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t seems odd that it would 
take Jordan’s intelligence 
service seven months to 
apprehend a temporary 
mosque preacher who was 
enlisting jihadists to join 

the Islamic State (ISIS).
Equally strange is that it took 

Jordanian bureaucrats more than 
a decade to recognise their call to 
rehabilitate mosque preachers 
who feed extremism to young 
people frustrated by the lack of 
job opportunities and swelling 
poverty.

By his own admission, Reli-
gious Affairs Minister Wael 
Arabeyat said only 800 of 
Jordan’s 6,200 mosques, includ-
ing some 1,700 in Amman, are 
controlled by the government.

“Most of the rest are dissemi-
nating ultra-extremist ideology, 

similar to ISIS,” said Jordanian 

analyst Labib Kamhawi. “When 
you have no job, no money and 
live in absolute poverty, you’ve 
got nothing to lose to kill in the 
name of Allah to be rewarded in 
paradise.”

With as many, or as fallacious, 
policies adopted over the years, 
Jordan took a lackadaisical 
approach to how to eradicate 
home-grown Islamic extremism, 
despite frequent crackdowns on 
militants for various reasons.

Regionally, Jordan sought to 
avoid sensitivities with its Saudi 
neighbour, cash-strapped 
Amman’s erstwhile bankroller. 
Traditionally, Saudi Arabia 
maintained close ties with 
hard-line Jordanian clerics, 
especially southerners in the 
volatile city of Maan, a bastion 
for extremists close to the Saudi 
border.

Domestically, with the religion 
of the state being Islam and with 
a largely conservative society, 
exceedingly cognisant of “deca-
dent” Western values, Jordan’s 
pro-US rulers have long sought to 
avoid taking steps that could be 
interpreted as anti-Islamic.

Once recently, a Jordanian 
prime minister incurred the 
wrath of his countrymen when 

he suggested having the five 
daily calls to prayer come via 
local radio and TV stations, 
instead of loudspeakers mounted 
on mosque minarets to avoid 
bothering the sick and elderly. 
The proposal was quickly 
shelved.

The same premier was accused 
of being an “apostate” for saying 
Jordan was saturated with 
mosques. He urged alms givers to 
stop building mosques and 
instead use their money for other 
benevolent reasons, such as 
schools or health clinics.

As a result of the state’s 
hesitancy to take a clear-cut 
stance on mosques, a freewheel-
ing preaching system emerged 
over the years but became more 
conspicuous recently with the 
rising popularity of social media.

Abdul-Aziz al-Saifi, a self-pro-
claimed Jordanian child 
preacher, hijacked local mosques 
with anti-Jewish tirades, calling 
Jews “enemies of God and 
humanity” and urging their 
annihilation by jihadists and 
Islamic armies.

Authorities seem torn between 
their indignation at the 12-year-
old’s conduct and their reluc-
tance to oppose his populist 
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abri Mashaaleh said he 
feels misled and angry. 
The 29-year-old studied 
counselling expecting to 
find a civil service job, in 

line with what used to be a typical 
career path for college-educated 
Jordanians.

Four years later, he is still unem-
ployed.

His last hopes were crushed this 
summer when troops tore down 
the tent in his small, remote home 
town of Dhiban where he and oth-
er jobless young men staged daily 
sit-ins for two months, demanding 
jobs.

With protests silenced, Mashaal-
eh predicted a dark future for 
Dhiban.

“Dhiban has become a fertile 
environment for radical thoughts 
and it’s a fertile environment for 
drug problems and a fertile en-
vironment for criminals,” said 
Mashaaleh, speaking at the round-
about where the tent once stood.

The Dhiban unrest highlights 
what the Jordanian government 
says is its biggest challenge — ris-
ing unemployment, particularly 
among the young, fuelled by an 
economic slump and spillover 
from conflicts in Syria and Iraq.

Youth unemployment is en-
demic in the Middle East, where 
a demographic “youth bulge” has 
increased the number of jobseek-
ers, including college graduates, 
while economies have stalled amid 
spreading violence.

Even though Jordan’s unem-
ployment problem is not unique, 
some say the pro-Western monar-
chy warrants special attention be-
cause of its strategic importance. 
The country is part of the US-led 
military coalition against Islamic 
State (ISIS) extremists who control 
parts of Syria and Iraq and have at-
tracted thousands of followers in 
Jordan.

Any destabilisation of Jordan, 
possibly triggered by economic 
problems, would alarm the king-

dom’s allies.
The government needs to take 

urgent action, said economist 
Omar Razzaz, who leads a national 
team of experts trying to devise a 
new employment strategy. “We 
cannot afford to have the unem-
ployment problem turn into a 
radicalisation problem,” he said. 
“That’s the time bomb we are fac-
ing.”

Economic growth in Jordan 
dropped from 3.1% in 2014 to 2.4% 
last year and 2.3% in the first quar-
ter of 2016, according to the World 
Bank. Continued fighting in Syria 
and Iraq forced the closure of Jor-
dan’s main overland trade routes 
in 2015 and harmed tourism and 
construction.

