engage with
youth and to develop their academic skills. The UAE, for example, launched the
Trends Boards Initiative for Youth Researchers and engaged with youth researchers
under the age of 30 to equip them with the tools necessary to prepare and publish
academic research reports. Qatar similarly held an educational forum to help
attendees from various countries, including Oman, Morocco, Algeria, and Libya
develop their research skills in the field of studying identity and heritage.

Egypt and Jordan have both taken initiatives via government involvement and
established education centers to assist youth in the region. Egypt’s Ministries of High
Education and of Information Technology established centers in universities in efforts
to eradicate digital literacy. Through cooperation with the private sector, these
centers will provide educational trainings, support self-employment, and develop
youth’s skills. The Jordanian Minister of Digital Economy and Entrepreneurship,
Ahmad al-Hanandeh, demonstrated the government’s efforts in addressing the
country’s shared economic and education crisis by partnering with the Ministry of
Education to launch an educational curriculum for digital skills development. Through
this curriculum, the government would provide students from grades 1-12 to develop
the skills of youth and guide them through the employment process. The rate of
youth unemployment in Jordan has been exacerbated by the recent COVID-19
pandemic. In June, more than a thousand graduates from the Islamic Studies
University addressed the issue of unemployment by addressing a letter to Prime
Minister Bisher Al-Khasawneh, calling for an end to the current approach of the
Ministry of Awqaf and Islamic Affairs, where they overlook youth who seek job
opportunities and instead prioritize retirees.

Meanwhile, international organizations, such as Hello Future, have taken initiative in
Northern Iraq to develop a small business incubator for refugee youth to develop the
essential skills to shift from their current standing to a more stable future. Through
these educational courses, teens living in Kurdistan’s refugee camps will learn crucial
digital, entrepreneurship and critical thinking skills.

Being a refugee does not diminish a person's ability to dream big dreams, 
but it does severely limit their access to the education and opportunities 
they need to achieve that dream. We want to offer our students those 

missing steps and build a 21st-century model for self-reliance.

- Charlie Grosso, Hello Future Executive Director
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Financial Assistance

The Upshift program in Tangier, Morocco shared similar goals, where, during the
quarter, they launched their pilot program that aims to combine social innovation and
entrepreneurship to raise the capabilities of marginalized youth for effective social
and economic integration. Through working with the Ministry of Culture, Youth and
Sports, the UN Children’s Fund, USAID, and the UK government, more than 80 youth
participated and developed sets of skills to identify local issues and address them
through communication with their communities.

Other countries, like Qatar, addressed the issue through launching a joint scholarship
program at Al-Quds University for Arts and Sciences in Palestine, which will provide
nearly 400 scholarship opportunities for youth and teachers within the span of 8
years. Jordan’s “Poor and Distinguished Student Welfare Association” launched a
similar initiative, where it will provide Jordanian youth with the financial support
necessary to alleviate their financial concerns and focus on their academic
development.

In Egypt, an educational tech start-up, iSchool, raised more than $160,000 and
developed a platform to help young students in the MENA region to explore career
options in software development, artificial intelligence, big data, robotics, IoT, and
multimedia. Since its launch, iSchool has engaged and trained more than 7,500
students and will continue working with youth in the region as they move into the next
quarter.

Despite the challenges presented by COVID-19, universities across the MENA region
continued to adapt to ensure that students stay in school. For example, Tunisia’s Al
Akhbar Al Aaan reported this quarter an advance in the country’s universities’ status
globally. Despite the pandemic, university students in Tunisia successfully
transitioned to virtual learning and continued to pursue their education. Similarly in
Iran, The Times Higher Education Impact (THE) released the ranking report for 2021
this quarter, where it showed that Tehran’s Amir Kabir University, along with 26 other
Iranian universities were listed in the top 1,115 most influential world universities and
increasing by 14 percent from the previous year. However, during the quarter, Iran
also faced mass protests, led by students who had been forced to attend final
examinations in person. As protesters marched across various cities, they chanted,

“I do not want to take an [in-person] exam, it's not possible with 
COVID-19.” 
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Looking at the Middle East and North Africa at face value,
researchers, analysts, and even policymakers tend to
become overwhelmed with the different issues that need to
be addressed. The focus is continuously on security, the
economy, and development. International non-
governmental organizations work tirelessly and spend
tremendous amounts of resources on developing nations
through training and capacity building within these avenues.

While these aspects are certainly integral for the region and
its populations, educating youth in a manner that facilitates

Spotlight: Steering Education onto the Right Path

positive transformation is rather lacking. Developing proper systems that nurture and
develop well-rounded individuals will allow the MENA region to witness what has been
seen by many as impossible: proper inclusion and realization of youth in political,
social, and economic life.

While this could be seen as a long-term endeavor, a lot of short-term actions can be
taken to ensure that the process is on the right track. Enhancing the educational
system should come first. After all, education can be considered as the basis of
everything. Not just school-level education, but the entire educational ecosystem
including media, laws, and culture require immediate attention. What comes with
steady education reform will yield the small, short-term wins that will allow for the
continuation of development.

The current educational systems in the region can only be described as ineffective
and outdated, as it prepares task-oriented workers who are presumably good at
following tasks, given the emphasis on memorization in the current education
systems. A study conducted by WeForum concludes that that 65% of current
elementary school students will be working in jobs that do not exist now and 85
million jobs will be replaced by robots in the next 5 years. The sad reality is that our
schools and universities are oblivious to such a major change in the job market. A
report by Aljazeera suggests that many universities in the MENA region have in fact
canceled programs over the past 20 years that proved to be massively important
nowadays.

Career guidance as part of the educational system is of utmost importance.
Education should be an ever-evolving sector that allows for the adaptation to the
market requirements as well as the expansion to meet the ever-changing
technologies.

Farah Naber

Content Manager, 
Strategy Falcons
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This system should allow students to learn how to think and not what to think. They
need to be exposed to a variety of career options as early as middle school so that
they are able to develop their capacities in the certain directions they prefer
throughout high school and then university or vocational schools.

