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“Most Arab countries are
marked by substantial
iIncome disparities”
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he lack of job prospects

for young people largely

triggered the "Arab Spring”

movements in 2010 and
2011. Eight years on, the labor market
continues to pose problems in the Arab
world, along with poverty and inequality.
Samir Aita takes a look at the causes,
consequences and potential ways of
addressing the unequal distribution of
wealth in the Maghreb and Mashreq
regions.

What are the terms of the debate on
inequality in the Arab world?
Traditional approaches focus on poverty
rates and the Gini Index or the rate of
access to education, or on “discrimination
In results” as it is called. However useful
these approaches may be, they suffer
from a lack of available data in the Arab
countries; studies on the incomes and on
household expenditure for example.
Furthermore, these surveys also do

not include the non-national share

of the population. Yet Gulf countries,
such as Lebanon and Jordan, today

have an immigrant population which is
sometimes higher than the number of
nationals. Consequently, what does the

“Every year, out of the three
million people gaining access

to first-time employment in the
Arab world, two million only find

an informal job.”

measurement of poverty or of the rate

of access to university mean if migrants
are not taken into account? Most jobs are
informal and so are most of the revenues
used to pay them. Thus, it is impossible to
measure inequalities in the Arab world.
Faced with the lack of data, quantitative
approaches are replaced by notions such
as “discrimination in autonomy.” They are
based on opinion surveys and focus on
the role of individual initiatives in reducing
inequality, with public authorities simply
being a repressive barrier to this individual
will. There is consequently a change of
register in the perception of inequality.
However, when we discuss these
observations, potential solutions are not
put into proper perspective. In all these
debates, there is very little talk about
causes, which stem in particular from
public policies and failure to respect
economic and social rights.

What might the solutions be?

Let us take the example of poverty.
Employment and social security are the
main solutions to poverty. A poor person
can only get out of his or her situation by
accessing the labor market and obtaining
a decent income, and by being protected
in case of illness. But the question then
arises of informal employment which, by
definition, does not give access to social
protection. Every year, out of the three
million people gaining access to first-time
employment in the Arab world, two million
only find an informal job, meaning that
inequalities are increasing!

Furthermore, the study on informal
employment, which | conducted in
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13 Arab countries in 2016, shows that
the bulk of informal employment is wage
work—and not self-entrepreneurship. In
Lebanon, for example, 37% of workers
are migrants, most are informal workers:
18% are Syrian and 6% Palestinian and
13% are domestic employees from Asia.
In Bahrain, migrants account for 73% of
workers. Most do not benefit from social
protection, despite their legal status.
60% of them have been in the country for
less than a year. Yet a year of residence
is required before being entitled to these
rights.

The issue of inequality cannot be
addressed without talking about equal

influx of young people in the labor market.
Growth rates in the workforce were
similar to population growth (around 3%,
excluding Gulf countries). Today, there are
growth rates in the urban workforce of 6
to 8% in certain countries, due to the baby
boom in the 1990s and rural exodus. The
decline in public investment has not been
replaced by at least equivalent growth

in private investment. In a schematic
view, there is work, but no capital
invested. Furthermore, the Arabic term
for “capital”, raas mal, which is literally
translated by “head of money”, is joked
about among Arab economists. We talk
about mal without raas, “money without

a head”, to discuss the problems of our

“In the Arab world, a minority of  economies.
the pODUIation lives in conditions Are there major differences in the
similar to those in Western structure of inequality in the Arab

world?

Europe, while the majority According to Thomas Piketty in The
reSideS in informal urban hOUSing Economics of Inequality, “There is no doubt

that income inequality is extremely large

or in deprived rural areas.” 4t the level of the Middle East taken as

rights, redistribution and therefore taxes.
Most Arab countries are marked by
substantial income disparities between
property owners or executives from
international companies and all those who
are paid “under the table”, which includes
an increasing share of immigrants and
refugees who have a meagre wage. It is
not only a question of income inequality,
but of inequality in ownership.

Is the lack of formal employment due
to the post-colonial structure of Arab
economies?

The post-colonial structure is already in
the distant past and had certain aspects
that were better, whatever one might
think about the industrialization policies
via the public sector. In the 1950s, and up
until the 1980s, productive employment
was created, in a context where we did not
yet know that there would be a massive

whole.” The 1% of the highest incomes
receive over 25% of the regional total,
against 20% in the USA, 11% in Western
Europe and 17% in South Africa. This

is without mentioning inequalities in
property ownership. Massive inequality
rates concern both the national level and
regional level.

Even if national data do not allow
disparities to be really measured, we can
see with the naked eye, intuitively, that
they are similar in all countries in the Arab
world. A minority of the population lives
in conditions similar to those in Western
Europe, while the majority resides in
informal urban housing or in rural areas
whose development is comparable to the
most deprived regions in India.

Does inequality particularly affect
women?

In the Arab world more than elsewhere,
women are indeed doubly penalized in
terms of access to employment and
property ownership.
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In the 1990s, they still had work in
agricultural economies or access to
urban work, especially if they had a
secondary or tertiary education. The
rural exodus changed things. As soon as
there was a mass influx of rural women
in cities, they found themselves in a
precarious and informal situation. The
majority of men already had informal
jobs, activities which they did not want to
do, as they are regarded as being part of
a masculine and precarious world. It is
the main reason for their lower level of
participation in economic activity.

