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A 

sadly critical fissure 
has developed in Syr-
ian society. Not along 
the lines of pro- versus 
anti-Assad, urban 
versus rural or sectar-

ian lines but between those with the 
skills to sustain the country after the 
war and those unable to do so.

The manoeuvring for major 
infrastructure contracts to rebuild 
Syria has been quietly under way 
since last year when it became 
clear Syrian President Bashar Assad 
would take back control of most of 
the country.

The United Nations estimates that 
putting Syria back together may cost 
more than $300 billion and the likes 
of China, Russia, Iran would come 
up with the money in return for 
influence with Damascus but once 
Syria’s towns, schools and hospitals 
have been rebuilt — no matter by 
whom — who will run them?

Overlooked in discussions of 
Syria’s post-conflict redevelop-
ment is the country’s lack of skilled 
human capital. Its middle class 
fled overseas so Syria will probably 
remain a basket-case economy for at 
least a generation.

The start of the uprising in 2011 
saw Syria’s wealthiest families 
quickly move their assets, busi-
nesses and children to Saudi Arabia, 
Dubai or Jordan. By 2014, a year 
before the great exodus of Syrians to 

Europe, UN figures showed that 
Syria’s per person GDP had re-

gressed to $1,820. Companies closed 

and the value of the Syrian lira  
fell sharply.

This meant that only the wealthi-
est and best-educated Syrians could 
afford to start on the dangerous 
route from Lebanon to Turkey, then 
on to the Balkans and from there 
to central and northern Europe. 
(Remember the surprise expressed 
by many Europeans that refugees 
owned iPhones and were well-
dressed?)

The cost of plane tickets, smug-
glers’ fees and transportation ran 
into thousands of dollars per person. 
Families travelling together were 
forced to part with multiples of that 
sum, often selling property in Syria 
to pay for it all and cutting any links 
with the homeland.

Of the countless contacts and 

friends I’ve made during five years 
of living and reporting across Syria, 
an overwhelming number had the 
means to get to Sweden, Canada, 
Austria or Germany.

Those without access to money 
that would allow them to leave were 
forced to remain in Syria. They are 
the poorest and the least-educated 
Syrians I’ve encountered. Many are 
well away from conflict zones and 
front lines but they are also without 
passports, jobs or incomes. Among 
them are young people with unfin-
ished degrees, who are unable to 
enter the professional workforce and 
develop key skills.

It’s worth remembering that 
not everyone who left Syria was 
fleeing the war or was staunchly 
anti-regime. Many were well-to-do 

urbanites or belonged to religious 
minority groups that opposed the 
attempts to overthrow Assad. The 
regime may have fanned sectarian 
fears to fuel the war but its conse-
quences have been indiscriminate. 
All sides suffered.

Some of the Syrians who left will 
undoubtedly return home. A large 
percentage of the worst-off refugees 
in Lebanon and Jordan and those 
living along the Turkish border 
regions will have little choice but 
to do so once the war ends but the 
millions of others in major Turkish 
cities, Europe and further afield will 
not come back, leaving Syria with-
out key human capital, namely its 
professional class. The result is that 
Syria will remain a country without 
experienced professionals for at 
least another generation.

While a country can manage with-
out poetry and art, as Syria arguably 
did pre-2011, it cannot do without 
professionals who know how to save 
lives, run financial institutions and 
build factories.

Critical to Syria’s functioning as 
a state before the war were its well-
trained doctors, lawyers and other 
professionals. They have left and 
with them any chance of a prosper-
ous, post-war future.

Recovery cannot happen until a 
new middle class is established and 
gains the experience needed to run 
the country. Much can change for 
the better but chances are that Syria 
20 years on will resemble present-
day Yemen more than Lebanon.

Tunis

A 

growing number of 
highly skilled workers is 
leaving Tunisia to work 
abroad, experts said, a 
trend that could hinder 

the country’s prospects for eco-
nomic recovery.

Attracted by higher wages and 
better career options, 94,000 high-
ly skilled Tunisians have left the 
country in the last six years, the Or-
ganisation for Economic Co-opera-
tion and Development (OECD) said. 
Those leaving include doctors, 
engineers, architects, academics, 
businessmen and doctoral stu-
dents. Their primary destinations 
are Europe, Canada and the Gulf.

The trend has resulted in Tu-
nisia’s expatriate community be-
ing dominated by highly skilled 
workers with university degrees, a 
report released by Tunisian press 
agency Tunis Afrique Presse (TAP) 
said.

European countries, especially 
France, are developing specific visa 
programmes to attract talented 
young professionals from Tunisia 
and the rest of North Africa.

“The majority of Tunisians leav-
ing the country are young people, 
mostly 25 to 35 years old,” said 
Messaoud Romdhani, president of 
the Tunisian Forum for Economic 
and Social Rights (FTDES).