When it comes to reforming the educational sector, it is important to maintain that
such changes reflect positively on all. Governments need to stop looking at the
problem as a class problem. Media, laws, and culture make up a stark percentage of
what an education reform should be universally concerned with. Addressing this as a
class problem, assuming that the rich needs less attention when it comes to
educational reforms will simply weaken attempts at change. Policymakers addressing
this effort ought to view the educational system as requiring complete overhaul –
including both private and public schools, starting with financial access and the
curricula, simultaneously.

© Peter Biro
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Country
Literacy rate, youth total 

(% of people ages 15-
24)

Government expenditure on 

education, total (% of government 
expenditure)

Algeria 97% 25.9%

Egypt 88% 8.4%

Libya No Available Data 24.5%

Mauritania 64% 12.8%

Morocco 98% 29.5%

Tunisia 96% 26.4%

Sudan 73% 2.9%

Average 

North Africa 
Sub-Region

86% 18.56%

Iraq 94% 3.8%

Iran 98% 23%

Jordan 99% 11.7%

Lebanon 100% 9.6%

Palestine 99% 19.1%

Syria 92% 3.2%

Turkey 100% 10.8%

Average 

West Asia 
Sub-Region

97.4% 11.6%

Bahrain 100% 12.9%

Kuwait 99% 12.8%

Oman 99% 31.7%

Qatar 95% 17.4%

Saudi Arabia 99% 30%

UAE 99% 17%

Yemen 77% 7.3%

Average Gulf 

Sub-Region
95.4% 18.44%

Figure 15: Youth Literacy Rates (Source – World Bank) and Government Expenditure on Education 
(Source – MENAACTION, acquired from Government Budgets for 2021)
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When it comes to the curricula, the reform must be normative in a way that teachers
are transformed into instructors rather than lecturers. Instruction, rather than
lecturing, will develop generations of young individuals who are critical thinkers,
problem solvers, team workers, and time managers – which are all integral skills for
the job market, entrepreneurship, and day-to-day social life. At the same time,
curricula reform should not disregard social values that have long been a part of the
cultures in the region, but it should rather seek to reform, enhance, and employ them
toward build generations of socially responsible individuals – those who support one
another and believe in the benefit of the many over the benefit of the one. As such,
finding that perfect balance between maintaining the strong value systems while
simultaneously employing aspects to create positive social change will be no easy
feat. However, it can reflect positively on society as a whole.

Finally, media literacy should become a part of the educational and political system.
Adding media classes to all educational levels especially social media is of utmost
importance. With the world being a click away, youth across the MENA region need
to learn how to utilize such privilege as compared to previous generations.
Knowledge is at the tip of their fingers, and with that comes great responsibility.

This is only the beginning, for there are numerous challenges to reforming the
education sector. Nevertheless, in order to ensure the effective realization of our
young people’s capacities, governments and multilateral organizations ought to turn
their attention to this matter.

© Clinton Doggett, USAID
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Recommendations

COVID-19 played a critical role in educational backsliding for women and in order to
advance access to education, and as COVID-19 cases begin to rise again due to the
new Delta variant:

v It is critical that educational institutions develop programs that cater to young girls
and women during the pandemic.

v It is critical that governments and NGOs continue to monitor and fund online
educational efforts

v Investing in access to online education - including providing students with all
materials necessary to succeed - governments and educational institutions can
not risk the health and safety of students.

Using social media platforms and streaming services could also play a critical role in
shifting educational development for the better:

v By laxing government restrictions on sites such as YouTube, citizens could access
various learning platforms anytime they want. This was demonstrated through the
UAE’s Book-Tube initiative.

Development of a coalition program between organizations, youth and government
institutions could prove to play a pivotal role in creating widespread change in their
efforts to launch initiatives and support access to education. While developing
programs that meet each individual organizations’ goals:

v It is also critical that they hold seminars and workshops to share what struggles
they faced, successes, and recommendations moving forward. Through
developing a medium where organizations can communicate with government
officials and lobby for aid and change. This form of cooperation could evidently
also assist the development of stronger relations between politicians and citizens,
as the forum could play a role in improving communication and embedding trust
into their communities.

Education plays a critical role in determining the unemployment rates in the region as
well. Dr. Al-Said Abdelhadi addressed the important role that education plays in
molding the minds of youth and preparing them for the labor market. The MENA
region has the highest youth unemployment rate in the world (29%), and it continues
to face a challenge of aligning education to the job market and future needs.

v Governments need to continue to invest in their educational institutions in order to
decrease unemployment rates and rebuild their economies.

v Public institutions need to continue communicating and facilitating for NGOs and
CSOs to work with their communities to ensure better access to education.
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This section discusses 
the notable news and 
implications in relation 
to youth and the 
environment in the 
MENA region
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Over the second quarter of 2021, youth and environment was covered in only 25
news articles, relatively less when compared with other aspect. In general, the
sources covered were divided into climate change; youth stakeholdership; food
security and agriculture; pollution and waste management; and sustainable
environmental entrepreneurship.

.Climate Change

When discussing climate change, it is important to underline the extent to which
youth in the MENA region believe it constitutes a serious problem. Looking at data
from the Arab Barometer’s latest wave, MENAACTION analyzed the data and found
that the average score of youth’s perceptions towards the seriousness of climate
change amounts to 2.87, on a scale of 1 to 4, whereby 4 is “a very serious problem”
and 1 is “not at all serious”. This score translates into just below “somewhat
serious”.
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How Serious is the Problem of Climate Change?

Figure 16: Youth's Perceptions Toward the Seriousness of Climate Change (ages 18-29) - Source: 
The Arab Barometer
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Climate change does not only have a major negative impact onto our environment
and our future, but it also massively alters our way of life. Within the Middle East,
Iraqi Bedouins in the deserts of Muthanna province are under immediate danger, as
the environment is becoming increasingly uninhabitable, especially droughts. Climate
change is depleting their water resources, reducing available agricultural production,
and threatening local pastoral tribes. Youth, in specific, are leaving their traditional
lifestyle in search of better livelihood opportunities. The implications of climate
change affects Bedouins all around the region. Luna Khalil highlighted, in an article
for Borgen Magazine, that water shortages and the commercialization of desert areas
are pushing Bedouin youth away from their ways of living.

