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Cairo

T 

he Egyptian parliament 
is debating a family plan-
ning bill that would limit 
subsidies to families with 
more than two children, 

part of efforts to rein in population 
growth.

The bill would see first- and sec-
ond-born children still afforded 
subsidies currently available but a 
family’s additional children would 
be the sole financial obligation of 
the family. The bill would offer ad-
ditional financial incentives to par-
ents with fewer than three children.

“The philosophy of the bill is sim-
ple: Parents who do not abide by 
the number of children stipulated 
in it should not expect the govern-
ment to subsidise the food, medical 
treatment or education of the extra 
children,” said MP Mohamed Ma-
soud, the bill’s author. “We cannot 
stand idly by and watch while the 
population keeps growing at the 
current rate.”

Rampant population growth has 
turned into a worrying issue for the 
Egyptian government. The popula-
tion, now 96 million, has more than 
doubled in the last 35 years, with an 
estimated population increase of 
2.2 million every year. Egypt’s pop-
ulation is projected to grow almost 
50% by 2038 if the current rate con-
tinues.

In December, the head of Egypt’s 
state statistics agency Abu Bakr el-
Gendy warned that the country was 
facing a “catastrophe” if population 
growth continued unabated. Egyp-
tian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi 
described population growth as “a 
challenge as critical as that of ter-
rorism.”

The Egyptian government warned 
that water and resource-poor Egypt 
would face a challenge to feed its 
population in the future unless  
action is taken now.

“The population growth will put 
the quality of life in our country in 

continual deterioration because we 
are talking about more and more 
people having to share the same 
limited resources,” said Magued 
Osman, head of the Egyptian Cen-
tre for Public Opinion Research Ba-
seera. “All development achieve-
ments will be dwarfed by the 
population growth, regardless of 
how big these achievements are.”

Cairo initiated a family plan-
ning campaign known as “Two is 
Enough” last year to encourage 
Egyptian families not to have more 
than two children. The proposed 
bill would financially incentivise a 
two-child policy.

Egyptians value large families, 
not just based on cultural and re-
ligious traditions, but because it 
makes financial sense. “The more 
poverty increases, the more the 
reproduction rate increases be-
cause parents consider children as 
a source of income,” Gendy said.

Masoud’s bill aims to financially 
de-incentivise large families. The 
bill is being discussed in the So-
cial Solidarity Committee and, if 
committee members approve it, it 
would be referred to the general 
session for a vote.

Subsidies, especially on food, 
fuel and education, are big issues 
in Egypt. About 70 million Egyp-
tians are registered in the country’s 
food-rationing system. Some fami-
lies are so dependent on the food 
subsidies they cannot live without 
them.

Education is free of charge at 
state-run schools and universities. 
Millions of Egyptians would be un-
able to send their children to school 

but for the free education system. 
However, if passed into law, the 
bill would end those privileges for 
large families.

Masoud said his bill, which will 
not affect children born before it is 
signed into law, will offer addition-
al financial incentives, including 
easy-term loans, small projects for 
children and education and health 
sector facilities, to couples who 
chose to have fewer children.

“Our goal is to help those who 
show commitment to raise their 
children in a good way,” he said.

Masoud expressed confidence 
the bill would encourage Egyptians 
not to have more than two children. 
“A two-child policy will contribute 
to keeping the population within 
reasonable limits and ensure that 
Egyptians reap the fruits of the de-
velopment projects being launched 
now,” he said.

Many questions are being raised 
about why family-planning cam-
paigns over the years failed to slow 
Egypt’s population growth.

The programmes have seen one 
setback after another, even as they 
included massive public relations 
campaigns as well as the distribu-
tion of free birth control.

The latest campaign began late 
last year and included nationwide 
awareness tours by Health Ministry 
specialists and distribution of free 
birth control pills. If passed into 
law, opponents said, Masoud’s bill 
would punish those who need sup-
port and reward those who do not 
need it.

By restricting subsidies to par-
ents and the first two children only, 
the critics added, the bill leaves 
large families out in the cold.

“The bill will punish citizens 
for practising one of their rights, 
namely the right to have children,” 
said MP Ayman Abul Ela of the lib-
eral Free Egyptians party. “Instead 
of punishing the government for 
its failure to convince the people 
to have smaller families, the advo-
cates of the new bill want to punish 
the people for having children. This 
is unconstitutional.”

