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It is time for action 
and not just words to 
put the country back 
on the right track

Opinion

M
any indicators point to measurable progress in the 
status of women in the Arab world.

The latest edition of the World Economic Forum’s 
Global Gender Gap Report notes that 97% of the gender 
gap in health has been closed. Maternal mortality rates, 
for example, have decreased 60% in the last 20 years.

The gender gap in education also has been reduced by 93%, according to 
the report. The rate of access to university education is, in fact, higher for 
women than it is for men in at least ten Arab countries.

But the Middle East and North Africa region continues to rank last among 
all other regions in economic participation, with only 42% of the gender gap 
closed.

While on the global level, women constitute 50% of the labour force, in the 
Arab world the percentage is only half that level. According to the Interna-
tional Labour Organisation (ILO), the percentage of female labour participa-
tion is no more than 25% in North Africa and 20% in the Middle East.

The ILO notes that raising the employment levels of young men and 
women to global levels would increase per capita income in the Arab world 
by about 20%.

Political empowerment of Arab women has made big strides but is still 
below the world average: 17% of parliamentary seats in the Arab world are 
held by women, compared to 22% worldwide, according to the International 
Parliamentary Union.

But some Arab countries boast higher than average world figures: In Algeria 
and Tunisia, 31% of parliamentary seats are held by women; in Sudan, 30%; 
and in Iraq, 26%. It is noteworthy that all four countries achieved these rates 
of women parliamentary participation after introducing gender quotas.

The growing presence of women in politics will hopefully help address the 
lingering gender gaps. Women in the Middle East and North Africa are too of-
ten victims of physical violence, which they do not dare report. In a number 
of countries, young girls still suffer from the practice of genital mutilation.

In Arab countries facing turmoil and violence, women bear a dispropor-
tionate share of the burden.  The political instability and economic precari-
ousness that have come with the post-2011 uprisings led to women suffering 
unemployment and poverty at higher rates than men.

Women have assumed the responsibility of keeping the family together 
and providing childcare during times of war and displacement. They have 
had to suffer all kinds of ill-treatment and degrading exploitation. Under the 
barbaric rule of the Islamic State (ISIS), they have even suffered from sexual 
enslavement. Not surprisingly, women in the MENA region have the highest 
rate of depression in the world. Seven of the ten most affected countries in 
the world are in this region.

Despite the pressures and restrictions to which they are subjected, women 
are acceding to higher levels of achievement and self-reliance. Modern tech-
nologies have allowed women to irreversibly break out of isolation. Statistics 
show that 91 million Arab women own a mobile phone. Education is irrevers-
ibly taking the young women of today to new heights. Arab girls born today 
should enjoy a future unimaginable to previous generations of women. They 
are definitely key to progress in the Arab world.

Women are key to 
progress in the Arab world
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Why Libya matters

C 

overing an area of 
almost 1.8 million 
square kilometres, 
Libya is a vast, 
unignorable presence 
in the atlases of the 

world with a population of just 
more than 6 million people and oil 
reserves that are exceeded by only 
nine other countries. At the 
moment, however, it is, to all 
intents and purposes, a vacuum: a 
great country that is waiting to 
happen.

The overthrow of Muammar 
Qaddafi, which began with a 
revolution instigated by his own 
people in 2011, and subsequently 
supported by the Western powers, 
was supposed to mark the begin-
ning of an exciting chapter in 
Libya’s history. The country’s 
period of being considered a pariah 
would end.

Sadly, the dream quickly turned 
into a nightmare that’s so bad some 
Libyans are starting to feel nostal-
gic for their murderous former 
dictator.

The initial collective government 
that was established quickly began 
to show fissures. Soon power-hun-
gry warlords began to take control 
of vast regions of land as the 
international community — its 
diplomats as well as its businesses 
— beat a hasty retreat.

The Libya they left behind is a 
failed state in all but name. Two 
governments now exist, each with 
limited sovereignty. Some cities, 
such as Zintan and Misrata, are 
ruled entirely by local councils and 
militias; others are ruled by either 
of the parallel governments while 
still others have fallen under the 
control of the terrorist militias of 
the Islamic State (ISIS).

The forces that civilised commu-
nities rely upon to keep the peace 
— their police and their militaries 
— have all but given up. Interna-
tional flights have been largely 
abandoned. Human rights abuses 
— random executions — are taking 
place on a scale that is incalcula-
ble.

Libya’s pain is being referred 
beyond its borders. In the first 
quarter of 2014, the number of 
illegal migrants from the Libyan 

coastline reached 25,650, 
resulting in the deaths of 
2,447 people. In 2015, the 
number increased to 
180,000, 10,000 of whom 
made their way across 
Europe to enter the United 
Kingdom. People smug-
glers and others who 

capitalise on human misery have 
been quick to take advantage of 
Libya’s porous borders.

Even more alarmingly, ISIS has 
managed relatively effortlessly to 
take control of two big cities in 

Libya. Their first conquest was 
Derna, a coastal city with a 
functioning port, and, in 2015, the 
group took control of Sirte, another 
coastal city with a port, an airfield 
and substantial oil and gas export-
ing facilities. It was once, ironi-
cally, the hometown of Qaddafi 
and what used to be his citadel of 
power.

If others have been slow to see 
the potential of Libya, ISIS has not. 
In 2015, it was reported that ISIS 
had lured hundreds of British 
citizens to join their fight in Iraq, 
Syria and then Libya. ISIS has 
facilities that can help it to lure and 
recruit still more people, not only 
from the United Kingdom but from 
all over the world.

The danger of such a huge land 
mass just the other side of the 
Mediterranean being controlled by 
terrorists ought by now to be 
obvious to Europe. British former 
Labour Party leader Ed Miliband, 
to his credit perhaps, raised it as an 
issue during the UK election 
campaign but Libya’s travails 
seldom, if ever, make the front 
pages. To too many opinion 
formers, it seems to be about 
quarrels in a far-away country 
between people of whom they 
know nothing.

The tragedy is that Libya has so 
much to offer that is good. It is a 
country that is crying out for 
development and infrastructure 
and its oil resources should be 
making its people among the most 
prosperous in the world. It ought 
to be a natural ally of the United 
Kingdom.

Unlike the rest of Maghreb 
countries, Libya is the only 
non-francophone country and 
regards English as its second 
language after Arabic. The United 
Kingdom is hugely respected by 
ordinary Libyans as a place of 
learning and investment. Qaddafi 
himself attended a language school 
in — of all places — Bournemouth.

Libya’s links to civilisation 
become more tenuous, however, 
with each passing day. It is time for 
action and not just words to put 
the country back on the right 
track.

Daniel Kawczynski is a member of 
the British Parliament and repre-
sents the constituency of Shrews-
bury and Atcham. He is the author 
of the book Seeking Gaddafi. 
Follow him on Twitter: 
@kawczynskiMP.
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