There were some notable initiatives over the second quarter aimed primarily to
address climate change in the region. Saudi Arabia and Egypt are reportedly
collaborating on planting 40 billion trees in the region, as a measure to combat the
climate crisis and its implications. The initiative also aims to reduce carbon
emissions, increase green spaces, raise environmental awareness, and influence
citizen behavior, particularly the youth, thereby creating a sustainable future for
following generations.

The Egyptian Coordination’s Committee of Party’s Youth Leaders and Politicians
(CPYP) announced that it aims to monitor Egypt’s energy sector to ensure that it
complies with the UN Sustainable Development Goals, reducing carbon emissions,
and using environmentally friendly energy sources. Additionally, Youth Love Egypt
(YLE) Foundation trained 70 young Egyptians on sustainable development, climate
change, biodiversity, waste management, and renewable energy.

Reducing carbon emission was also the aim of a Soran university student led project
in Iraqi Kurdistan. The project looked to encourage students to use bicycles for
transportation and raise awareness on the importance of protecting the environment.
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Youth Stakeholdership

Many of the sources covered over the past quarter emphasized the role youth ought
to play to combat climate change. The UAE and Jordan, among other international
participants in the upcoming Expo Dubai, are working to engage youth as
ambassadors in roadshows to highlight the challenges facing the region when it
comes to water, energy, and food security.

Moreover, the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC),
in collaboration with the Arab Youth Climate Movement Qatar (AYCMQA), announced
that youth will be given the opportunity to develop proposals for the pre-COP 26 in
Milan and COP26 in Glasgow to provide innovative solutions for the challenges
accompanying climate change.

The Hague International Model United Nations (THIMUN) Qatar Conference was held
in April under the banner of “Climate Action”. One of the main outcomes of the
conference was a consensus that youth, all around the world, ought to inspire a
movement to drive a global action on climate change. The participating delegates
highlighted the immediacy of response to climate change, and given its implications
on the future, youth are, by definition, the prime stakeholders.

In the UAE, the Youth Council in the Electricity and Water Commission announced
that youth councils in the UAE are working on raising youth awareness on clean and
renewable energy in sustainable development. Further, the Emirati Federal Youth
Authority held discussions titled “Reclaiming our Earth: Climate Action for Youth” as
part of the Global Earth Day. It highlighted the role youth can play in protecting earth
from the dangers it faces amid climate change and natural disasters.

Looking at Sudan, the Environment Initiative for Sustainable Development held, in
collaboration with the African Center for Governance and Peace Studies, a
consultative meeting to discuss a peaceful settlement to the Grand Ethiopian
Renaissance Dam and its implications on the Nile Basin Countries. The stakeholders
asserted that youth ought to take a central role in climate-specific policy making in
Sudan, as they can build bridges of communications across countries and can
provide solutions to address climate change. It is also worth noting that the Egyptian
Ministry for Migration and Expatriate Affairs has been reaching out to Egyptian
students studying abroad to discuss Egypt’s water rights as well as the complications
imposed by the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam.

In evaluating these sources, apart from the UNFCCC invitation to youth proposals,
most of the other initiatives were limited to consultations, discussions, and other
forms of statements. It will be important to monitor any actionable updates over the
next few months to determine the seriousness of these statements.
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Food Security and Agriculture

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) held a coordination meeting in late May
2021 titled “How Can Youth Transform Food Systems in the Middle East and North
Africa?” The meeting was based on the premise that youth represent the future of the
agri-food systems coupled with their innovative attributes that can reflect positively
on food security, poverty elimination, and environmental sustainability. The meeting
also highlighted that the World Food Forum and Food Systems Summit will take
place in 2021, they will prioritize the role of youth in combating various aspects of
food insecurity.

In the MENA region, there are about 38 million children and adolescents who require
assistance, “the largest number of children in need in the world” according to
UNICEF. Couple with rising youth unemployment rates, food security is more critical
now than, perhaps, ever before.

Over the second quarter of 2021, there were two notable initiatives from the UAE. In
the first one, the Ministry of Climate Change and Environment launched a research
project titled “Agriculture Project using Modern Technology and Artificial Intelligence”
in late May. The project looks to employ artificial intelligence in developing modern
agricultural systems, with youth playing a central role in supporting the Ministry’s
strategy to enhance food security and sustainability and enhancing domestic
agricultural production.

For the second one, the Ministry launched the Youth Food Security Stations in mid-
June. These stations aimed to support entrepreneurial youth efforts in relation to
animal and crop agriculture, beekeeping, and aquaculture as well as food security.
The Ministry will also establish centers for modern agriculture practices such as urban
farming to develop youth’s farming skills to support the efforts in improving
productivity. This program also looks to enhance the capacities of business working
in the sustainable food production sector.
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Pollution and Waste Management

Air, land, and water pollution is an immediate risk in the MENA region. In the second
quarter of 2021, there were a few notable updates pertaining to youth and their role in
combating the challenges associated with pollution and waste.

In fact, Greenpeace in Lebanon has been demanding transparency in the state’s
management of the oil leaking crisis over the first months of 2021. Greenpeace was
sided by Lebanon’s Beach Coalition, Waste Management Coalition, Energy
Governance Coalition, the Arab Youth for Climate Movement, Green Party of
Lebanon, and Green Mind Association. They all publicly stated their dissatisfaction
for the lack of planning or clear guidance from the Committee appointed by the
Prime Minister to coordinate the operations of managing and addressing the crisis of
oil leaks that reached Lebanon’s beaches.

