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T
here is every reason to see the Middle East and North 
Africa region’s youth as a factor of hope. They are 
numerous — more than one-quarter of the population 
in most of MENA’s 22 countries is aged between 15 
and 29.

Deep socio-economic problems compounded by 
failed policies were at the root of uprisings that 

rippled through a number of Arab countries in the early part of 
this decade. A new UN report sees those protests as costly — $614 
billion in lost growth since 2011 — and as having exacerbated 
debt, unemployment, corruption and poverty.

With the help of social media, young people have made their 
voices heard. However, the real problem is that most of the issues 
that had fuelled youth discontent remain unaddressed. The 
fraying of authority in several Arab countries and civil strife in 
others make the challenges even more daunting.

The young dream their dreams, as they must. The MiSK Global 
Forum on youth empowerment in Riyadh pointed out that “36% 
of Arab youth claim they intend to start their own business 
within the next five years”. Many hurdles, including bloated 
bureaucracies, a lack of financial resources and inadequate 
government policies, stand in their way.

Ahmad Alhendawi, the UN secretary-general’s first envoy on 
youth, pointed out at the MiSK conference that conditions make 
any attempt by young people to start new businesses “almost a 
mission impossible”.

The young are frustrated by the lack of jobs and opportunity. 
Not too long ago, the International Labour Organisation said Arab 
countries have the world’s highest youth unemployment rate 
— more than 30%. The rate among young women is even higher.

Young people are still, in many parts of the region, largely 
ignored by the older generation that controls the political, social 
and economic levers of power. As Alhendawi pointed out, the 
region’s average age is under 25 but most of its politicians are 
around 58 — more than twice as old on average.

Alhendawi, in whose home country Jordan a staggering 70% of 
the population is under the age of 30, put it rather well in Riyadh. 
“This is our region,” he told the delegates. “We have to reclaim 
it.” MENA must offer an enabling environment, where the young 
are seen “as an asset, not as a liability.”

The regional and global economic situation has had adverse 
effects on the MENA region. Other trends in the West are a source 
of concern.

With an Islamophobic nativist nationalism sweeping the United 
States and parts of Europe, MENA’s young despairingly see the 
wider world closing itself off, while their own is yet to properly 
open itself up. Is it any wonder there is a palpable sense of 
despair? To many, Donald Trump’s election victory may have 
been the sound of the door to the future clanging shut.

It is not. Not by a long shot.
Juggling domestic and outside factors is a difficult task for 

MENA governments but the demands of the young must be a 
priority. Addressing them properly will make youth a true source 
of hope.

Arab youth should
be a source of hope,
not concern
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What the Iraqis want 
from Trump

D
uring the recent US 
elections and amid 
overwhelming negative 
media coverage of 
Donald Trump’s 
campaign, I suspect I 

was among the relatively few 
non-Americans who were hoping 
for his victory.

I was motivated, first, by a strong 
desire for change and, second, by the 
enduring feeling of dissatisfaction 
experienced by all Iraqis during the 
terms of the last four US presidents 
— George H. W. Bush, Bill Clinton, 
George W. Bush and Barack Obama.

The worst destruction of Iraq 
happened under George W. Bush. He 
invaded Iraq with biblical conviction 
of fighting Gog and Magog. He spread 
chaos, wiped out the state and 
imported sectarian demagogues to 
rule the country. Under the pretence 
of establishing democracy in a new 
Middle East, he laid the foundations 
for a corrupt regime of sectarian rule, 
which was truly unworthy of the 
United States, the self-proclaimed 
champion of democracy.

With Obama, the Iraqis were hope-
ful of better days, given that the new 
president had opposed the war in 
Iraq and had made campaign prom-
ises to bring changes in the Iraqi file. 
Instead, and following an obscure 
philosophy based on avoiding the 
hell of the Middle East altogether, 
the Obama administration came up 
with the failing strategy of leaving 
Iraq and the entire region to Iran 
instead of the Arabs in exchange for 
the nuclear deal.

Obama declared more than once 
that his administration does not have 
a strategy for Iraq and the Middle 
East, especially after the sudden 
appearance of the Islamic State (ISIS) 
in Iraq and Syria. ISIS’s mission was 
to flare up sectarian and ethnic strife. 
The United States turned a blind eye 
to the point where Trump accused 
Obama and Democratic Party candi-
date for president Hillary Clinton of 
being behind ISIS.

Under the watchful eyes of the 
United States and Iran, Iraq plunged 
into chaos and sectarian strife. 
Obama had tried to make the Sunni 
Arabs in Iraq believe that he would 
remedy the unfair power distribution 
in the country but continued to close 
his eyes to all the abuse meted on 
them. The situation worsened with 
the departure of US troops in 2011. 
Armed extremist militias rampaged 
through the country and corruption 
became the order of the day.

To remedy the situation, the 
Obama administration stopped at 
removing Iraqi Prime Minister Nuri 
al-Maliki and replacing him with 
Haider al-Abadi, with the blessings 
of Iran of course. The unfair system 
of governance was left untouched. 

The Iraqi Sunnis were abandoned to 
the whims of ISIS and Iranian-backed 
militias.

So, after all this wanton destruc-
tion, what can Iraqis possibly expect 
from Trump? He was at the same 
time against and for the war on Iraq. 
He knew that a war would annihilate 
Iraq and leave the region wide open 
for Iran but in an interview dating to 
2002, he declared that he supported 
the war.

He regretted Saddam Hussein’s de-
parture and pointed to the “existence 
of a link between [Saddam’s] fall and 
the surge in terrorist acts”. At the 
same time, he wanted to implement 
his theory of the “spoils of war”.

He was against the withdrawal of 
US troops from Iraq before reim-
bursement for the cost of the war 
estimated at $3 trillion. He was 
quoted by the Wall Street Journal as 
having said: “You heard me; I would 
take the oil. I would not leave Iraq 
and let Iran take over the oil.” He 
also insisted in an interview with 
ABC News that his actions would not 
be considered stealing: “We’re not 
stealing anything. We’re reimbursing 
ourselves.”

Of course, Trump’s views came 
under heavy criticism from energy 
experts and strategists. Jay Hicks re-
minded Trump of what his (Trump’s) 
role model, General Douglas Mac-
Arthur, had done after occupying 
Japan. He had forsaken America’s 
spoils of war in Japan and instead 
had distributed food and aid to the 
civilian population, thus winning for 
the United States the respect of the 
Japanese and the rest of the world.

With respect to Iran, Trump’s 
intentions are still vague. In his cam-
paign, he came out strongly against 
Obama’s nuclear deal with Iran but 
that remains campaign rhetoric. The 
fact remains that, since the Bush era, 
the Republicans were always willing 
to work with Iran. Can Trump go 
against his party’s line of conduct 
and go after Iran in the region?

Trump’s entire Middle East policy 
is very vague. He is in the process 
of forming his administration and it 
is too early to gauge the role of the 
extreme right in this administration.

What the Iraqis expect from Trump 
is for his administration to stop back-
ing sectarian politics and its figures 
in Iraq. A complete change in the pol-
icies followed by US agencies in Iraq 
is also needed. All that these policies 
have done is transform a bunch of 
opportunists into paper tigers.

The Iraqi people are willing to pay 
any price to remove the unfairness 
they have been subjected to since 
2003, get rid of the corrupt sectarian 
regime and look forward to a new era 
of civil modern governance.

Majid al-Samarrai is an Iraqi writer.
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