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T
he results contained in the first Middle East and North 
Africa Enterprise Survey (http://ebrd-beeps.com/reports/
semed_es_report/) are quite instructive. The survey was 
conducted in Morocco, Tunisia, Egypt and Jordan from 
2013-15 by the European Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development (EBRD), the World Bank Group and the 
European Investment Bank.

It identifies key challenges to private sector growth in the four 
countries surveyed based on the views of business managers in each 
country.

The three top obstacles that business leaders mention are political 
instability, corruption and the impact of the informal sector. All three 
obstacles are interrelated.

Businesses in Tunisia and Egypt, in particular, point to the damaging 
effects of political instability. Both countries have suffered from 
post-“Arab spring” turbulence and serious security problems and must 
counter the continuing terror threats. Jordan and, to a certain extent, 
Morocco also must deal with regional instability as they try to manage 
their economies.

Corruption is the second most serious obstacle cited by business 
leaders. They find themselves confronted with the problem almost 
every day, whether they seek to be connected to electricity or apply for 
an import or operating licence.

Then there is “the informal sector”, which represents 30-70% of 
economic activity in the Arab world and too often means tax evasion 
and neglect of worker protection laws. The sector unfairly competes 
with legitimate businesses that try to play by the rules and deprives the 
state of tax revenues.

Furthermore, the informal economy serves as a cover for money 
laundering and the financing of terrorism.

The problem of youth unemployment clearly has an effect on political 
instability, and unemployed youth are far more likely to be attracted to 
extremist groups. Youth unemployment remains higher in the MENA 
region than any other part of the world. It is estimated at about 28% in 
the Middle East and 30% in the Maghreb. In the four countries cited by 
the survey, youth unemployment percentages are 18.5% in Morocco, 
31.2% in Tunisia, 38.9% in Egypt and 33.7% in Jordan.

In addition to addressing corruption and the informal economy, the 
survey results point to the need for many other socio-economic reforms 
without which the growth of the private sector and overall economic 
recovery will not take place. Sound social policies are needed to tackle 
the problems of poverty and marginalisation and introduce crucial 
reforms in the educational sector.

The employment of young university graduates requires value-added 
jobs that the precarious environment of the informal economy cannot 
provide. The already-bloated public sector cannot absorb more unem-
ployed youth. A reinvigorated private sector can help create the needed 
jobs.

An urgent task for the region’s governments is to reduce the bureau-
cratic red tape that breeds the conditions for corruption and encourages 
young job seekers to engage in informal economic activity.

A better business environment in MENA will not come about however 
by passing a few business-friendly laws here and there. It will require 
major initiatives that address problems that have plagued economic 
production for decades. It is a generational project and it is well past 
time to start implementing it.

MENA needs a better 
business environment
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No respite for Syrians 
and Kurds

I
f one plays devil’s advocate, 
one can find just as many 
reasons sustaining a coun-
terargument, that along with 
the deal signed between the 
P5+1 regarding Iran’s nuclear 

aspirations in return for the West 
lifting sanctions on Iran, both 
Washington and Tehran made 
concessions. Washington’s 
concession could have been to 
allow Iran a free hand in Syria and 
Lebanon in return for Iran 
promising to lay off enriched 
uranium for a decade, for exam-
ple.

Indeed, all reasons can be raised 
in equal fervour from one side and 
the other with equal justification. 
Of course local politicians have a 
hard time accepting that they and 

their country can be so 
easily bought and sold. 
But that is the price to 
pay when people place 
the national interest of 
countries ahead of their 
own.

Most politicians in the 
Middle East believe the 
world revolves around 
them or at least should. 

Western powers will put their 
interests first and will not hesitate 
to stab in the back anyone in the 
way.

Unfortunately for them not 
all countries are created equal 
in the eyes of the United States. 
Some are more important than 
others. Kuwait, for example, 
was important for the Bush 
administration because it was rich 
in oil and merited a full invasion to 

liberate it from Saddam Hussein. 
On the other hand Somalia, which 
is a poor country, was dropped like 
a hot potato.

Iraq is important for the United 
States because of its oil and other 
resources while Lebanon and Syria 
count for little.

Tiny Lebanon, while pro-
American in principle, does not 
appear very high on the US radar. 
Syria became so irritating to US 
policymakers that Washington 
turned its back on Damascus, 
recalled its ambassador and life 
continued in the Middle East 
pretty much without Syria, as 
far as the United States was 
concerned.

If it is still uncertain that such 
a deal was reached between 
Washington and Tehran, what 
appears more certain is a deal 
reached between Ankara and 
Washington, giving the Turks 
a free hand in dealing with the 
Kurds.

What made this obvious was 
that the same day that Turkish 
warplanes bombed Islamic State 
(ISIS) positions in Syria, they also 
went into action against Kurdish 
forces, who, ironically enough, 
have been fighting ISIS.

It seems very likely that part 
of the price for Turkey to join the 
fight against the jihadists was to 
sell out the Kurds once more.

History has not been kind to the 
Kurds and neither has geography, 
for that matter. The Kurds are 
scattered across Turkey, Syria, Iran 
and Iraq. If indeed Washington 
turned its back on them, it would 
have been a repetition of history.

US President Woodrow Wilson 
promised the Kurds a state at the 
close of World War I. The Kurds 
remained faithful to their word 
and supported the Allies in the 
conflict. Then again in hopes of 
convincing the Western powers to 
grant them an independent state 
they supported the invasion of 
Iraq in 2003. There is no formal 

“Kurdistan”.
The conflict ripping through 

the Middle East today, if indeed it 
is a single conflict or rather 
numerous conflicts rolled 
into one, is far from over, 
and when the dust settles 
and the bullets stop flying 
it will be interesting to see 
if the map of the region 

changes.
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History has not been 
kind to the Kurds 
and neither has 
geography

Unkindness of history. Members of the Kurdish community in 
France during a demonstration to condemn the Suruç attack.
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