The Committee had not yet announced the results of any comprehensive beach
surveying activity or the results of testing samples from different areas to estimate
the magnitude of pollution and losses for the marine biodiversity, beaches,
stakeholders, and local communities.

Similarly, Tunisia’s beaches continue to be dangerous for visitors. The WHO
assessed Tunisia’s shore water and found that 15% needs attention and about 10%
is bad or very bad, as 17 beaches in Tunisia are deemed too polluted for visitors.
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Looking at waste management efforts, in late May, the Arab Association for Youth
held the Environmental Forum for Hazardous Electronic Waste in Egypt. This Forum
explored youth’s role in disposing hazardous waste. Further, in Algeria, a number of
young Algerians from the center created a smart container for waste. Powered by
solar energy, the container has the capacity to store energy to be used for lighting at
night. Part of their objectives was focused on raising awareness on reducing random
waste in the streets. Moreover, the Nouadhibou Youth Assembly launched a general
cleaning initiative to ensure that the city remains clean and that residents understand
the importance of maintaining the cleanliness of public spaces.

Several young Moroccan men and women, additionally, created 25 environmental
initiatives to reduce the dangers of waste. 25 young Moroccans from every province
underwent a training camp that focused on creating solutions to reduce the impact
and environmental risks of waste.
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Sustainable Environmental Entrepreneurship

Discussions over protecting the environment are often times countered with other
discussions over the importance of economic growth and job creation, regardless of
any negative impacts on the environment.

The World Values Survey Wave 7 suggests that youth in the MENA region are
conflicted between the two. On the one hand, there is a strong agreement over the
importance of protecting the environment, as seen in Iran (68.1%), Turkey (56.6%),
Jordan (46.8%), and Iraq (44.8%). On the other hand, over 50% of youth in
Lebanon, Egypt, Tunisia, and Iraq gave more priority to economic growth, even if the
environment suffers to some extent.

Given the poor economic conditions youth have to endure in the region, manifested
in rising unemployment rates and lack of opportunities, the support for environment
protection is especially commended. It demonstrates youth’s commitments, as
important stakeholders, in preserving the environment.
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Figure 17: Which of the two statements comes closer to your own point of view? A. Protecting the
environment should be given priority, even if it causes slower economic growth and some loss of
jobs. B. Economic growth and creating jobs should be the top priority, even if the environment
suffers to some extent. (Source WVS Wave 7 – Youth aged 18-29).
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To that end, over the past few months, there were a few environmental
entrepreneurial efforts implemented by youth in the region. The Emirati Youth for
Sustainability held its Ecothon for Innovation Challenge. The winning team created
water bottles that provide a futuristic outlook to drinking water and address the
problem of plastic waste and the pollution that it creates. Youth for Sustainability is a
platform that supports and invests in youth and equips them with the skills necessary
to succeed in the sustainability sector.

The Egyptian Ministry of Environment held a program titled “Young Environmental
leaders”, as part of its Egypt 2030 Vision. This program worked toward achieving the
Sustainable Development Goals, particularly when it comes to empowering youth and
protect the environment. It also worked to equip youth with necessary tools to
become environmental entrepreneurs.

In Morocco, a youth cohort underwent a training camp focusing on creating solutions
to reduce the impact and environmental risks of waste. It guided the cohort
throughout the cycle of creating projects that aim to provide solutions to the
challenges facing the environment.
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It seems only a few decades ago, when Iran was
home to some of the Earth’s most fertile and
agricultural land. Large permanent rivers flowed
through and contributed sediment-rich soil to the
abundant oasis that previously characterized
Khuzestan, a southwestern province of Iran.
Similarly, Iran’s historical southeastern Sistan-
Baluchistan Province, housed a once-vibrant
agricultural community and vast wetlands known as
the Hamun Wetlands, an oasis in an otherwise Mars-
like landscape.

Khuzestan Province neighbor Iraq’s southern
marshlands is an area historically known as the
Mesopotamian Marshes. The region is often referred

Spotlight: Iran's Dustbowl Migration - The once vibrant
wetland culture of Hamun has now become a relic with
scenes of abandoned boats and dried up lake beds*

to as the ‘Cradle of Civilization’ for being home to ancient civilizations, such as
Sumer and Babylon who made sophisticated use of the dense marshland.
Surrounded by a vast arid landscape, has made it a unique yet abundant biome filled
with fish, migratory birds, and even big cats such as lions, tigers, leopards, and
cheetahs that once heavily prowled but have had their ranges significantly reduced
due to human activity.

Prior to the onset of desertification and 20-year drought that began after the 1950s
due to Afghanistan building a dam on the Helmand River, these once thriving cradles
of civilizations have become desolate wastelands resulting in the exposure of both
lakebeds and the consequences of human negligence on the environment. The once
vibrant wetland culture of Hamun has now become a relic with scenes of abandoned
boats in dried up lake beds and skeletal remains of fish baking in the scorching sun
being common sightings.

When we think about climate change, our minds often evoke replayed images that
you see on commercials for climate change advocacy such as melting ice caps,
rising sea levels, and island nations being swallowed up which does not cover the
whole story of our changing planet.

“Desertification is a slow-moving disaster,” says Dr. Kristina Shull, a current post-
doctoral fellow at Harvard University. Shull specializes in the intersections of history,

Saumaun Heiat

Director of Development, 
MENAACTION

& Senior Program Management 
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migration and policy and noted this process is in part a result of water
mismanagement, such as the over-use of dams, as well as government corruption.
“Local and regional politics are also shaped by global inequalities exacerbated by US
sanctions and histories of colonialism,” she says.

Desertification, drought, dust storms, and rising temperatures in the Middle East are
largely an overlooked topic, mainly due to its numerous conflicts, sectarian schisms,
and ongoing proxies that achieve mainstream media attention.

Neighboring the harsh mountainous desert terrain of both Pakistan and Afghanistan,
Iran’s southeast-eastern province of Sistan and Baluchestan Province is one of the
least developed regions of Iran taking shape in a lack of infrastructure and economic
development resulting in the region having the lowest per capita income in Iran.

