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Economic woes fuel unrest, ratchet up
political tensions across MENA region
Simon Speakman Cordall

Tunis

F

rom Tunisia to Sudan and
Iran, governments in the
Middle East and North
Africa region are facing
waves of unrest triggered
by economic, social and political
factors.
Even oil-rich countries, such as
Algeria and Saudi Arabia, have had
to reckon with an inability to deliver customary entitlements, be they
subsidised goods or free utilities.
The region’s unrest is occurring
against a background of economic
slowdown. A World Bank report
noted that growth in the Middle
East and North Africa region is estimated to have declined to 1.8%
in 2017 from 5.0% in the previous
year.

The countries of North
Africa and the Middle
East must contend with
a disproportionately
high number of young
adults clamouring
for jobs.
The report mentioned “hydrocarbon sector-led growth decelerations among regional oil exporters” as factors contributing to the
slump.
Slow economic growth is making
it impossible for governments, such
as Tunisia’s, to create enough jobs
or to limit the appeal of the informal economy and its social ramifications.
The revenue shortfall is complicated by the security situation in
many parts of the region but also
by demographics. The countries of
North Africa and the Middle East
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must contend with a disproportionately high number of young adults
clamouring for jobs. The United Nations estimates that youth populations, already more than 30%, are
expected to grow another 20% in
the next decade in the region.
In Tunisia, seven years — almost
to the day — since the uprising that
toppled the regime of President
Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali in 2011
and ignited unrest across the Arab
world, protests erupted over price
hikes and tax increases that had
been voted by parliament as part of
the 2018 budget bill.
Despite the success of the country’s democratic transition, successive Tunisian governments have
had a hard time ensuring economic
recovery or meeting the socioeconomic demands of a restless
population. A poll by the US International Republican Institute indicated that no less than 83% of Tunisian respondents said the country
was heading in the wrong direction,
with most of the public stating a
concern about the economy.
Coping with its own budget deficit, oil-rich Algeria announced a
temporary ban on 900 imported
products, including cell phones, as
well as 30% hike in taxes and customs duties on some imports.
In Khartoum and southern cities of Sudan, authorities cracked
down on demonstrators expressing discontent over increases in
bread prices after the government
cut subsidies in an austerity measure aimed at facing a hard currency
deficit and high inflation rate.
Even in oil-rich countries, populations have felt the effects of the
fall in the price of hydrocarbons
since mid-2014. Saudi Arabia hiked
petrol and fuel prices and imposed
a 5% value added tax on most goods
and services, ending a decadeslong, tax-free policy.
Saudi Arabia was among many

Regional warnings. Tunisian protesters confront security forces blocking access to the governorate’s
offices in Tunis during a demonstration over price hikes and austerity measures, on January 12. (AFP)
Arab countries where an increase
in gasoline and fuel prices was announced at the start of the year. In
Riyadh, Manama and Abu Dhabi,
value added taxes were imposed for
the first time. However, new handouts, estimated at more than $11
billion, were announced by Riyadh
to offset the effects of the austerity
measures.
Some reactions showed that old
entitlements die hard. Saudi authorities announced that 11 princes
staged a sit-in at Qasr Al-Hokm palace, objecting to a royal order that
halted payments by the state to
members of the royal family to cov-

er their electricity and water utility
bills. The princes were arrested.
Unrest in the Arab world comes
against the background of protests
in neighbouring Iran where price
hikes triggered nationwide demonstrations jolting the ruling mullahs
into admitting that more than economic woes were at stake. “It would
be a misrepresentation (of events)
and an insult to Iranian people to
say they only had economic demands,” Iranian President Hassan
Rohani was quoted as saying.
Iran may be compelled to rethink
its spending priorities. It is far from
certain, however, whether the

perks of Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps or the billions Tehran spends on regional wars could
be in jeopardy.
With elections this year in Lebanon, Tunisia, Egypt and Iraq, social
unrest is likely to exert additional
pressures on leaders in the region
who are struggling with voter apathy and pervasive scepticism about
political processes.
Simon Speakman Cordall is Syria/
Lebanon section editor with
The Arab Weekly.
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Arabic content is key to journey down the digital highway

D

on’t believe the internet, Arabs do read and
they’re increasingly
reading online but
more and better Arabic
language content is
needed to bring about a digital
transformation, writes BelgianMoroccan techie and social entrepreneur Khadija Hamouchi.
In a five-part series exclusive to
The Arab Weekly, Hamouchi, 27,
explains the digital gap in the Arab
world and how it might be filled.
Storytelling in Arabic is key to reimagining society, she writes.
Hamouchi should know. The
recipient of seven international
prizes, including from Stanford,
Morocco’s African Entrepreneurship
Award and San Francisco’s Parisoma Accelerator Programme, the
Brussels-born-and-bred inventor
founded Sejaal, which is Arabic for
“discussion” or “exchange,” in 2016.
In the past year, Hamouchi has
travelled to nearly a dozen Arab
countries to learn what millennials
want from a free app, which she
has worked on with support from
Silicon Valley. “We have market
validation in 17 Arab countries,”
she said.

That sounds about right considering digital possibilities across sectors — from trade to finance to news
and views — are proliferating across
the region. The year ended with
Saudi Arabia and China launching
the “Digital Silk Road” initiative. In
December, Sowt, one of the more
prominent regional podcasters,
promised a new show on Syrian activism as part of its original Arabiclanguage narrative offerings.
A great deal more is needed,
however.
Hamouchi’s app for Arab millennials, which is expected in June, is
designed to provide a range of content, including quick and targeted
learning through videos, infographics and podcasts. It is meant to
boost lifelong learning and professional development, which is key
in a region with the highest youth
unemployment in the world.
Last year’s ASDA’A BursonMarsteller Arab Youth Survey
reported that one-in-three young
Arabs said the biggest obstacle to
regional development is unemployment, a stark change from 2016
when half the youth identified the
Islamic State (ISIS) as the region’s
biggest problem.

Unemployment is linked to
skillsets and that is where online
learning comes in. The possibilities
are immense, especially in the Middle East’s largest demographic, its
200 million young people. Internet
access will continue to rise across
the Middle East and North Africa,
with the mobile network operators’
global trade body GSMA estimating
that 65% of people in the region will
have a smartphone by 2020.
This offers the potential for massive change when taken together
with rising internet usage. More
young Arabs use social media, specifically Facebook, to get daily news
than they do TV or print, the Arab
Youth Survey stated.
Hamouchi indicates that the digital gap is wider than simply the issue of internet connectivity, access
and usage. Digital Arabic content is
just not that interesting, even when
it’s available, she says.
Quoting Wamda’s industry
brief on digital Arabic content,
Hamouchi writes: “48% of Arab
millennials are not satisfied with
the quality of local websites.” In
interviews with nearly 200 students
in multiple Arab countries, Hamouchi said she repeatedly heard the

words “boring” and “frustrating”
with reference to digital Arabic content. Young Arabs said they found
the images on Arabic language sites
“unattractive, low-pixel, violent
and unartistic.”
“Western-style typographies
don’t do justice to the artistic
nature of Arabic calligraphy either,”
Hamouchi writes. She notes that
two projects in the Netherlands
are working towards “a new era of
Arabic typography.”
She emphasises the need for
digital content meant for Arabicspeaking audiences to maintain its
uniqueness, to respect, for instance, “the intuitive directionality
(right-left)” of the language.
“Visual design, user interface and
relevant storytelling” can transform
Arabic digital content and have
“a real scale-able impact on our
societies,” she writes. “The need for
digital Arabic content is societal. It
will help diversify our economies
and it is key to building a knowledge economy.”
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