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Why youth?

Progress in human development is not merely confined to
enabling survival and providing access to basic education and
health services. It also entails expanding the array of choices
available to people, improving their ability to acquire productive
skills and helping them to achieve a reasonable standard of living
in an empowering environment. Many Arab countries, despite
significant progress in fighting absolute poverty and providing
basic education and health, lag behind in terms of developing
people’s human potential.

The nature of the challenge is all the more evident given the
demographic transition taking place in many Arab countries.
The decline in the number of dependent children and older
persons in relative terms compared with the number of people
of working age is creating potential for a demographic dividend.
In order to capitalize on that, Arab Governments must adopt the
appropriate policies and promote investment to develop human
capital by helping people to find decent employment, achieve
their aspirations and contribute to the well-being of society.
This requires a “life-cycle” approach which takes into account
the needs and potential of all age groups, and the opportunities
available to them.

Young people constitute a key group.The more than 72 million
young men and women aged 15 to 24 in the Arab region
represent 19.4 per cent of the area’s total population. The share
of the population under 25 years of age stands at 59.6 per

cent'. Several important points should be considered in order

to promote the self-reliance, productivity and well-being of this
mass of young people, and to develop their potential to achieve a
brighter future for themselves and prosperity in Arab societies as
a whole.

This policy brief will provide a snapshot of age-structural
transitions in Arab countries, discuss the situation of youth and
outline a series of opportunities and challenges. It will also weigh
up policy options for investing in this age group, providing young
men and women with opportunities that in turn will help societies
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to reap the social and economic benefits of demographic change.
The brief builds on previous research on age-structural transitions
and the demographic window of opportunity in Arab countries
and technical and thematic reports on key youth issues and
priorities across the region.

Age-structural transitions in Arab countries

The transition in the region combines growth in the relative size
of the working-age population and reduced dependency as a
result of the linked decline in child mortality and total fertility
rates (the mortality and fertility transitions). The first stage of age-
structural transitions is characterized by growth of the youth age
group and a relatively abrupt decline in the birth rate. This leads
to a surge in the number of people of working age, particularly

in the 15-24 age group, compared with the number of dependent
children and older persons. That opens a demographic window of
opportunity.

Figure I. The demographic window of opportunity in
the Arab region
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The total dependency ratio across the Arab region (where
persons under 15 years and above 64 years of age are considered
dependents) has decreased from 90 dependent persons per 100
working persons aged between 15 and 64 in 1980, to 60 in 2010.
This is mainly driven by the decrease in the number of children
(14 and under) as a percentage of the total population: that figure
is expected to decline from 38 per cent in 2000 to slightly over

23 per cent by 2050. The dependency ratio is expected to reach a
plateau of around 52 dependants per 100 working-age persons
between 2030 and 2040, after which it will increase gradually as a
growing portion of the population passes the age of 65.

Several Arab countries thus have a one-off, time-bound
demographic window of opportunity to boost development as a
result of two linked factors: falling demand for services in health,
education and social protection associated with the younger and
older population groups and, more importantly, the availability of
larger working-age populations which can maximize opportunities
to increase productivity and engage in economically and socially
value-added activities.

As figure | suggests, the region-wide demographic window of

opportunity opened in 2007 and will reach its maximum potential
between 2030 and 2045. However, individual countries are at
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different stages of transition. Tunisia, Lebanon and Morocco had
dependency ratios of 44, 47 and 50 respectively in 2010, but those
of Jordan and Egypt are expected to reach similar levels only in
2030.The window for the younger populations of Iraq, Palestine
andYemen will open only after 2040. Dependency ratios in Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC) countries (Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman,
Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates) will remain
lower than the regional average due to the influx of migrant
workers. However, they are all on the same trajectory towards
lower fertility and a growing working-age population.

In order to benefit from the opportunities arising from this
transition, economic and social policies are needed to increase
productivity and employment, boost savings, institute
redistributive tax regimes, cut back the informal economy and
invest in the well-being of society. They should reflect the current
stage of transition, the changing needs of society and the role of
different age and population groups, such as women.

Effective economic and social policies respond to the range
of development needs and opportunities over the entire life
cycle. Strategies designed to maximize the benefits of particular
initiatives at specific stages in that cycle are therefore required.



Young people are at a critical age, when individuals are most
likely to make the transition to economic independence, start
families and become socially and politically active. The success
of that transition depends largely on the implementation

of policies aimed at boosting their skills, employability and
productivity.

Investing in Arab youth

Arab countries are at a crossroads. They can capitalize on the
significant opportunities age-structural transitions bring or

risk further disenfranchisement of the region’s young people.
In spite of improved literacy, education and skills, young

men and women still face unemployment and challenging
economic conditions. That is alarming not only because of high
youth unemployment, but also in the light of recent events, in
which young people have taken to the streets to express their
frustrations. Addressing those frustrations should be a priority
for decision makers.