In most Arab countries, women mainly
work in the public sector, which offers
real contracts and social protection.

The idea that public employment needs
to be reduced, upheld first and

foremost by danors, the World

Bank and International

Monetary Fund (IMF],

is disastrous far

women. What other

alternative do they

have, bearing

in mind that the

participation of

inequality: free education for all, health
for all, electricity for all, territorial
development, etc. There was a significant
reduction in national inequalities and
inequalities between regions. But after
the oil shock in the 1970s, there was a
fall in public investment. Today, subsidies
and the debt service consume a large
part of State budgets. Consequently,
education, health, etc. are re-privatized
and inequalities have grown significantly
again.
The basic problem is that tax revenues
(excluding the rents from natural
resources) are insufficient. However,
the State can only address inequality
by redistributing wealth between the
regions in the country and the social
categories of the population via taxes
and social contributions. Yet
in most Arab countries,
the level of taxation is
low—10 to 15% of GDP
at best, excluding
natural resources,
against 45 to 55%
in OECD countries.
In Iraq, for example,

Arab women in the against 45 to 55% total non-oail tax

labor market is the in OECD countries.

lowest in the world?

Rather than addressing

the objective reasons for

this situation, religious or cultural
reasons are most often mentioned, as if
Muslim women did not want to work. The
fact Is that they work, but mainly in the
formal sector or in family businesses.
However, the question of inequality in
inheritance is clearly a cultural issue.
But it is not specific to Islam.

Which public policies to fight inequality
work in the Arab world?

The horizontal generalization of social
security in its various forms is an
exemplary policy of redistribution to
reduce inequalities. Tunisia is the only
country to have partly applied it.
Following Independence, Arab countries
conducted excellent policies to fight

revenues stand at less
than 3% of GDP.
Nothing can be done
in Arab countries without
collecting taxes and broadening
the tax base. Natural resources are
useful, but oil and rents cannot act as
a stopgap for taxes. This is especially
the case considering that a generation
does not have the right to use the bulk of
revenues from natural resources for its
own benefit, without thinking of future
generations.
The issue of taxes needs to be addressed
holistically, in terms of “total saocial
contributions”, including direct and
indirect taxes and social contributions.
The real issues involve, firstly, taxing
fortunes [accumulated assets and capital
gains from property) and, secondly,
extending social contributions and
coverage.



Is there a clear political awareness in
the Arab world of the issues related to
inequality?

Yes, there is. Populations in all these
countries are extremely aware of this,
hence the Arab Spring, which even took
place in oil-producing countries.

But is this awareness really “political”?
There is the perception of national and
territorial inegualities, strongly felt by
young people in particular, who do not
see a future for themselves. Then, there
Is the perception of inequalities between
countries in the Arab world, especially vis-

INCOME DISTRIBUTION IN
THE MIDDLE EAST

% of revenues

64%

50% 40% 10%
the medium the
poorest revenues richest

Total population in this region: 410 millions

The study concerns Bahrain, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait,
Lebanon, Oman, Palestine, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Turkey,
United Arab Emirates, Yemen.

In the Middle East, the poorest 50% share
approximately 9% of incomes and the richest
10% recuperate 64% of incomes. Yet these
countries (often oil-producing) are not the
poorest in the MENA region.

Source: Measuring Inequalily in the Middle East 1990-2016: The World's Most
Unequal Region?, F. Alvaredo, L. Assouad, T. Piketty.

a-vis Gulf countries. These perceptions
have led to a return of religious
conservatism and the strengthening of
community networks. When the Arab
Spring broke out, we mainly saw demands
over issues of civil liberties and the will to
overthrow regimes. The social movements
to demand better working conditions and
salaries came up against considerable
hostility.

These uprisings did not really have a
political “framework” and rapidly revealed
divisions between conservatives and
modernists, between the social categories
of the “labor market” and between
communities. Tunisia was the only country
where strong trade unionism managed to
channel the uprising “politically” in order
to bring about a democratic transition of
the State.

In addition, lucidity towards inequalities
and the awareness of inhabitants about
them are clouded on the issue of migrants
and refugees. A citizen in the Gulf often
does not necessarily consider that
migrant workers have the same rights as
him. The same goes for Lebanese people
towards Palestinian or Syrian refugees
and domestic workers. Yet migrations
have become one of the main realities in
all countries in the region. ¢
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INEQUALITY IN THE WORLD

Based on the Gini coefficient (2005-2015 average)
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SOCIAL PROTECTION COVERAGE IS
LIMITED IN MOST AFRICAN COUNTRIES

Amplitude of the legal social protection programmes in 2015

Full coverage
(all fields)

Almost full coverage
(7 fields)

. Medium coverage
(5 or 6 fields)

Limited coverage
(1 to 4 fields)

No data
The following areas are taken into consideration:
sickness benefits, unemployment benefits, old-age
benefits, employment injury benefits, family/child
benefits, maternity benefits, invalidity/disability “‘

benefits and survivors’ benefits. ‘




7136 MILLION PEOPLE LIVE
ON LESS THAN 1.90 DOLLARS PER DAY

Poverty rates per country

| BERE 39 No data
| EBE 0-3

Source: UNU-Wider 2015

THERE ARE MORE BOYS THAN GIRLS IN SCHOOL IN ONE
OUT OF THREE COUNTRIES

Girl-boy parity index in primary education

% of girls in school
compared with % of boys

. Privileged boys

. Parity

Privileged girls
No data
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