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Baghdad

H 

aroun Hanifa uttered 
his favourite tune with 
broken Arabic as he pre-
pared tea the Iraqi way. 
The 35-year-old Bangla-

deshi has been working in Iraq for 
more than four years to provide for 
his family, despite meagre pay and 
long working hours. He is among 
approximately 200,000 foreigner 
workers, many of whom are em-
ployed illegally, in Iraq despite high 
unemployment rates among Iraqis.

Hanifa had to borrow money to 
travel to Iraq. He worked different 
jobs in various parts of the country 
until he was hired as a cleaner with 
a real estate company in Baghdad.

“The poor economic situation at 
home is the reason why I came here. 
I have many commitments that 
forced me to seek work anywhere I 
could find. I need to save as much 
money as I can during my stay in 
Iraq,” said Hanifa, who earns $400 
a month.

Like most Arab and non-Arab 
foreign workers in Iraq, Hanifa was 
engaged through an employment 
agency that brings foreign labour 
into the country.

“At the beginning, I was wary of 
the sectarian friction and the secu-
rity situation. I had to put up with 
a lot of harassment and the living 
conditions were very poor but this 
has changed now and conditions are 
more acceptable,” he said.

In Baghdad, Bangladeshi and In-
dian workers can be found mainly 
employed in restaurants and cafete-
rias. They receive lower wages and 
work long hours without complain-
ing publicly

“Job opportunities for foreign 
labour are limited to cleaning and 
service works, which Iraqis usually 
shun,” said Hanifa’s compatriot Dal-
or, who gave only one name. He said 
he was trying to make enough mon-
ey to build a house in Bangladesh.

“It was very difficult in the begin-
ning because of terrorism but things 
have improved and most employers 
are treating us humanely and with 
respect,” Dalor said.

Thousands of foreign workers 

moved to Iraq after the 2003 inva-
sion as employees for foreign com-
panies contracted by US forces and 
most worked at US military bases. 
After 2007, private Iraqi employ-
ment agencies imported thousands 
more.

Employers prefer to hire foreign 
workers because of their flexibility 
and sense of discipline, said Ahmad 
Sayed Ali, the owner of a contract-
ing company.

“Usually, foreign workers don’t 

cause problems. They are hard 
workers, trustworthy and do not 
complain from extra work,” he said. 
“Whereas Iraqis, the few who ac-
cept to do menial work, have issues 
and create problems. They refuse to 
abide by the rules and sometimes 
they deliberately stir friction with 
their employers and try to blackmail 
them by resorting to their tribes.”

There is no figure on how many il-
legal workers are in Iraq but Sayed 
Ali estimated the number was in the 
thousands.

“Large numbers of foreign work-
ers have entered Iraq illegally. They 
are usually brought in by special-
ised companies that transfer them 
to employment agencies in a clear 
violation of the law,” he said.

Competition from foreign labour 
is partially blamed for high unem-
ployment rates in Iraq, which econ-
omists said was as high as 30%.

Reda Fadel, a 26-year-old un-
employed Iraqi, has tried different 
jobs but none paid enough to sus-
tain his family. “The pay was very 
low compared to the pressure and 
long working hours. Besides, Iraqi 
employers are increasingly prefer-
ring to hire foreign labour, worsen-
ing unemployment among Iraqis,” 
Fadel said.

Economic analyst Anas Morshed 
described the importation of foreign 
labour on a high scale as “veiled un-
employment.” He warned that the 
foreign workers pose serious com-
petition for Iraqis in the job market.

“For example, Bangladeshis are 
most favoured for cleaning work, 
whereas trades and shopping cen-
tres prefer to hire Syrians and other 
Arab nationalities,” Morshed said. 
“The danger here lies in the fact 
that certain professions will become 
tightly associated with certain na-
tionalities, creating embarrassment 

for Iraqis working in these profes-
sions, especially unskilled jobs like 
cleaning and serving in restaurants.”

“Employers tend to hire for-
eigners for many reasons, mostly 
because local workers are poorly 
skilled, while skilled foreign labour 
get lower pay, accept working long 
hours and do not complain about 
it,” he added.

Many agencies bringing in for-
eign workers are registered with the 
government as travel agencies and 
get religious tourist visas for Asian 
workers, said Ammar Mon’am, 
spokesman for the Labour and So-
cial Affairs Ministry.

“Their number is no less than 
200,000 from different Arab and 
non-Arab nationalities. We are seek-
ing to regularise their status in line 
with the law to ensure their rights 
and prevent their possible exploita-
tion by employers,” Mon’am said.

Under the law regulating foreign 
labour, only firms that hire at least 
50% Iraqis for their workforce can 
hire foreigners.

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society section of The 
Arab Weekly.

Tunis

D 

espite economic diffi-
culties facing the handi-
craft sector, young Tu-
nisian women artisans 
established an initiative 

to promote the industry and pro-
vide jobs for themselves and others.

The “I am Change” initiative en-
courages female artisans, many of 
whom are unemployed university 
graduates, to sell their work to a 
larger customer base and break into 
bigger markets.

