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F
irst, the good news: Extreme poverty, or the inci-
dence of people living on less than $1.90 a day, is 
falling across the Maghreb. The bad news is that 
income inequality stubbornly persists in Algeria, 
Morocco, Tunisia and Libya.

This rather takes the shine off the good news, a 
point the World Bank makes in its Taking on Inequal-

ity report. The greatest threat to the world is inequality, it says, 
warning that hard-won development gains such as child survival, 
primary school enrolment, poverty reduction and human well-
being could regress.

“More equal countries tend to have healthier people, be more 
economically efficient, and have greater social stability than 
highly unequal countries,” says the report, the first in an annual 
series on Poverty and Shared Prosperity.

The Maghreb in 2016 illustrates the subtext of that statement 
all too well. Inequality, and more importantly the perception of 
it, can assuredly accelerate social instability. The feeling of unfair 
deprivation and marginalisation can end in violent resentment of 
the status quo. This would cause political volatility and radicali-
sation, which are hardly conducive to economic growth.

Poverty rates are “unlikely to change while economic growth is 
slow” and for as long as “some regions left less developed than 
others”, notes the World Bank.

Sadly, youth unemployment is a fact of life in Algeria, Morocco, 
Tunisia and Libya. In all four countries, it hovers around the 30% 
mark and is even higher for young women, probably the highest 
level in the world.

The situation in Libya, where official statistics have not been 
compiled for years, is particularly dire. The United Nations 
recently estimated that as many as 435,000 Libyans could be clas-
sified as displaced, about 1.3 million as food insecure and 2.4 
million need some form of humanitarian assistance.

Without jobs, young people in Libya and the rest of North 
Africa are drawn to illicit activities, extremism and illegal migra-
tion.

Restoring peace and stability in Libya will have a positive ripple 
effect in the rest of the Maghreb, especially in Tunisia, long 
hailed by the world as the Middle East and North Africa region’s 
best hope of democratic transition but still facing many socio-
economic challenges.

From 2013 to 2016, the proportion of Tunisians living in 
extreme poverty has stayed constant, the World Bank says. 
“Moderate poverty”, which is to say, people who live on less than 
$3.10 a day, has declined slightly but unemployment remains 
high — among youth, of course, while regional disparities and 
other factors of discontent demand to be heard.

There is no easy way forward but, at the very least, Europe, 
which shares part of the Mediterranean Sea with the Maghreb, 
must be more engaged. It will have a chance at the end of Novem-
ber when Tunisia has an international investment conference. 
Perhaps the key point about tackling inequality is that all stake-
holders must assume responsibility.

For the sake of stability and growth, the Maghreb needs to 
provide more economic opportunity to its young people, “whose 
energy and creativity can be an engine of growth”, as emphasised 
by the report.

The Maghreb has to do its bit and the world must help.

Stability in the Maghreb
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The winners 
and losers in Mosul

T
here can be no doubt 
that the Mosul 
offensive will end 
with the defeat of the 
Islamic State (ISIS) 
and the liberation of 

Iraq’s second city. This is thanks 
to the efforts of a multi-ethnic, 
multi-sectarian military coalition 
made up of 60 countries, led by 
the United States. In fact, there 
can be no way this does not end 
with the defeat, death or flight of 
the estimated 5,000 ISIS fighters 
who control the city.

But questions remain: Whose 
victory is this? And will a military 
victory equate to a wider political 
victory? Could Mosul’s liberation 
from ISIS result in regional and 
international powers competing 
for influence and interests in the 
Middle East in a manner that will 
only result in greater chaos and 
instability?

It is not surprising that Mosul 
was a subject of debate between 
rival US presidential candidates 
Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump 
and that it was a major topic of 
discussion among EU leaders 
at a recent Paris conference. 
Everybody knows that ISIS will 
not meet its ultimate end in Iraq, 
even if it does suffer a major defeat 
at the hands of the Iraqis and the 
international forces.

There are many who will try 
to use military victory over ISIS 
in Mosul to make new gains and 
increase their own influence, 
whether in their own countries or 
in the region. There are also those 
who will seek to make political 
gains at home in Iraq.