Unemployment rose from 13% 
last year to 14.7% in 2016. Among 
18- to 24-year-olds, 35% have no 
jobs, said Lea Hakim, the World 
Bank’s country economist for Jor-
dan. “The economy has not been 
generating enough jobs, not quan-
tity and not quality jobs, for its 
population,” she said.

The influx of Syrian refugees 
since 2011 has further expanded 
the labour force. Jordan hosts 
660,000 registered refugees — 
though a recent census counted 
twice as many Syrians in Jordan 
— out of a total population of 9.5 
million.

In the first years of the Syria cri-
sis, Jordan barred refugees from 
working legally to protect its la-
bour force. Instead, tens of thou-
sands of Syrians worked informally 
in construction, farming and retail 
— sectors until then dominated by 
migrant workers from Africa and 
Asia because the jobs paid too little 
to attract Jordanians.

Earlier this year, Jordan changed 
course.

It struck a deal with donors to 
turn the refugee crisis into a devel-
opment opportunity and to deter 
Syrians from migrating to Europe 
by improving their lives in the re-
gion.

The kingdom agreed to issue 
work permits to tens of thousands 
of Syrians. In exchange, Europe 
eased trade restrictions to encour-
age investment in Jordan, while 
donors, including the World Bank, 
promised concessional financing 

and grants for development and 
labour-intensive projects in the 
country.

Ferid Belhaj, the World Bank’s re-
gional director, said he expects this 
trade-off to generate growth and 
jobs in three or four years. “The 
crisis is a huge challenge but it can 
turn into an opportunity,” he said.

Razzaz said the government 
should launch an ambitious pub-
lic works programme, including 
employing large numbers of Jorda-
nians to care for children and the 
elderly.

“We should… start this pro-
gramme before we see protests,” 
said Razzaz, who also heads the 
Jordan Strategy Forum think-
tank. The government and donor 
countries have funded pilot pro-
grammes that fall short of needs, 
he said.

Jordanian Planning Minister 
Imad Fakhoury described lower-

ing unemployment as the govern-
ment’s top priority. This includes 
a $35 million fund to encourage 
young Jordanians to set up small 
businesses.

Jordanians need to understand 
that the public sector can no long-
er be the main employer, Fakhoury 
said. Opportunities are available 
outside the civil service “but it re-
quires also a change of mindset”, 
he said.

In Dhiban, a town of 25,000 
about 70km from Amman, many 
feel marginalised.

Two dozen protesters, including 
Mashaaleh, were detained when 
troops backed by armoured vehi-
cles dismantled the protest tent 
in June but all have been released. 
Mashaaleh said the protests were 
peaceful, though the Interior 
Ministry said three officers were 
wounded when shots were fired at 
them during a clash in Dhiban.

Dhiban Mayor Fhaid al-Rawah-
neh said: “We don’t want to fight 
with the security.”

He said the government must 
do more to bring factories to the 
region. An attempt to attract a pre-
fab home construction company 
to Dhiban with the promise of free 
land became entangled in red tape, 
he said.

Young people in Dhiban have 
few options. Those who can 
mostly sign up for police or mili-
tary work in Amman, and the high 
transportation costs take a big cut 
from their meagre wages.

Rawahneh said only one of his 
four college-educated children has 
a job.

“There is unemployment in eve-
ry family,” he said. “Our only de-
mand is to find jobs.”

(This article was distributed by 
The Associated Press)
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Young women participate in job training at the Jordan office of Employment for Education, a region-
wide organisation that trains job seekers and connects them with prospective employers in Amman, 
Jordan.

Any destabilisation of 
Jordan, possibly 
triggered by economic 
problems, would 
alarm the kingdom’s 
allies.

Unemployment rose 
from 13% last year to 
14.7% in 2016. Among 
18- to 24-year-olds, 
35% have no jobs.
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Getting serious about fighting extremism in Jordan
ideas, hailed by supporters as 
“messages from God”.

The temporary preacher who 
was enlisting youth to join ISIS at 
a grand mosque near Jordan’s 
largest Palestinian refugee camp, 
Baqaa, just north of Amman, was 
helping a state-appointed 
preacher who never took to the 
pulpit because he was busy with 
two private jobs. The temp 
preached that Christians and 
Jews were enemies of Islam and 
should be ostracised.

Arabeyat has dictated that a 
handful of mosques across the 
country would deliver speeches 
on Friday, the week’s main prayer 
day. Others would listen via live 
broadcast by a licensed preacher 
in another mosque or can do 
without the speech until the 
system is rehabilitated.

He said, under a deal with 
Japan and the UN Development 
Programme, Jordan would start 
training mosque preachers by the 
end of the year on a curriculum 
preaching tolerance and peace, 
instead of extremism and 
violence.

Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan, 
is Levant editor for The Arab 
Weekly.
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By his own 
admission, 
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Jordan would start 
training mosque preachers 
by the end of the year on a 
new curriculum preaching 
tolerance and peace.