Amr Emam

96 million and counting. Egyptian children play at the Banati Foundation shelter, a civil society 
organisation that works with street children, in Cairo, last February.                        (AFP)
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Demographics

The population, now 
96 million, has more 
than doubled in the 
last 35 years, with an 
estimated 
population increase 
of 2.2 million 
every year. 

M
any develop-
ing countries, 
especially 
in the Mid-
dle East, are 
experiencing a 
“youth bulge,” 

described as a population increas-
ingly made up of young, new 
entrants to the labour market. 
The World Bank says nearly two-
thirds of the people in the Middle 
East and North Africa (MENA) 
region are under the age of 30.

The youth bulge represents a 
critical challenge to economic de-
velopment in affected countries, 
including Egypt, Saudi Arabia, 
other Gulf countries and Algeria. 
The long-term economic pros-
perity that underpins national 
security and political stability 
hinges on providing this growing 
segment of society with job op-
portunities as well as education, 
affordable housing and health 
care.

The youth bulge challenge has 
been described as promising a 
double dividend — in the growing 
pool of human capital to be har-
nessed productively — or double 
jeopardy — in which socially ex-
cluded youth fosters social strife 
and political instability.

For MENA, as long as the 
undercurrents of radicalisation 
remain, the challenges posed by 
burgeoning youth populations are 
especially acute. Elevating youth 
development will prove as crucial 
to national security as defence 
readiness and international ties.

However, youth unemployment 
in MENA is among the highest 
in the world with almost one-in-
three young people unemployed. 
This is especially alarming since 
many MENA countries have 
experienced their best economic 
performance over the last two 
decades but youth prospects have 
not broadly improved.

The International Monetary 
Fund said job growth in key 
MENA labour markets, such as 
Egypt, Saudi Arabia and Algeria, 
will struggle to keep up with 
youth population growth.

The challenge of youth devel-
opment is difficult to overstate. 
The Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) region, for example, has 
seen its population double in the 
last 20 years and is expected to 
triple in the next 50 years. These 
demographic trends have led to 
exponential rates of urbanisation: 
85% of the GCC population is 
urbanised.

Population explosions in MENA 
reflect prosperity but also point 
to challenges, exasperated by the 

realities of a post-oil age, as peo-
ple flock to urban areas in search 
of employment and better living 
standards. Such high urbanisa-
tion trends mean infrastructure 
becomes outdated more quickly, 
crime often rises, housing be-
comes more expensive, slums 
emerge and public health risks 
grow — trends evident for many 
years across MENA.

MENA countries — in particular, 
oil-producing ones — are reorient-
ing approaches to job creation 
and youth employment. MENA 
countries often provide nation-
als with secure public sector 
careers and salaries as much as 
70% higher than the private sec-
tor. However, as a report from 
the Abu Dhabi-based Centre 
for Economic Growth recently 
stated, GCC budgets will not be 
able to sustain huge public sector 
workforces even for the next ten 
years.

The focus is shifting to address-
ing youths’ needs to be properly 
prepared for highly competitive 
and internationalised labour 
markets. A combination of poorly 
prepared entrants into the labour 
market and not enough private 
sector jobs has meant that young 
people in MENA can face unem-
ployment rates nearly twice the 
world average with waiting time 
for a first job sometimes lasting 
years.

As far as the private sector re-
mains underdeveloped and large-
ly dependent on public sector 
spending, achieving the econom-
ic growth and job creation target 
will be impossible. Oil-producing 
countries spend billions annually 
in aid and financial assistance to 
non-oil producing nations around 
MENA so the effects of the post-
oil economy will be regional.

Small and medium-sized 
enterprise (SME) development, 
encouraging entrepreneurship 
and research and development 
(R&D) will be key areas to foster 
innovation and enable the private 
sector to become dynamic and 
self-sufficient.

However, R&D spending in 
Saudi Arabia is less than 1% — 
the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development 
average is 2.4% — yet Riyadh’s ex-
penditures in this key sector are 
among the highest in MENA.

Saudi Vision 2030, Egypt  
Vision 2030 and other strategic 
economic plans in the region 
need to make sure that economic 
competitiveness and innovation 
are genuinely unlocked for its 
growing and increasingly young 
populations.

MENA’s youth bulge is a 
regional security challenge

Sabahat Khan

Demographic dividend. A young roller skater performs his freestyle 
skills on the Mediterranean waterfront promenade in Beirut.              (AP)
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