This purposeful neglect has resulted in over 70 percent of the Baloch living below the
poverty line by State Department estimates due to state-sponsored marginalization-
resulting from the Baloch being a Sunni minority in a Shiite theocracy. This, coupled
with having to face extreme drought has prompted resistance and anger towards the
Iranian government among the local majority ethnic population — its Baloch-Sunni
residents. Dry winds, like the wildfire igniting Santa Ana winds of California, dominate
the region and are known as the “Wind of 120 Days”, and have a fearsome
reputation among U.S. service members in Afghanistan who faced these winds first-
hand with numerous injuries being attributed to being physically lifted and being
pegged by loose objects. However, the number of days in this storybook title is
increasing as the lack of moisture fuels the intensity and recurrence of these harsh
desert winds.
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Notably, climate migration within the Middle East is a growing contributor to internal
displacement and deserves more attention from the mainstream media and
multilateral action. Minority-inhabited territories such as Khuzestan and Balochistan,
with already marginalized local tribes, are generally rich in resources and agricultural
potential. Yet exploitative policies coupled with water mismanagement due to
corruption are severely affecting traditional livelihoods. This mismanagement and
political negligence have exacerbated the environmental crisis in addition to
humanitarian impacts encompassing food insecurity, mass migration, health
hazards, soil deterioration and desertification. “Those on the front lines and who are
most directly affected are often of indigenous or minority communities who have
been historically and economically marginalized and experiencing environmental
racism as a result,” states Dr. Shull.

The Baloch tribes, local to Balochistan, depended on managing fisheries along the
Hamun river for survival – an oasis in a barren landscape. Following drastic and swift
change of the landscape due to drought, the local Baloch have had to pack up their
former livelihoods and migrate elsewhere where they will likely face discrimination.
Nearly one-fifth of the Sistan-Baluchistan province’s inhabitants have either had to
move to neighboring provinces inland or are at-risk of being displaced immediately
due to deteriorating conditions. Likewise in Khuzestan Province to the west of Sistan-
Baluchistan, many agricultural livelihoods depended on producing and exporting
lucrative crops such as dates, wheat, barley, and sugar cane. Today, these
livelihoods are at stake with the lack of moisture in drying plains allowing dust to rise
before winds carry it away creating unstable and weakened soil, which is not ideal for
agriculture. The weakened soil has made it susceptible to being blown away forming
into massive dust storms which encapsulates major cities such as Abadan and
Ahvaz.

The environmental impact from desertification has become detrimental both to the
health and livelihoods of the local populace resulting in residents emigrating en-
masse to northern Iranian cities in order to escape desertification.

The wetlands of Hamun suffered major dry spells by the start of 1950s but the
conditions worsened significantly in the late 1990s where Southern Iran suffered a
water crisis. By 2011, Khuzestan had the third largest level of emigration — behind
Tehran and East Azerbaijan Provinces. The negative environmental impact in
Khuzestan is so bad that it has caused many government employees, enjoying the
most stable jobs in Iran through its current economic crisis, to even submit requests
to move to other cities due to the mismanagement of water and the accompanying
drought making conditions unbearable. By 2018, drinkable water had become so
scarce, it had to be rationed among individual Abadan residents.
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In both regions of Iran, development projects in the form of dams take some of the
blame in these drastic environmental changes. Dam projects resulting in
environmental catastrophe seem to be the norm in recent years, as evidenced by
tragedies such as the Brumadinho dam disaster in Brazil earlier this year. Per the
norm, against the advice of environmental experts and cautionary preliminary
studies, the Gotvand Dam was built upon the Karun River near the Gachsaran Salt
Mine in Khuzestan Province in 2012, to supply sugar cane plants with hydro-electric
energy and since then has increased water salinity to levels that inhibit its use in
agriculture and even drinking. This has had a primarily negative impact on the
marginalized Ahwazi Arabs of Iran who’s farming livelihoods have been hampered by
increased salinity levels from the Gotvand Dam.

Development projects and political corruption go hand-in-hand in producing
disastrous results for the environment. The local populaces contend that the
detrimental decision-making is because none of the cabinet members of Presidential
administrations came from either of these regions, despite their economic and
political importance due to water, farming and oil resources as well as a sizeable
heavy industry base and electricity generation.
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Instead, ministries are dominated by relatively powerful local figures made up of both
politicians and clerics, from Isfahan, Kerman, and Yazd, provinces who profit from
the exploitation of these regions by operating in a mafia-like manner rife with
embezzlement of state-funds and payoffs, similar to that of the political machines of
the late-19th century in the United States who effectively ruled cities such as Chicago
– a common theme now in authoritarian countries marked by a lack of effective
internal oversight. Disenfranchised farmers stripped of their livelihoods have even
disrupted official prayer ceremonies that are essentially religious distractions to
showcase false piety and turn attention away from the real issues, such as the case
in Isfahan in 2018 where farmers from rural areas banded together and turned their
backs towards the aforementioned corrupt clerics while chanting anti-state slogans
in a show of solidarity.

“Climate change contributes to social conflict and unrest we are seeing world-wide.
However, governmental responses that are repressive create a feedback loop that in
turn exacerbates the disparate impacts of climate change, social inequities, and so
on,” states Dr. Shull.
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The lack of inclusivity in the policy-making process increases the marginalization of
ethnic minorities such as the Ahwazi Arabs and Balochis in terms of policy impacts.
While both ethnic groups have been represented by organized armed resistance from
their fringes towards the Iranian government in response to state marginalization,
both the Ahwazi Arab and Baloch people face a changing environment and climate
as the ultimate obstacle in achieving stable livelihoods while voicing their frustrations
with the state. While individuals attempt to stay in their ancestral homelands of
Khuzestan and Balochistan, others feel the strain of staying in an unstable
environment and migrate towards more developed urban centers in the north of Iran
to achieve new livelihoods.
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Recommendations

Given the nature of the problems and challenges associated with climate change and
environment-related issues, two aspects are imperative: immediate action is integral,
and the impact and results will only be observed in the long-term. Climate change is
posing major threats to people’s way of life, particularly Bedouins, farmers, and
pastoral tribes, who are forced to leave behind their traditions, let alone the pollution
that results in major health issues.

