
 

JMUNESCO’20 

SPECIAL FOCUS 1: 
SUSTAINABLE 

DEVELOPMENT 



ISSUE: Finding potential solutions to growing unemployment problem in 

the Middle East and Northern Africa, compensating for the rampant 

political and social instability in the region. 
 

STUDENT OFFICERS:  Bahar Gündüz & Ata Başaran 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Introduction: 

 

Middle East, the lands around the southern and eastern shores of the Mediterranean 

Sea, extending from Morocco to the Arabian Peninsula and Iran and, by some 

definitions, sometimes beyond. The central part of this general area was formerly 

called the  “Near East”, a name given to it by some of the first modern Western 

geographers and historians, who tended to divide what they called the Orient into 

three regions. Near East applied to the region nearest Europe, extending from the 

Mediterranean Sea to the Persian Gulf; Middle East, from the Persian Gulf to 

Southeast Asia; and Far East, those regions facing the Pacific Ocean.  

Northern Africa is generally accepted to refer to the northernmost region of the 

African continent, stretching from the Atlantic shores of Morocco in the west to the 

Suez Canal and the Red Sea in the east. From this definition, the nations included are 

Algeria, Egypt, Libya, Morocco, Sudan, Tunisia, and Western Sahara.  

Unemployment rates have been high among the Middle East and North Africa, a 

problem which concerns the youth and the most educated out of most people, being 

young and educated would normally  be considered good qualities that would ensure 

an individual to employed, however, social and political problems disable people 

from finding employment.  University graduates make up nearly 30 percent of 

unemployed in the Middle East and North Africa Region, so  
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Sustainable development: The development that meets the needs of the present 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. There 

are times where development is driven by one particular need, without considering 

future impacts. 
 

Nepotism (Wasta in Arabic): The practice among those with power or influence of 

favouring relatives or friends, especially by giving them jobs. 
 

Public Sector Jobs: Public sector employs teachers, police officers, firefighters and 

other critical jobs designed to maintain a safe, productive community. The public 

sector is not revenue driven, and jobs are funded by taxpayers. 
 

Informal sectors: Informal sector refers to those workers who are self employed, or 

work for those who are self employed. People who earn a living through self 

employment in most cases are not on payrolls, and are not taxed. Many informal 

workers do their businesses in unprotected and unsecured places. 
 

MENA: An acronym for the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region. 
 

MENA Generation 2030: The first report to make a direct link between investment in 

children, economic growth and social development. It is a result of the consultations 

with the World Bank, ILO, IMF and ESCWA. 
 

 

 

Background Information: 

 

Unemployment rates in Egypt, Iran, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, Tunisia and Yemen 

(MENA) have remained high, particularly among youth ( between 15 and 24 years). 

Some estimates show that the youth unemployment rate is as high as 40 percent in 

Tunisia  The latest figures put the youth unemployment rate in Iran at 25. Except for 

Lebanon, the gender gap in unemployment is large. The women of the youth 

population unemployment rate is almost three times the male youth unemployment 

rate in Egypt and double in Iran, Jordan and Yemen.  Female youth unemployment 

rates in Egypt remains at 65 percent, Jordan and Yemen at 50 percent and Iran at 40 

percent. This data can be seen in the graph below. Today, the MENA region is 

responsible for having one of the worlds highest unemployment rates. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 Having a university degree does very little to improve chances of getting a job in the 

MENA region. For many women, as is the case for their male counterparts, a 

university degree is increasingly becoming a passport to nowhere. Many expect the 

government to provide jobs, but that sector is already saturated. Political instability in 

a number of Arab countries is blocking economic prospects. Many educated young 

people are willing to wait for jobs in the public sector to open up. Public sector jobs 

are attractive since they offer high salaries, good benefits, and security. 

The unemployed population of MENA constantly searches for public sector jobs that 

are scarce and out of reach. The majority of people think that Wasta (the Arabic word 

similar to nepotism for connection and favoritism) is necessary for getting a public 

sector jobs. A survey in Jordan revealed that 86 percent agreed that Wasta is a form of 

corruption and 87 percent thought it should be eliminated. At the same time, 90 

percent said they expected to use Wasta at least “sometime” in the future and 42 

percent thought their need for it was likely to increase, while only 13 percent thought 

their needs would decrease. In a relevant survey by Gallup, 36 percent of Tunisian 

youth believed that corruption is widespread in government while 83 percent believed 

that knowing people in high positions is crucial when getting a job. 

  
 

Informal sectors are large and have been expanding in all of these seven countries in 

the Middle East and North Africa region. They are made up of small firms that are 

disconnected from the formal sector and suffer from low productivity because of the 

nature of the sector which requires less capital, less skilled labor and less investment. 

Workers in the informal sector lack social security coverage and medical insurance 

and are not able to participate in formal education and training programs. These 

people are most likely live near the poverty line and are significantly exposed to 

shocks.  