From Tunisian pastries to carpets, 
to clothes and jewellery, the prod-
ucts these women make combine el-
ements of tradition and modernity, 
resulting in a tapestry of products 
and colours crafted in fine detail.

Bahia Trabelsi, in her 30’s, sits 
with a multicoloured collection of 
traditional Tunisian bags, known as 
qoffa.

‘’I have been working in artisanal 
crafts for ten years and I even pur-
sued a degree in arts and design,” 
said Trabelsi. “While it was a hobby 
from a young age, I only started be-
coming more and more interested 
in this during my studies. When 
I couldn’t find a job after I gradu-
ated, I started making these bags at 
home.”

Many female artisans have a simi-
lar story. Despite their skills and 
hard work, they often struggle to 
make ends meet with small-scale 
projects, the initiative’s organisers 
said.

“There are so many talented 
young women who are working on 
amazing products at home, whether 

it is artisanal or modern, but most 
of these women cannot open stores 
outside their houses,” said Chour-
ouk Ben Jbara, one of the initiative’s 
organisers. “They lack funding and 
often struggle with marketing, so 
this initiative is part of promoting 
and encouraging these women to 
explore other ways.”

“Many of the young women work-
ing in this sector are either students 
or unemployed university gradu-
ates,” she added. “This is why the 
initiative aims to market their prod-
ucts to encourage them and to also 
function as a networking forum for 
these young, talented women to 
acquire more skills and learn from 
each other.”

Marwa Hosni, a participant in her 
20s, makes customised paintings on 
fabric or objects from home. Lack-
ing a job, she decided to explore 
using her passion for painting as a 
source of income.

“I have always been passionate 
about painting,” Hosni said. “Af-
ter being unemployed for years,  
I decided to learn the techniques of 
painting on fabric and trays. I par-
ticipated in many fairs and my work 
was praised by many. I try to bring 
uniqueness to the paintings I draw 
or the trays I make as custom gifts 
and I try to explore the modern and 
traditional aspects of our cultural 
heritage.”

Najwa Baccar, another partici-
pant, creates jewellery in the tra-
ditional Tunisian style. One of her 
motivations, she said, was keeping 
Tunisia’s cultural heritage alive.

“Without our heritage, one can-
not make any progress,” Baccar 
said. “There are so many beautiful 
traditions that are already fading. 
The jewellery I make, for instance, 
is inspired by the style that my 
grandmothers used to wear. It is in-
spired by the pieces they left for me. 
It took me years to learn the tech-
niques and I always go to training.  
I am glad I am doing this.”

Despite the passion the women 
have for handicrafts and artisanal 
products, many of them were dis-
couraged by difficult economic con-
ditions and a lack of opportunities.

“There are many talented women 
working in handicrafts but we are 
struggling with the fact we don’t 
have a budget to open our own 
stores,” Hosni said. “We are restrict-
ed to working from home, which 
does not allow us to expand our 
business. It is hard to achieve this 
with all the restrictions but it is im-
portant to keep this going.”

Baccar, who was an electronic 
technician before turning to jewel-
lery making, echoed these concerns.

“As far as an amateur I am doing 
fine but I understand the struggles 
of people and women who want 
this to become their profession and 
to pursue a career,” Baccar said. “It 
is hard to market our products, to 
open your own store or workshop 
and it is an investment that is not 
always possible.”

Ben Jbara added that women  
often struggle to start their own 
projects but said training sessions 
and workshops can help hone  

their vision.
“The problem is that handicrafts 

and artisanal products are expen-
sive, which makes it difficult to 
make a profit,” Ben Jbara explained. 
“Having unique ideas is the key to 
success since more and more people 
want to have different things than 
others.”

Maha Trabelsi, also an artisan, 
pointed to another problem: Gender 
inequality in the workplace.

“The merchants in the artisanal 
markets are all men but women are 
doing the job,” Trabelsi said. “Today 
with studies and marketing knowl-
edge we are managing to work 
through the internet and the forums 
but we need more exposure.”

With hundreds of women partici-

pating in the initiative’s launch, fe-
male artisans hope to explore crea-
tive ways to improve the industry 
and monetise their work.

“This initiative is called ‘I am 
Change’ because we wanted to 
send a message that every Tunisian 
woman does not need the govern-
ment to provide a living for her or 
have to wait for people to give her a 
job,” said Ben Jbara. “She can work 
on her own and innovate, which 
could be even better. We need to be-
lieve that we can change our society 
and that we can be the change that 
we aspire to have in the world.”

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor to The Arab 
Weekly.

Oumayma Omar

Roua Khlifi

Limited opportunities. A worker pulls a cart loaded with goods at 
a market in Baghdad.                                                                             (Reuters)

New ideas. A participant presents her products, which combine 
elements of tradition and modernity.                                       (I am Change)

Foreign workers seeking jobs in Iraq despite perils

Young Tunisian women 
launch business initiative 
to change own destinies

From Tunisian 
pastries to carpets, 
to clothes and 
jewellery, the 
products combine 
elements of tradition 
and modernity.

foreign workers, 
many of whom are 
illegally employed, are 
estimated to be in Iraq.

Approximately 
200,000
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