Given that the region is the largest global source for energy resources like oil and
gas, one of the top emitters of fossil fuels, and a significant contributor to plastic
waste in our oceans, there are immediate measures that ought to be taken.

v Moving to renewable energy sources such as solar, wind, and geothermal is
imperative. Governments in the region should incentivize private sector companies
to adopt such energy sources to slowly replace oil and gas and ultimately reduce
emissions. New residential constructions should also look to install solar panels.

v Governments and local and international organizations should conduct more
awareness raising programs to increase the level of knowledge of the local
communities on the important of recycling and reducing consumption and waste.

v There should be more emphasis on climate action and governments and local
and international organizations should maximize the role for youth in climate
action.

v MENA’s young generation are more concerned about the environment than ever
before and providing them with the space and resources will reflect positively on
addressing these challenges.

v These efforts should transcend meetings, conferences, and workshops; instead,
they need to extend further to include support campaigns, lobbying, petitions,
and other measures to pressure decision-makers into impactful policies.

Water scarcity and food security are also among the major challenges facing the
region. Should the current trends persist, the outcome might be disastrous.

v Regional governments should extend their cooperative agreements, and create
new agreements with other governments, to essentially respond to water scarcity
and food security, especially since comparative advantage is one of the solutions
to this risk.

v Free trade agreements, import and export incentives, and the reduction of tariffs
should be at the core of these efforts.

Challenges associated with the environment were brought about collectively, and
collective action is the only way to counter them.
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Awareness and Mitigation Efforts

Over the second quarter of 2021, COVID-19 continued to exert negative impacts on
the MENA region, including youth. Sources observed over the past few months
revolved around 4 main themes: (1) Awareness and Mitigation Efforts; (2) Economic
Effects; (3) Implications on Daily Life; and (4) Vaccination.

Governments and local organizations in the region implemented numerous
awareness campaigns and mitigation efforts to stop the spread of the Coronavirus
and urge individuals to get vaccinated. Youth played a central role in such efforts.

In mid-March, the Jordanian Minister of Youth launched a youth awareness initiative
to work toward stopping the spread of the Coronavirus, as the first initiative of its kind
in the MENA region, as it aimed to activate the role of youth. The initiative team
spread awareness messages on adhering to precautionary measures and on the
importance of vaccination. This campaign was administered by 500 youth volunteers,
as a first stage to support national efforts in stopping the spread of COVID-19.

In Egypt, the Ministry of Youth and Sports collaborated with Japan International
Cooperation Agency (JICA) and Egypt’s Generations in launching the “Awareness is
Life” Program in later March. The program looked to raise public awareness on the
COVID-19 pandemic. It also trained youth on abiding by health and safety measures.
Additionally, a number of young Egyptians launched an awareness initiative in Assiut,
spreading messages such as “protect yourself and your family from the danger of
the Coronavirus”. Similarly, the Tahya Tunis youth movement implemented
awareness campaigns to mitigate the impact of the virus in several neighborhoods.

In Iraq, despite lockdowns, the “Butterfly Effect” youth group employed a creative
approach in their awareness campaign. They took to the streets of Baghdad and
revived old walls in the alleys and lanes with their murals. Their murals raise
awareness on limiting the spread of the Coronavirus.

© CNN Arabic
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Economic Effects

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a severe impact on the economies in the MENA
region. Fragile economies, in specific, required immediate assistance. US President
Biden was reported to have increased US assistance to vulnerable Palestinians to
support their efforts against the ongoing pandemic.

Many countries in the region rely heavily on tourism; however, due to the pandemic,
tourism has been halted. Jordanian youth looked to address this issue and launched
their “Breaches of Hope” initiative to promote domestic tourism, highlighting the
culture, heritage, and history of Jordan’s less-known sites.

Hafed AlGhwell argued that countries who rely on tourism, especially those with
limited fiscal or monetary power, will face tougher paths for economic stabilization,
and they are likely to continue facing issues such as rising poverty, inequality, and
youth unemployment, as vaccination is expected to take a couple of years. These
challenges were also raised by members of the Arab Parliament (the legislative body
of the Arab League). They proposed the creation of a youth fund to address the
impact of the pandemic on the region’s young generation, particularly in relation to
unemployment.

Numerous youth employment efforts were halted due to the pandemic. For instance,
the Education for Employment (EFE-Jordan) had to stop its operations during
lockdown. EFE provided over 100 young Jordanians, last year, with career guidance
and counselling services based on the needs of the labor market.

© CSIS
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Implications on Daily Life

The ongoing global pandemic has also had a major negative impact on the day-to-
day lives of youth in the MENA region. Notably, education was one of the worst
affected sectors in the region. In fact, the Yemeni Ministry of High Education,
Scientific Research, Vocational and Technical Training urged schools and universities
in Eden and other liberated governorates to suspend education based on the
decisions of the High Emergency Commission of the Legitimate Government to
ensure the safety and health of students, teachers, and staff.

Further, a study by Youth Charter Alliance in Humanitarian Action finds that more
than 90% of students worldwide have been distanced from their schools and
universities. The report asserts that distancing has repercussions beyond education,
since it leads to reduce confidence in the future, increased attrition rate, and denying
youth support and access to social resources, especially those with special needs.

The Coronavirus and government shutdowns also had immediate negative impacts
on the mental health of youth in the region. A report by Statemagazine asserts that
more than 70% of youth aged 24-34 suffered from irregularities in their sleep such as
insomnia in addition to loneliness and concerns over asking for psychological
support. The Youth Charter Alliance in Humanitarian Action also adds while social
distancing and quarantine is safe, they do lead to other forms of risks, such as
addiction to social media and the internet and facing cybercrimes and harassments,
further hindering youth’s mental health.