 

Involved Countries and Organizations: 

 

Algeria: unemployment rate of 11.70 % 

Bahrain: unemployment rate of  3.80% 

Egypt: unemployment rate of 11.44% 

Iran: unemployment rate of 12% 

Iraq: unemployment rate of 7.93% 

Israel: unemployment rate of 3.8% 

Jordan: unemployment rate of 18.3% 

Kuwait: unemployment rate of 2.08% 

Lebanon: unemployment rate of 6.60% 

Libya: unemployment rate of 17.29% 

Morocco: unemployment rate of 9.04% 

Oman: unemployment rate of 16% 

Qatar: unemployment rate of 0.14% 

Saudi Arabia: unemployment rate of 5.92% 

Palestine: unemployment rate of 52% 

Syria: unemployment rate of 23% 

Tunisia: unemployment rate of 15.48% 

United Arab Emirates: unemployment rate of  2.58% 

Yemen: unemployment rate of 13.60% 

 



Timeline of Events: 

Unemployment has all the earmarks of being on a descending pattern in Northern 

Africa, however labour market distress stays inescapable, especially among ladies and 

youth. Northern Africa still shows the most elevated unemployment rate, at 12.1 

percent in 2015, although this is an improvement from 12.5 percent a year sooner and 

imprints the main diminishing since 2011. 
 

UNEMPLOYMENT RATE IN MENA countries 

Over the past decade, youth unemployment in the MENA region has been elevated by 

a series of crises, including the 2008 financial crisis, 2011 uprisings, armed conflict, 

and the 2014 fall in oil prices, which affected remittances and migration to the Gulf. 
 

The 2008 economic crisis affected the economic growth of MENA countries. As a 

whole, the MENA region is projected to grow at 3.3% in 2009 down from 5.5% in 

2008. The economic growth has decreased which shows that the unemployment rate 

is not going to get better. 
 

The 2011 conflicts related to religion and terror in the Middle East also affected the 

unemployment rate as the employment rate overall in MENA countries did not get 

any better. 
 

The 2014 fall in oil prices also awakened more employment and therefore stopped the 

decrease of unemployment and held it at a constant rate for a few years. 
 

An extra 300.000 have been normal by December 2013 but another 300.000 before 

the end of 2014, carrying the all out number of displaced people to 1.6 million. 
   



Compared to other regions, education in MENA countries does not guarantee 

employment. Statistics prove that unemployment increases with higher educated 

people. For example, over 29 per cent of those with tertiary education are unemployed 

in Tunisia; over 26 per cent in the Palestinian Authority; 22 per cent in United Arab 

Emirates; and over 18 per cent in Morocco, 15 per cent in Algeria; and around 14 per 

cent in Egypt. 

Previous Attempts to solve the issue: 

“We are at a serious risk of not meeting the Sustainable Development Goals in the 

MENA region with devastating consequences on children and young people,” This is 

the phrase the  UNICEF Regional Director for the Middle East and North Africa, 

Geert Cappelaere said, “The only way out is through the implementation and 

budgeting of policies for children, ending violence and armed conflict, having a 

politically and socially stable environment, and promoting gender equality.” 

In the last two decades, access to education was improved in North Africa and the 

Middle East, however this did not have a significant effect on the rate of employment 

because of  the lack of relevance of university material and failure to take labor 

market needs into account. 79%  of the youth in MENA believe that the biggest 

challenge their generation faces is the struggle to find a job. 

The MENA Generation 2030 report outlines common areas for governments, the 

private sector and young people themselves, a direct link between investment in 

children, economic growth and social development. It is a result of the consultations 

with the World Bank, ILO, IMF and ESCWA. This report contains the following 

goals to decrease unemployment rates.  
 

-Improve basic education and simultaneously nurture the skills needed to 

match the rapidly changing economy including training for young people. 

-Provide more support for young people transitioning from education to 

employment; 

-Improve the quality of education quality to equip children with skills critical 

for their future including creativity, critical thinking, communication and 

empathy; 
 

Possible Solutions: 



 

1.  Addressing skill mismatches, realigning private-sector needs, reforming 

university curriculum to teach relevant information, admission policies and 

improving the quality of educational systems are crucial. 

2. Young people need opportunities to develop their skills through experiences 

and practical work before they graduate from university. Schools can work 

with the private and non-profit sectors to offer paid and volunteer internships, 

mentoring, and training. Currently most young people graduate from school 

without enough job experience. 

3. The government and large companies are not expected to create the jobs 

needed in the Middle East and North Africa, more young people will need to 

create their own business, grow them successfully, and employ others. 

Entrepreneurship should be encouraged. 
 

Useful Links: 

 

https://www.unicef.org/mena/reports/mena-generation-2030 

 

https://www.imf.org/external/np/vc/2012/061312.htm?id=186569 

 

https://news.gallup.com/international-womens-day/228881/middle-east-north-

africa-unemployment-menace.aspx 
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