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LONDON: Shoppers walk past a branch of clothing retailer Topshop on Oxford Street in central London on Saturday. The Office for National Statistics publishes inflation figures tomorrow and retail sales figures
on August 18. —AFP

DHIBAN, Jordan: Sabri Mashaaleh feels misled and
angry: The 29-year-old studied counseling expecting
to find a civil service job, in line with what used to be
a typical life path for college-educated Jordanians.
Four years later, he’s still unemployed.

His last hopes were crushed earlier this summer
when troops tore down the tent in his small, remote
hometown of Dhiban where he and other jobless
young men had staged daily sit-ins for two months,
demanding employment. With protests silenced,
Mashaaleh sees a dark future for Dhiban. “Dhiban has
become a fertile environment for radical thoughts,
and it’s a fertile environment for drug problems, and
a fertile environment for criminals,” said Mashaaleh,
speaking at the roundabout where the tent once
stood.

The Dhiban unrest highlights what the Jordanian
government now says is its biggest challenge- rising
unemployment, particularly among the young,
fueled by an economic slump and spillover from con-
flicts in Syria and Iraq. Youth unemployment is
endemic in the troubled Middle East, where a demo-
graphic “youth bulge” has increased the number of
jobseekers, including college graduates, while
economies have stalled amid spreading violence.

Not unique
Even though Jordan’s unemployment problem is

not unique, some say the pro-Western monarchy
warrants special attention because of its strategic
importance. The country is part of the US-led military
coalition against Islamic State extremists who control
parts of Syria and Iraq and have attracted thousands
of followers in Jordan.

Any destabilization of Jordan, possibly triggered
by economic problems, would alarm the kingdom’s
allies. The government needs to take urgent action,
said economist Omar Razzaz, who chairs a national
team of experts trying to devise a new employment
strategy. “We cannot afford to have the unemploy-
ment problem turn into a radicalization problem,” he
said. “That’s the time bomb we are facing.”

Economic growth in Jordan dropped from 3.1
percent in 2014 to 2.4 percent last year and 2.3 per-
cent in the first quarter of 2016, according to the
World Bank. Continued fighting in Syria and Iraq
forced the closure of Jordan’s main overland trade
routes in 2015 and also harmed tourism and con-
struction.

Unemployment rose from 13 percent last year to
14.7 percent in 2016. Among 18- to 24-year-olds, 35
percent have no jobs, said Lea Hakim, the World

Bank’s country economist for Jordan. “The economy
has not been generating enough jobs, not quantity
and not quality jobs, for its population,” she said.

Refugees
The influx of Syrian refugees since 2011 has fur-

ther expanded the labor force. Jordan hosts some
660,000 registered refugees, though a recent cen-
sus counted twice as many Syrians in Jordan, out
of a total population of 9.5 million.

In the first years of the Syria crisis, Jordan
barred refugees from working legally to protect its
labor force. Instead, tens of thousands of Syrians
worked informally in construction, farming and
retail - sectors until then dominated by migrant
workers from Africa and Asia because the jobs
paid too little to attract Jordanians. Earlier this year,
Jordan changed course. It struck a deal with
donors to try to turn the refugee crisis into a devel-
opment opportunity for Jordan and to deter
Syrians from migrating to Europe by improving
their lives in the region.

The kingdom agreed to issue work permits to
tens of thousands of Syrians. In exchange, Europe
eased trade restrictions to encourage investment
in Jordan, while donors, including the World Bank,

promised concessional financing and grants for
development and labor-intensive projects in the
country.

Challenge
Ferid Belhaj, the World Bank’s regional director,

said he expects this tradeoff to generate growth
and jobs in three or four years. “The crisis is a huge
challenge, but it can turn into an opportunity,” he
said. Razzaz, the economist, said that in the mean-
time, the government should launch an ambitious
public works program, including employing large
numbers of Jordanians to care for children and the
elderly.

“We should ... start this program before we see
protests,” said Razzaz, who also heads the Jordan
Strategy Forum think tank. The government and
donor countries have funded pilot programs that
fall short of needs, he said. Planning Minister Imad
Fakhoury described lowering unemployment as
the government’s top priority. This includes a $35
million fund to encourage young Jordanians to set
up small businesses.

Jordanians need to understand that the public
sector can no longer be the main employer,
Fakhoury said. Opportunities are available outside

the civil service, “but it requires also a change of
mindset,” he said.

In Dhiban, a town of 25,000 about 70 kilome-
ters (44 miles) from the capital of Amman, many
feel marginalized. Two dozen protesters, including
Mashaaleh, were initially detained when troops
backed by armored vehicles dismantled the
protest tent in June, but all have been released.
Mashaaleh said the protests were peaceful,
though the Interior Ministry said three officers
were wounded when shots were fired at them dur-
ing a clash in Dhiban.

The town’s mayor, Fhaid Al-Rawahneh, 61, said
that “we don’t want to fight with the security.”

He said the government must do more to bring
factories to the region. An attempt to attract a pre-
fab home construction company to Dhiban with
the promise of free land became entangled in red
tape, he said. Young people in Dhiban have few
options. Those who can mostly sign up for police or
military work in Amman, and the high transporta-
tion costs take a big cut from their meager wages.