© The Economist
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Vaccination

Over the second quarter of 2021, sources observed reflected the nature of
vaccination dynamics in the region, manifested in inequality of resources, vaccine
hesitancy, and vaccination efforts.

A report by Alarab Newspaper in early April highlighted that, in the MENA region,
access to vaccines is subpar when compared to the global average. Countries
engulfed in conflicts, such as Yemen, is experiencing major difficulties in relation to
proper preventive measures and seamless vaccine distribution. Further, the IMF
warned of uneven vaccine distribution, which would have catastrophic consequences
on the region's recovery. While oil countries like Saudi Arabia and the UAE have quick
vaccination plans and the resources to mitigate the impact of the pandemic, other
countries like Yemen and Iraq are unlikely to vaccinate their population till 2022. In
the south of Lebanon, similarly, COVID-19 deaths were spiking in May while residents
were struggling to receive their vaccines, which were administered through nepotism
and favoritism.

Sources observed over the past quarter also showed that there is a level of hesitancy
when it comes to taking the vaccines in the MENA region, especially among youth.
One survey attributed that to concerns over the clinical trials and research ethics.
Nevertheless, in April, near 12% of Egyptians did not plan on taking the vaccine,
even if it were free, with the majority of those being youth aged 18-30. Conversely, in
a survey conducted in March in Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Jordan found that university
students living in urban areas were the most willing demographic segment to undergo
clinical trials to assess vaccine efficacy and to protect their families.

© Gulf News
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When it comes to vaccination efforts, there were numerous campaigns and initiatives
implemented over the past quarter. Lebanon’s government held a vaccination
marathon, as over 10,000 people received their vaccines in a day-long event. In the
UAE, the Federal Youth Authority urged the country’s youth to receive their shots. It
was reported that over 50,000 young volunteers have been working in UAE’s testing
centers, hospitals, airports, ports, and shopping centers as part of many state-led
campaigns.

As for Morocco, a group of young Moroccans in Casablanca led an initiative to
encourage fellow Moroccans to get vaccinated. They engaged in an artistic
campaign, like that of the youth movement in Iraq, creating murals around
Casablanca to raise awareness on the importance of taking the vaccines, in support
of the country’s vaccination campaign.

Jordanian youth also participated in
vaccination campaigns around the country.
Specifically, youth from Irbid volunteered to
vaccinate and test patients for COVID-19.
Volunteers stated that they saw this effort as
a mixed opportunity to help their communities
and to develop their skills to support their
local community in the future as well.

© DW
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The COVID-19 pandemic continues to disrupt the
livelihood and prosperity of the already struggling Middle
East and North Africa (MENA) region. With only 12% of
the total MENA population having received one dose of the
vaccine, the COVID-19 vaccine distribution in this region
needs immediate international attention. In MENA, the
vaccination effort depicts two different situations:
wealthier nations in the region have high vaccination rates,
like the UAE (73.08%) and Bahrain (64.9%), whereas
lower and middle-income countries have low vaccination

Spotlight: Toward a Better COVID-19 Vaccine Distribution
Strategy for the MENA Region

rates, like Syria (0.05%) and Iraq (1.26%). Equally disconcerting, two of the most
populated nations in the region have alarmingly low vaccination rates, Egypt (1.8%)
and Iran (3.34%).
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Figure 18: Percentage of Population Fully Vaccinated as of August 2021 - Source: Johns Hopkins 
University Coronavirus Resource Center
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When examining the low vaccination rates in the MENA region, vaccine shortages
and vaccine skepticism prevail as the two predominant factors.

The pandemic continues to rage on in Iran, Yemen, Iraq, and every other MENA
nations, although to varying degrees. The vaccine shortage in the MENA region is
evident as the poor have struggled with access to vaccines, showcasing the deep
inequality between classes that has plagued the MENA region for decades. The
vaccine shortage issue becomes even more complex when factoring in how some
governments in MENA are incapable of buying their own vaccines.

Vaccine skepticism poses the second major risk factor as a study published in
PubMed Central assessing the willingness of Middle Eastern Arabs to get vaccinated
concluded that only 25% of participants were willing to receive a COVID-19 vaccine.
From a global perspective, the Middle East was among the regions with the lowest
vaccine acceptance rates, as reported in a publication in Vaccines. Skepticism
amongst the Middle East population is not necessarily based on the population being
anti-vaccinators, but that the people of MENA are mostly vaccine hesitant.

As such, vaccine shortages in the Middle East combined with a MENA population that
is vaccine-hesitant and a surging Delta variant, have led to the devastating COVID-
19 situation the region finds itself in as it heads into its fourth wave of the pandemic.

How did we get here?

Why is this important

When looking at how the pandemic has disrupted an already struggling MENA region,
many alarming statistics can be found: the countless lives taken, socio-economic
consequences, children’s livelihood impacted, and other severe implications.
Furthermore, the COVID-19 situation in the region is exacerbated by the disparities in
health care and lack of medical professionals. With a MENA healthcare system that
was already deeply broken prior to the pandemic, in addition to a painful history of
violent conflicts and rampant administrative and financial corruption, the pandemic
has only upsurged the negative effects of a strained population.

Although nations like the US seem to be slowly coming out of the pandemic, variants
of the Coronavirus can decrease the effectiveness of the many vaccines given to
hundreds of millions of people. Thus, ineffective vaccines hinder progress in a global
return to normalcy, both economically and socially. As long as the majority of the
global population remains unvaccinated, the Coronavirus will continue to spread and
mutate, and additional variants will emerge. Therefore, from the international
perspective, developed nations need to prioritize global vaccination campaigns.
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Next Steps

The MENA region needs to return to normalcy before the effects of the pandemic are
irreversible. Vaccines need to be sent from the international community to the MENA
at higher rates than at current. Developed nations, like the United States, are on the
verge of having millions of vaccines expire. As the need intensifies for vaccines in the
MENA region, the US has the ability to directly combat vaccine shortage in the MENA
by sending surplus vaccines, putting them to positive use rather than allowing them
to expire.