The Arab region should invest in youth development and pay
attention to the transitions faced by young people. One such
transition is from school to the labour market. Quality education
is the key to making young people employable and thereby
contributing to economic growth and development. The failure

Box 1. Voices of Arab Youth

The United Nations has undertaken an online survey on priority issues

to be considered for the post-2015 development agenda. Young Arab
people have highlighted the need for ‘a good education” and ‘better job
opportunities’. They also listed ‘an honest and responsive government’
and ‘protection from crime and violence’ among their priorities. In addition
to the established development priorities, therefore, other emerging issues
deemed critical by young Arab people warrant careful consideration for
the development, well-being and social and political involvement of young
Arabs. The survey results can be accessed at www.myworld2015.org.
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to manage that transition successfully leads to disenchantment
with education and training systems, high youth unemployment,
a growing informal labour market, and increased poverty and
economic vulnerability among young people.

Young people also need guidance with regard to other
transitions. Identity, gender roles and social relationships are
shaped by the passage to adulthood. Sexual maturity, the need
for intimacy and starting a family are key issues that are ignored
at the risk of curtailing individual well-being and damaging the
fabric of Arab societies. With adulthood come civil and political
rights and responsibilities, which can be empowering. However,
the absence of adequate structures to engage youth actively in
civic and political processes as equal citizens only adds to their
frustration.

Failure in any or all of these areas is likely to have significant
consequences on the well-being of youth and of society at
large. Such consequences include unemployment, antisocial
and anti-establishment behaviour, marginalization and a decline
in intergenerational solidarity. Research on youth issues in

the Arab region suggests that such problems are becoming
increasingly common and difficult to mitigate.

There has been a tendency to overlook the needs of young
people in Arab countries, reflected by the lack of appropriate
policies and programmes. In recent years, however, some Arab
countries have acted to assess their situation. Egypt and Iraq
undertook national surveys on youth in 2009. In Tunisia, the
National Youth Observatory was established in 2009 and Kuwait
created the Ministry of State forYouth in 2012. Other countries,
such as Lebanon (in 2012) and Morocco (in 2014), have adopted
national youth development strategies and action plans. Specific
initiatives undertaken in recent years include the National Youth
Leadership Programme in the United Arab Emirates (2011),

and the Youth Unemployment Action Plan inYemen (2013).
Overall, Arab countries have adopted multiple approaches

in responding to the developmental needs of youth, ranging
from mainstreaming youth in national developmental policies,
to designing and implementing national sectoral strategies
focusing on a specific issue. Table 1 below briefly describes four
key categories of policies aimed at youth development across
Arab countries.



Table 1. Approaches to Youth Development in Arab countries

Approach

Mainstreaming Youth in National
Developmental Plans

Mainstreaming Youth in Sectoral
Developmental Plans

Designing Integrated National
Youth Policies

Designing Sectoral Youth-Specific
Policies

This approach refers to including
youth as a beneficiary group
among other groups in national
developmental plans. In this
approach, reference is made to
youth under various components
of the development plan
according to the plan’s own
priorities. An example of this
would be the inclusion of a youth
focus within national term-based
development plan.

This approach refers to including
a youth-specific focus as a
component within a sector-wide
developmental plan, focusing on
youth as a priority target group,
and therefore tailors specific
interventions to cater to their
needs. An example is a national
family planning and reproductive
health strategy that includes
specific emphasis on adolescent
mothers.

This approach focuses on youth
as the sole target group and
considers their developmental
needs and priorities through

a holistic and integrated
package. An example can be a
cross-sectoral national youth
development agenda.

This approach focuses on a
specific issue facing youth, and
responds to this specific issue at
the policy level, accompanying
with an implementation action
plan with specific benchmarks
and delivers. An example of

this is a youth employment
programme of action.

Social Policy Brief Reaping the Rewards of Demographic Transitions: Investing in Arab Youth



The global framework for youth development

The World Programme of Action for Youth (WPAY) is a
comprehensive internationally agreed development framework
for young people. It was adopted by the United Nations
General Assembly in 1995, and updated in 2007.2 It sets forth

a range of youth-specific initiatives that can complement
general development policies. The programme has been widely
adopted around the world and received renewed international
commitment at the First Global Forum onYouth Policies
(October 2014).

The programme advocates the need for comprehensive, cross-
sectoral and participatory national youth policies and action
plans. It provides for flexibility in its adoption at the national
level in terms of the selection of priority areas, implementation
timelines, definition of development milestones, and
formulation of coordination and implementation mechanisms.
The programme comes with a list of indicators and targets to
monitor progress in 15 areas (figure Il).