Al-Rawahneh said only one of his four college-
educated children has a job. “There is unemploy-
ment in every family,” he said. “Our only demand is
to find jobs.”  —AP

Jordan growth slows, unemployment grows 
Conflicts in Syria, Iraq fuel economic slump, instability

LAGOS: First it was falling oil prices that
plagued Nigeria, then came inflation, power
shortages, and a humanitarian crisis in the
north.  “Suddenly, we’re a poor country,”
Nigerian President Muhammadu Buhari said
on Thursday in Abuja, the nation’s capital.

“Before we came to office, petroleum sold
for about $100 per barrel. Then it crashed to
$37, and now oscillates between $40 and $45
per barrel.” By the end of the month it’s likely
Nigeria will officially enter a recession. Adding
insult to injury, this week the International
Monetary Fund said that South Africa over-
took Nigeria as Africa’s biggest economy in
dollar terms a result of the anaemic naira. 

“Both countries are experiencing difficul-
ties, but Nigeria is taking a more slower pace
to recover. I don’t think Nigeria can regain its
position anytime soon,” Manji Cheto, Sub-
Saharan Africa analyst at London-based Teneo
Holdings, said. 

That’s because Nigeria’s problems, a result
of decades of mismanagement, have no easy
fix. Just a few months ago, Nigeria was the
number one oil exporter on the continent.

Not anymore. According to figures released
Friday by OPEC, Nigeria is now producing just
1.5 million barrels per day, compared with
Angola which is pumping out 1.7 million.
Militant attacks on oil infrastructure in the
increasingly volatile southern swamplands
are to blame. The Niger Delta Avengers, a new
armed group fighting for political autonomy
and a bigger cut of oil revenues, have been
bombing pipelines since the beginning of
2016. They have vowed not to stop until their
demands are met. 

Not fit 
Today Nigeria is an economic heavyweight

on the back foot, with its economy not fit
enough to survive this round of blows expos-
ing its structural issues. 

Now the country is literally sinking into
darkness.  Electricity production, which
already was faltering before the crisis, barely
reached 2500mW for its 170 million inhabi-
tants, according to local reports, thanks to oil
militants sabotaging the lines that fuel the
gas-powered stations. —AFP

Nigeria wrestles with 
‘suddenly poor’ status

Gulf shares advance as oil prices climb
MIDEAST STOCK MARKETS

DUBAI: A bounce in oil prices at the end of
last week helped lift stock markets in the
Gulf yesterday, while Egypt’s main index
eased off  a  13-month closing high as
investors were cautious about a preliminary
agreement with the IMF on a loan program.

Dubai’s index rebounded 1.2 percent to
3,567 points, its highest close in 16 weeks.
Emaar Properties surged 3.5 percent and
Dubai Islamic Bank added 1.7 percent. But
DAMAC Properties fell 0.4 percent after the
developer reported a 37.4 percent fall in sec-
ond-quar ter net profit  to 886.8 mill ion
dirhams ($241 mln).

Arabtec dropped 1.3 percent after it
reported a second quarter loss of 186.4 mil-
lion dirhams, an improvement from a year
earlier but short of EFG Hermes’ forecast of a
loss of 83.2 million. Shuaa Capital fell as
much as 1.8 percent but closed flat after the
investment bank said it made a second
quarter net loss of 50.8 million dirhams,
compared to a profit of 1.7 million dirhams a

year earlier. The loss was mainly due to pro-
visions set aside by Shuaa’s business of lend-
ing to smaller firms.

Large cap banking shares helped push
Qatar ’s  index up 0.9 percent to 11,054
points, a fresh nine-month closing high.
Commercial Bank gained 2.6 percent and
Qatar National Bank rose 1 percent.

In Saudi Arabia, the index gained 0.8 per-
cent as most petrochemical  shares
advanced after Brent crude futures settled 2
percent higher at  $46.97 per barrel  on
Friday.  Bellwether Saudi Basic Industries
gained 0.9 percent.  The posit ive mood
spilled into other sectors, with the banking
sub-index climbing 0.7 percent. Its top per-
former was Banque Saudi Fransi,  which
jumped 3.4 percent.

EGYPT
Cairo’s main index retreated 0.3 percent

to 8,351 points but closed 66 points above
its session low. Global Telecom Holding fell

0.5 percent. On Thursday, the index gained
1 percent as investors cheered a prelimi-
nary three-year, $12 billion funding deal
with the International Monetary Fund. But
while most analysts believe the agreement
will be highly positive for Egypt, they are
concerned by the impact of austerity poli-
cies that are expected to accompany it,
such as subsidy cuts and the introduction
of a value-added tax.

“ Whi le  we expec t  pos i t ive  reac t ion
from the markets and the investor com-
munity as a whole, indirect social reper-
cussions result ing from the program’s
implementation, led by rising inflation,
need to be factored in as well,” brokerage
Naeem said in a note. Analysts at Sigmal
Capital expect the central bank will raise
interest rates at its meeting in September
to combat a l ikely r ise in inf lat ion.  GB
Auto rose 1.6 percent yesterday after the
company more than doubled its quarterly
net income. —Reuters