The fight against ISIS in 
Iraq must be viewed as part 
of the wider fight against the 
group in neighbouring Syria 
but Washington believes that a 
victory over ISIS in Mosul could 
reap major domestic dividends, 
particularly in relation to the 
fast-approaching US elections. In 
terms of strategic gains, victory 
demonstrates the US commitment 
to combating terrorism, 
something that will become 
increasingly important for the 
next US president and relations 
with Russia.

As for the Iraqi people, they are 
not paying much attention to the 
wider regional situation and how 
the battle for Mosul will affect the 
relationship between the United 
States, Russia and others. Instead, 
the Iraqis are worrying how ISIS’s 
defeat will affect them. Will 
this serve as the start of greater 
political and social fragmentation 
and increased sectarianism?

The most dangerous thing 
that could happen following 
the liberation of Mosul would 
be malicious acts of retaliation 
against those who refused to 
flee Mosul when ISIS arrived 
but sought to continue to live as 
normally as possible.

This would be nothing more 
than an excuse to purge many 
local military, political and 
intellectual figures who would 
most likely be killed en masse. 
The imposition of heavy-handed 
“security” would also be a 
mistake.

The politicians in Baghdad must 
not pursue new acts of sabotage 
against this city that has suffered 
so much, ripping away its history 
of national cohesion to replace it 
with sectarian fragmentation.

Some Sunni Arab 
parliamentarians appear falsely 
optimistic. They are attempting 
to renew their political roles and 
putting forward the view that a 
military victory in Mosul will lead 
to greater national unity. As to 
that, only time will tell.

Those who will be defeated 
after the battle of Mosul are the 
advocates of sectarian extremism, 
something that exists on both 
sides. It will be the people of 
Mosul — who rise from the ashes 
of war into a new dawn — who 
will be the biggest victors. As 
for the people of Iraq, they must 
do everything in their power to 
ensure that the liberation of Mosul 
is the start of a new renaissance.

Majid al-Samarrai is an Iraqi 
writer

Editorial

Opinion

Majid al-Samarrai

P u b l i s h e d  b y  A l  A r a b  P u b l i s h i n g  H o u s e

Al Arab Publishing House
Kensington Centre 
66 Hammersmith Road 
London W14 8UD, UK 

Tel: (+44) 20 7602 3999 
Fax: (+44) 20 7602 8778

Contact editor at: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

 

 
Subscription & Advertising:
Ads@alarab.co.uk
Tel 020 3667 7249

Mohamed Al Mufti
Marketing & Advertising 
Manager

Tel (Main) +44 20 7602 3999
Direct:        +44 20 8742 9262
www.alarab.co.uk

Al Arab Publishing House
Kensington Centre 
66 Hammersmith Road 
London W14 8UD, UK 

Tel: (+44) 20 7602 3999 
Fax: (+44) 20 7602 8778

Publisher 
and Group Executive Editor

Haitham El-Zobaidi, PhD

Editor-in-Chief
Oussama Romdhani

Deputy Editor-in-Chief 
Dalal Saoud

Senior Editor
John Hendel 

Chief Copy Editors
Jonathan Hemming

and Richard Pretorius

Analysis Section Editor
 Ed Blanche

East/West Section Editor 
Mark Habeeb

Gulf Section Editor
Mohammed Alkhereiji

Society and Travel Sections Editor
 Samar Kadi

Contributing Editors
 Mamoon Alabbasi

Rashmee Roshan Lall
 Senior Correspondents

Mahmud el-Shafey (London) 
Lamine Ghanmi (Tunis)

 Regular Columnist
Claude Salhani

Correspondents
Saad Guerraoui (Casablanca) 

Dunia El-Zobaidi (London)
Roua Khlifi (Tunis)

Thomas Seibert (Washington) 

The people 
of Iraq must 
do 
everything in 
their power 
to ensure 
that the 
liberation of 
Mosul is the 
start of a new 
renaissance.

Iraqi Kurdish leader Masoud Barzani (R) and Shia Muslim leader 
Ammar al-Hakim, the head of the Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq 
(ISCI), give a joint press conference on October 27th, on the top of 
Mount Zardak.