Figure Il. World Programme of Action for Youth
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Designing and implementing national youth policies

Specific national youth policies and action plans are critical for
achieving progress in those areas and reaping the demographic
dividend. Policies must be informed by a sound knowledge of the
needs, priorities and views of young people, ideally based on a
national survey allowing for a bottom-up approach to debate and
providing data on the young population, its distinctive subgroups
and their respective vulnerabilities, and prospects for growth and
development. Such surveys can also identify existing institutional
resources devoted to young people and critical gaps in support
systems.

Young people should be involved in policymaking to achieve youth
development objectives. They should have a say in the definition
of priorities and programme design, and be given the opportunity
to test political commitment to address those priorities. Support at
the highest level of government can help to mobilize the required
capacities, resources and networks. Establishing a hierarchy of
responsibility is crucial for policy design and implementation.

There are several ways to approach the matter (table 1). The World
Programme of Action for Youth recommends the implementation
of a youth development policy that brings together various
related initiatives in order to maximize results. Box 2 provides an
illustrative step-by-step approach based on the Technical Toolkit
onYouth Policy Reform prepared by the Economic and Social
Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA).
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In order to ensure that national policy has an impact on all
young people, policymakers should undertake a rigorous

and broad consultative process including stakeholders from
different social groups and with varying development needs.
International experience shows that feedback from civil society
and youth partners is instrumental in identifying the scope

of initiatives required and their relevance to young people’s
priorities.

A policy implementation plan delegating responsibility to
appropriate government agencies and partners, and including
information on resources, timelines, beneficiaries and

expected outcomes is necessary. Regular reporting using

a comprehensive list of indicators is critical for monitoring
progress, taking corrective action, designing supplementary
initiatives and responding to emerging priorities and needs.
Dedicated structures to coordinate and monitor implementation
are needed. They customarily take the form of intragovernmental

Box 2. lllustrative steps for national youth policy
development

1. Undertake policy conceptualization and elaborate a development
plan.

2. Carry out background research on youth: Options include a national
survey, cross-sectoral assessments, and analysis of youth issues and
priorities.

3. Develop policy vision and benchmarks, through a participatory
consultative exercise with young people and other stakeholders.

4. Formulate mandate, focus areas, design and implementation
mechanisms, and designate responsible stakeholders.

5. Propose an implementation action plan, budgets and links to national
development programmes and institutions.

6. Develop performance indicators, an accountability framework and
reporting mechanisms.

7. Undertake periodical research on emerging youth issues, feedback
on implementation and evaluation of results.

Source: Technical Toolkit on Youth Policy Reform by ESCWA.



committees in which civil society and young people participate,
or a national youth development body.

Conclusion

Adapting development action in the context of the age-structural
transition that Arab countries are undergoing requires a life-cycle
approach designed to maximize the potential of all population
groups. However, Governments should focus their efforts on the
youth age group through specific policies covering all aspects

of youth development, given the demographic weight and
transitional nature of this stage of the life-cycle.

ESCWA has a long history of involvement in youth development
in the Arab region and has developed tools to assist member
countries to respond to the development opportunities and
challenges posed by the demographic situation.They include

a youth policy reform toolkit tailored to the realities of Arab
countries. It builds on the WPAY framework and includes technical
guides on: principles, issues and priorities; ideas for addressing
youth priorities; and step-by-step guides to policy development.
The toolkit was successfully piloted in Iraq, Palestine, Tunisia and
Yemen, and was supplemented by a comprehensive, region-
specific list of youth development indicators designed to facilitate
target-setting and monitoring, developed with the League of Arab
States.
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Further reading:

Population and Development Report VI: Development Policy Implications of Age-
Structural Transitions in Arab Countries

The report assesses economic and social policy and the readiness of Arab countries

to benefit from the opportunities arising from age-structural transition. The “business

as usual” approach to development that ignores the economic and social implications

of the transition has resulted in policies that have largely failed to reap the benefits of
demographic change. The report highlights reforms that would help address the challenges
of age-structural transitions.



Technical Toolkit for Youth Policy Reform

The toolkit was developed in collaboration with policymakers and experts from Arab
countries to inform and guide the design and implementation of national youth policies and
action plans based on the World Programme of Action for Youth (WPAY). The cornerstone

of the toolkit is the reference manual for national youth policy development, a step-by-step
technical guide for policymakers to assist them in designing responsive and integrated
national youth policies. Other tools include a selection of thematic examples of youth policies,
a technical report on youth priorities and policies in a number of Arab countries, and a
guiding principles booklet.
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