Country Confirmed Cases Deaths

Turkey 5,942,241 52,313

Iran 4,199,537 94,603

Iraq 1,722,328 19,270

Jordan 778,093 10,135

Morocco 701,325 10,404

UAE 694,285 1,978

Tunisia 613,628 21,089

Lebanon 572,401 7,948

Saudi Arabia 531,935 8,311

Kuwait 403,868 2,372

Palestine 317,999 3,613

Oman 298,942 3,948

Egypt 284,789 16,582

Bahrain 270,161 1,384

Libya 269,847 3,750

Qatar 227,899 601

Algeria 182,368 4,578

Sudan 37,138 2,776

Mauritania 28,438 609

Syria 26,116 1,922

Yemen 7,187 1,389

Figure 19: The Coronavirus in the MENA Region in Numbers. Source: Johns Hopkins University 
Coronavirus Resource Center
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The United States is not the only country sitting on vaccine stock-piles that are soon
to expire, as nations like Israel, the United Kingdom, EU countries, and many other
nations have a major surplus of vaccines exceeding their use. Such a surplus should
be proactively shipped to struggling regions across the globe. International
organizations like the United Nations and the World Health Organization (WHO) need
to organize and coordinate with nations who have millions of unused vaccines and
ensure that they are sent to the MENA region and other struggling areas in the world
so that vaccination rates can increase in the short term.

Vaccine hesitancy is not a new issue to international organizations. In 2019, the WHO
identified vaccine hesitancy as one of the ten threats to global health. Therefore, the
WHO and other international organizations need to spearhead the effort to combat
vaccine hesitancy through careful coordination with regional and local MENA
governments and civil society organizations, in an effort to raise public awareness on
the importance of vaccines in combatting fatal diseases and illnesses.

This effort to raise awareness can be implemented on the ground in coordination with
local nongovernmental organizations and nonprofits, or through targeted social
media campaigns, as the PubMed Central study concluded that “social media [is]
the major source of information about COVID-19 and vaccines” in the region.
Properly educating the MENA public on the COVID-19 vaccine and advising MENA
governments to implement incentives or mandates, once an ample number of
vaccines are provided to the region, are likely to decrease rates of vaccine hesitancy
and increase the percentage of vaccinated individuals.

At the national level, governments in the MENA must have clearer strategies to
provide adequate and equal access to vaccines. Flawed COVID-19 vaccine rollouts
by governments in the MENA region, like the case in Egypt, has only aggravated the
already dire vaccine distribution effort across the region. International organizations
need to step-in and work with nations struggling with vaccinating their citizens to
ensure that vaccines are administered efficiently. They should also prioritize the most
vulnerable groups first, regardless of economic status, to ensure that mortality rates
are minimized. Logistical components and equal access to vaccines should also be
covered, as clear and efficient vaccine administration strategies are essential to
combating infection rates in the MENA.

Although the catastrophic impact that the Coronavirus has had on the MENA region
will take years, maybe even decades, to fully recover from, immediate and
meaningful steps can and should be taken by the international community and
multilateral organization—starting first with ensuring that vaccine supplies to the
region are dramatically escalated. In an increasingly interconnected world, the
international community must recognize that it cannot move past this pandemic
without ensuring that the whole world is vaccinated first.

MENARY Monitor – 2021 Semiannual Report 



Page | 118

Recommendations

The Coronavirus pandemic has been disastrous for the MENA region, with millions of
infections and tens of thousands of deaths, let alone the economic repercussions.
Currently, the region is facing two trends: some countries are experiencing less
numbers, thanks to proper vaccination campaigns, while the rest continues to face
increasing contractions, with lack of access to vaccines being a major challenge. As
such, the following is needed:

v Governments and local organizations should continue to conduct public
awareness campaigns, urging citizens to follow social distancing, wearing masks
when necessary, and most importantly, taking the COVID-19 vaccines. Such
campaigns should be implemented on the grounds and online, as their efficacy is
proven.
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The impact of the pandemic on youth, manifested in job losses and increasing
unemployment rates must be addressed.

v Measures such as financial assistance and youth funds are the most impactful,
yet almost impossible to implement given the economic difficulties countries are
facing in the region.

v To that end, extending support to the private sector and investing in
entrepreneurship can be a more realistic solution and can also provide better
results in the long-term.
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The pandemic has had a major negative impact on education in the region and has
also shown the vast discrepancy in access to technologies. No notable increases in
education budgets in the region were observed between 2020 and 2021, which is an
issue given that schools and students struggled alike.

v Governments should increase budget allocations to the education sector, with
special emphasis on technology to enable student to receive the best possible
educational experience.

v Governments should also collaborate with the private sector and international
organizations to increase vulnerable families’ access to the internet.
Telecommunication companies should, in fact, take on such initiatives as part of
their corporate social responsibility efforts.

MENARY Monitor – 2021 Semiannual Report 

When it comes to vaccination, the trend shows that rich countries have quicker
vaccination plans and the resources to mitigate the impact of the pandemic while
countries like Yemen and Iraq are facing more difficulties. When it comes to
vaccination, two aspects are integral to increase the number of vaccinated
individuals.

v There has to be more public campaigns to convince people of the importance of
the vaccine. These campaigns must address disinformation and fallacies,
primarily, and encourage people that the vaccine is not only to protect oneself,
but it is also important for the overall community.

v The international community should support the region’s struggling countries by
providing them with vaccine doses. Developed countries are reported to have an
excess of doses, which must be provided to those who need it. The virus spread
exponentially given that the world is interconnected; thus, only international
cooperation can address the issue.

v Regional governments should continue to follow global scientific
recommendations, especially those pertaining to the possibility of a required
booster dose, in which case, they should administer them to those who have
already received their vaccines.

The virus spread 
exponentially given that 
the world is 
interconnected; thus, only 
international cooperation 
can address the issue. © BBC
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