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I
n most Arab countries these are the last days of the school year, 
the days when students rejoice while their families, as well as 
governments and educational organisations, assess the results 
of the school year.

Because of war and conflict, about 13 million children in the 
Middle East and North Africa region did not attend school, 
according to the United Nations. Even when not faced by war, 

educational systems in the Arab world face many challenges.
The main challenge is the debilitating inability of educational 

systems to meet the aspirations of young people and particularly to 
prepare university students for quality jobs.

For decades in many parts of the Arab world schools have ceased 
being guarantors of success and social mobility they were promised 
to be after independence. According to the International Labour 
Organisation (ILO), 46% of young Arab women and 24% of young 
Arab men are unemployed.

The social implications of this trend are huge. Millions of young 
Arabs are stuck in what US scholar Diane Singerman calls 
“waithood”: A prolonged limbo stage during which young people 
are unemployed and unable to move on with their lives. Widespread 
“waithood” has been one of the causes of unrest in the region.

And the “youth bulge” continues: 33% of the Arab world was 
under age 15 in 2015.

According to the UN Development Programme, the region needs 
to create 56 million jobs by 2020 to reach full employment and 
guarantee a high ratio of employment for women.

The lack of adequate jobs is pushing young Arabs to migrate, 
depriving the Arab world of its best-trained elites: 35% of university 
graduates in Lebanon and 17% in Morocco leave their homelands.

It is more crucial than ever to close the gap between educational 
systems and the job market. Schools must provide young Arabs with 
the skills and creativeness that modern life requires and not just 
with diplomas.

The crisis of unemployed university graduates is particularly 
acute for young women. Although young women outperform young 
men in rates of access to university and performance in maths and 
science exams, their rate of employment is half that of young men.

Deficiencies in educational systems are creating two-tier systems: 
Because budget pressures limit the ability of public education to 
deliver results, private schools are favoured among those who can 
afford them. Expensive private tutoring is another alternative for 
families who want to overcome the deficiencies of school education.

According to some estimates, Egyptians spend $1 billion a year on 
private tutoring to make up for the shortcomings of public educa-
tion.

Private initiatives are providing promising sources of support and 
trying to take advantage of the potential offered by the internet to 
overcome the problem of overcrowded classes and onerous tutor-
ing.

Egypt’s private online educational platform Nafham, for example, 
provides tutorial videos that attract 60 million views on a monthly 
basis. With a $ 1.14 billion education fund, the Abdulla al-Ghurair 
Foundation aims to provide scholarships to top universities for 
15,000 students from across the region over the next ten years.

There is considerable private wealth and a great potential for 
non-government initiatives in the Middle East and North Africa. 
More of these resources need to be mobilised for education, and not 
just for elites but for all Arab youth.
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Editorial

Opinion

The only certainty
in Yemen

I
t is hard to imagine the 
UN-led inter-Yemeni talks 
leading to any political 
breakthrough, particularly 
as the negotiators on both 
sides are unable to take 

any major decisions them-
selves.

The negotiations in Kuwait 
have reached a dead end and the 
military situation on the ground, 
following the intervention of 
the Gulf coalition, has similarly 
reached an impasse, even if the 
Iranian project for Yemen has 
been dealt a a fatal blow.

Iranian-backed Houthi rebels 
took control of large parts of 
Yemeni territory in late 2014, 
seeking to apply Hezbollah’s 
experiences in Lebanon in the 
southern Arabian peninsula. 
After taking control of Sana’a 
in September, Ansar Allah — as 
the Houthis call themselves — 
seemed to believe that the entire 
country was within their grasp, 
particularly after they imposed 
the Peace and Partnership 
power-sharing agreement on the 
government of President Abd 
Rabbo Mansour Hadi.

After allying with former 
president Ali Abdullah Saleh and 
military units under his control, 
they sought to take control 
of the rest of Yemen, taking 
over the vital port of Hodeidah 
and moving to encircle Bab el 
Mandeb and Aden. It seemed 
that soon all of Yemen would be 
under their control.

However, the Houthis bit off 
more than they could chew. 
Even backed by Saleh loyalists, 
they could not expand and take 
control of southern Yemen while 
leaving enough assets in the field 
to administer and keep control of 
areas they had already taken.

To put it simply, the Houthis 
did not know how to run a 
country. They specialised in 
utilising empty revolutionary 
slogans, such as those used by 
Hezbollah, to attract and incite 

supporters but this does 
not help in running a 
country.

After the takeover 
of Sana’a, Houthi 
leader Abdelmalik 
al-Houthi spoke 
about “revolutionary 
legitimacy” and the 
establishment of a “new 
system” to take the 

place of the old. Al-Houthi 
seemed to think himself another 
Lenin or Mao Zedong or Castro, 
forgetting that he is someone 
who had never even left Yemen 

before and knows nothing 
about political or revolutionary 
philosophy.

There is a new reality on the 
ground in Yemen. What the 
Saudi-led Operation Decisive 
Storm has achieved in the 
country confirms that Arab 
countries are able to take action 
on this scale and achieve their 
objectives. This was confirmed 
by Emirati Foreign Minister 
Anwar Gargash, who praised 
UAE forces for carrying out 
their duties as part of Operation 
Decisive Storm with “courage 
and professionalism”. “We 
will continue our role with our 
ally Saudi Arabia until the Gulf 
alliance announces an end to the 
war,” he added.

So the war will continue, as 
will the search for a political 
solution. This cannot happen 
until both sides can reach a 
political formula that establishes 
a new Yemen that has nothing to 
do with the previous system — 
based on a central government 
— but which also does not seek 
to re-establish the previous two-
state system either.

At present, neither the 
government nor the Houthis are 
able to secure complete victory. 
While the Houthis must not 
be allowed to turn Sana’a and 
its environs into another Gaza 
Strip, the Houthis must also stop 
putting forward terms that they 
know will be instantly rejected 
and the government must also 
be prepared to make some 
concessions.

The only certainty left in 
Yemen is that even if no political 
solution can take place in the 
required timeframe at the 
Kuwait talks, the Saudi-Emirati 
military alliance has confirmed 
that it is capable of defending 
and safeguarding the Gulf from 
Iran’s regional project, which 
was based on the idea that the 
Arab Gulf states were asleep at 
the switch. Operation Decisive 
Storm has confirmed that the 
Arab Gulf is wide awake.

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer.
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