“The sense of despair, which is 
exasperated by the absence of a real 
change and a lack of a perceived 
improvement, is a push factor. 
Some of these young people were 
not able to find a job or to achieve 
some sort of stability at home.”

This brain drain has had a par-
ticularly adverse effect on Tunisia’s 
health sector, which has deterio-
rated in recent years, experts said.

Dr Riadh Ben Slama, head of 
nephrology at Charles Nicolle Hos-
pital in Tunis, said approximately 
850 Tunisian health profession-
als have left the country since the 

beginning of 2017. This trend was 
exacerbated by structural and fi-
nancial deficiencies in the health 
sector, Ben Slama said.

In September, hundreds of Tu-
nisian doctors and health profes-
sors addressed an open letter to 
Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef 
Chahed demanding urgent inter-
vention to save the health sector.

Tunisia’s loss of highly skilled 
workers to the developed world is 
troubling in many ways. Not only 
does it lead to the sudden expa-
triation of much-needed cadres, it 
means depriving the country of the 
fruits of its investment in human 
resources. In a country where uni-
versity education is heavily subsi-
dised by the government — about 
$2,000-$4,000 is spent on each 
student, depending on the field 
— the net loss of the country of its 
most skilled professionals can be 
estimated in the billions of dollars.

The problem shows no signs of 
slowing. A survey conducted by 
the government-funded Tunisian 
Institute for Strategic Studies last 
June stated that 78% of highly 
skilled Tunisians asked said they 
wanted to emigrate.

The brightest students, as well, 
generally choose to finish their 
studies abroad, with only 7% re-
turning to Tunisia.

The push factors are many: In the 
six years after the overthrow of for-
mer President Zine el-Abidine Ben 
Ali, unemployment has skyrocket-
ed, particularly among young uni-
versity graduates. Regional devel-
opment disparities also persisted, 
with many from the interior mov-
ing to urban coastal areas in search 
of work.

“There (is) a sense of despair 
and frustration among the young-
er generation,” said Sarra Fazaa, a 
senior consultant at Ernst & Young 
in Tunisia. “For example, Tuni-
sia devotes a very low budget to 
research centres, which prevents 
many young Tunisians from devel-
oping their skills. They, hence, end 
up heading to developed countries 
where their knowledge and capa-

bilities are valued.”
Rym Felhi, a young Tunisian ar-

chitect, left for France in 2015 to 
look for an internship. After being 
offered a contract, she decided to 
settle there permanently.

“I did not think much before 
choosing France as a destination. 
First, because I have the language 
skills, then I have friends in Lyon 
and Paris and they have been very 
helpful,” Felhi said.

“Internships in Tunisia rarely 
offer a real opportunity to learn. 
The tasks are not particularly re-
warding and do not add to existing 
skills,” she explained.

A junior architect in Tunisia gen-
erally makes around $320 a month. 
Felhi, a top student at Tunis’s Na-
tional School of Architecture and 
Urbanism, found that her skills 
were more valued elsewhere.

Beyond the problems of unem-
ployment and lack of research 
funds, however, is the workplace 
environment in Tunisia.

“The living and working condi-
tions of the highly skilled as well as 
the number of hours at work reflect 
some form of exploitation that has 
resulted in the current brain waste. 
Some conditions are unaccepta-
ble in terms of remuneration, the 

recognition of qualifications and 
the professional standing of some 
highly skilled workers,” Felhi said.

While some experts argue that 
skilled workers living abroad can 
contribute to Tunisia’s develop-
ment through remittances and 
knowledge sharing, the reality has 
shown the opposite.

“Once settled, the Tunisian 
brains will not come back and the 
majority of them prefer investing 
in their host countries rather than 
in Tunisia, where they can face a 
variety of challenges, including a 
limited domestic market, a lack of 
incentives and lingering corrup-
tion, which has acted as a destabi-
lising force, infecting all levels of 
the economy,” Fazaa said.

Iman Zayat is Managing Editor 
of The Arab Weekly.
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Better options. Tunisians living in France wait outside the Tunisian consulate in Paris.        (AFP)

Vicious cycle. A Syrian refugee displays his passport at a terminal 
at the Charles de Gaulle Airport in Roissy.            (Reuters)
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Exodus of highly skilled labour could 
cripple Tunisia’s development prospects

Brain drain means Syria can’t recover for a generation
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While a country can 
manage without 
poetry and art, it 
cannot do without 
professionals who 
know how to save 
lives, run financial 
institutions and 
build factories.
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 Attracted by higher 
wages and better 
career options, 
94,000 highly 
skilled Tunisians 
have left the country 
in the last six years.


