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Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi (C) raises an Iraqi f lag in the city of Ramadi, 115km west of Baghdad, after it was retaken by security forces on December 29, 2015.

The Arab world in the UN Human 
Development Reports

I
n the absence of the physical 
product, there are only two 
certainties about the 2015 
Arab Human Development 
Reports: It will be published 
late and it will make for 

dismal reading.
Consider the latest statistical 

information on the region in the 
UN Human Development Index 
(HDI), which annually assesses 
the overall state of the world. 
The Arab states region, says the 
United Nations, has the highest 
youth unemployment rate in the 
world — 29%. At 23%, the region 
has the lowest female workforce 
participation rate worldwide.

Finally, despite a strong 
entrepreneurial spirit, start-ups 

are not the norm because it 
is hard to obtain investment 
from outside the family 
and harder still to find 
partners to expand. Female 
representation is low in start-
ups.

So, what’s new? In 2002, the 
first Arab Human Development 
Reports (AHDR) offered an 
unsparing assessment of why, 
as it put it, “the region is richer 
than it is developed”. The 

barrier to better Arab performance 
is not a lack of resources, that 
report concluded, but the shortage 

of three essentials: freedom, 
knowledge and woman-power.

Is there anything good to report 
on the Arab states 13 years on?

In symbolic terms, it is good 
that five Arab League members 
— Qatar, Saudi Arabia, the United 
Arab Emirates, Bahrain and 
Kuwait — are in the first 50 of the 
2015 UN report’s “very high human 
development” countries. A country 
scores a higher HDI if there is 
improved life expectancy at birth, 
longer education periods and 
higher income per capita. To that 
extent, it is unsurprising that some 
rich Arab states should have a high 
HDI. Their positioning is the result 
of resources not resourcefulness.

There have, however, been 
gains in real terms as well, though 
hardly as dramatic as the wider 
world might have liked.

In the UAE, for example, women 
are allowed to perform military 
service. Female candidates ran in 
the Saudi municipal elections in 
December — a first — although they 
will have only a slight purchase on 
policy and there is no suggestion of 
substantial changes in their rights 
or visibility.

A statistical comparison of 
the Arab states over a quarter-
century from 1990 shows that life 
expectancy increased 15 years, 

children spend more time in school 
and infant mortality has fallen. 
Across the Arab world, women 
slightly outnumber men in tertiary 
education, with a female-to-male 
enrolment rate of 108%.

And yet, even if Arab women 
find and take jobs, they generally 
leave the labour force around the 
age of 25. This is largely because 
family structures remain quite 
traditional and the decision 
to work is seen as a collective 
responsibility rather than one left 
to the individual and her hopes 
and dreams.

Unsurprisingly then, three out 
of four Arab women — whether 
college graduates or relatively 
uneducated — remain outside the 
workforce.

It is clear there is something 
other than education and skill 
sets that is holding back Arab 
women and, by extension, a 
region so enviably endowed with 
oil, demographic resources and 
located in the plum centre of the 
world map.

The golden age of Islam is long 
past but the Arab region has 
had noteworthy successes more 
recently than that. Egyptian 
sociologist Nader Fergany, who 
edited the first AHDR, recently 
pointed out that in the 1800s Japan 

sent a delegation to Muhammad 
Ali Pasha’s Egypt to study the 
education system. In 1960, 
development indicators in Egypt 
were better than those in South 
Korea. The first aeroplane to break 
the sound barrier over Cairo in 
January 1967 was a joint Egyptian-
Indian production and it was Egypt 
that built the jet engine.

If Egypt, once the Arab world’s 
natural leader, could do all of this 
within living memory, why not 
now?

Fergany, who runs al Mishkat 
Centre think-tank, offers a 
diagnosis that may be as true 
for Egypt as for the region. 
Arab leaders see the people as 
consumers, not creators of the 
national story, he said. They see 
them “as empty mouths to be 
fed and not as the nation’s most 
important potential wealth.” There 
is a terrible granularity in the 
statement.

And it is handily, if 
unfortunately, illustrated by the 
small numbers of women at work 
in the region.
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Across the Arab 
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slightly outnumber 
men in tertiary 
education.

T
he United States and 
Iraq’s prime minister 
are celebrating the 
retaking of Ramadi 
from the Islamic State 
(ISIS), citing the blow 

to the jihadists as the beginning 
of the end of ISIS and the brutal 
reign of terror the jihadist group 
imposed on areas under its 
control.

While Iraqi and US jubilation 
is understandable it would be 
wrong — and dangerous — to claim 
final victory prematurely. It would 
also be wrong and dangerous for 

the US military to repeat 
errors of the past.

Pentagon brass is 
once again playing 
the numbers game by 
counting how many 
enemy combatants were 
killed. The US military has 
the tendency to regard 
numbers as an indication 
of success or failure. Yet, 

as US military involvement 
in Vietnam, Afghanistan and Iraq 
has shown, it takes much more 
than piling up bodies to break an 
enemy’s resolve.

What Pentagon briefings and 
morbid mathematics fail to 
reveal — because it is impossible 
to forecast such statistics — is the 
number of jihadi recruits that 
each enemy death motivates.

In a communiqué following the 
retaking of Ramadi, US-led forces 
claim to have killed several ISIS 
leaders, including individuals 
linked to the November 13th 
Paris attacks, in air strikes. A 
US spokesman called it a double 
blow to the militant group as 
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi planted the national flag in 
Ramadi’s city centre.

A Pentagon spokesman recently 
stated that, over the previous 
month, the United States has 
killed ten ISIS leadership figures, 
including several external attack 
planners, with targeted air strikes. 
The United States attributes its 
recent success to the fact that ISIS 
is losing its top leadership but 
warned that the Islamist terror 
group has “still got fangs”.

What the Pentagon briefing 
fails to reveal, however, are the 
numbers of civilians caught in 
the bombings — the “collateral 

damage” as the military refers 
to civilians caught in crossfire 
— or yet how many jihadis are 
recruited as a reaction to allied 
bombings.

The liberation of Ramadi 
by the Iraqi Army marks an 
important step in the rebuilding 
and restructuring of the military 
which was disbanded when 
the United States invaded the 
country. Victories such as the one 
in Ramadi are badly needed to 
give the Iraqi people trust in the 
new military, particularly in view 
of the defeats of 2014.

This marks the first major 
victory against the Sunni 
Islamists and presented a major 
risk for Abadi, who gambled by 
keeping pro-Iranian Shia militia 
from the fighting.

Final victory in this instance 
cannot be based purely on 
battlefield success. If the victories 
gained on the front lines are 
intended to be permanent in 
any way — as they should be, 
lest the sacrifices of all those 
who died fighting to overthrow 
the jihadis would have died in 
vain — there needs to be more 

than just military action to regain 
those lost territories and their 
inhabitants.

To avoid repeating mistakes 
of the past, three things need to 
happen:

First, the United States and the 
Iraqi government must realise 
that the only way forward in 
the Middle East is to ensure that 
such campaigns as the current 
one waged against ISIS must be 
followed up with a comprehensive 
economic recovery programme 
that will raise the standard of 
living for the people of the region.

Second, much emphasis 
must be given to changing the 
education system. The “free-
lance” madrassas that preach hate 
and bigotry must adapt to the 
new government requests or they 
must be closed.

And third, the concept of 
national reconciliation must be 
undertaken and applied. Short of 
that, there can be no prospects for 
a lasting peace in the region.

Claude Salhani is the Opinion 
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