A new economy for the Mena
region

By Rabah Arezki And Hafez Ghanem/Washington, DC

Countries in the Middle East and North Africa (Mena) possess
all of the ingredients they need to leapfrog into the digital
future. They have large, well-educated youth populations that
have already adopted new digital and mobile technologies on a
wide scale. That combination has immense potential to drive
future growth and job creation. But will it?

Public spending, the region’s historical engine of
development, has reached its limit. Because the public sector
can no Llonger absorb the swelling ranks of wuniversity
graduates, the Mena region now has one of the world’s highest
rates of youth unemployment.

The digital economy holds the promise of a new way forward,
but it is still in its infancy, and young people face
obstacles in putting technology to productive use. Although
the Internet and hand-held devices are ubiquitous throughout
the region, they are currently used for accessing social
media, rather than for launching new enterprises.

But there are green shoots emerging. For example, the ride-
hailing app Careem has grown from a start-up to a billion-
dollar company, creating thousands of jobs in more than 90
cities in the Mena region and in Pakistan and Turkey. And new
digital platforms are already connecting job seekers and
employers, providing vocational training, and hosting start-up
incubators. The challenge now is to create the conditions for
these green shoots to grow and multiply.

The first, essential step is for Mena countries to become
“learning societies,” a phrase coined by the Nobel laureate
economist Joseph E Stiglitz to describe countries in which
shared knowledge leads to increased innovation. This, in turn,
fosters development; and in the case of Mena, it could lead to
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the creation of a vibrant digital service economy.

To get there, education systems will need to change. For the
region’s young people, the curriculum is more often a source
of frustration than advancement. The concept of a “skills
premium” — the difference in wages between skilled and
unskilled workers — dictates that higher educational
attainment should lead to higher compensation and more secure
employment. Yet in the Mena region, the opposite has happened:
university graduates are far more likely to be unemployed than
are workers with only a basic education.

Two factors work against the region’s young people. First,
schools are still geared toward channelling graduates into
large public sectors, which means they place less emphasis on
fields such as mathematics and science. Second, bloated public
sectors are crowding out the private sector, which would
otherwise be a larger provider of high-skill, high-wage jobs.

Because the future economy will need technologically capable
workers, curricula should be reoriented toward STEM (science,
technology, engineering, and mathematics) subjects and away
from the social studies that were long prized by public-sector
employers.

Moreover, education systems should focus on encouraging
greater openness to innovation and risk-taking — a significant
departure from the attitudes reproduced under a system of
public-sector patronage. Specifically, moving toward an
innovative “learning society” will require students to hone
their critical-thinking and managerial skills within
collaborative work arrangements.

In addition to skills, the digital economy will also need
technical infrastructure. Connectivity is a prerequisite for
the delivery of new mobile and digital services in e-commerce,
vocational training, healthcare, and finance, all of which
could substantially increase overall welfare. Countries in the
region thus need to focus on expanding broadband Internet
access.



Education and Internet infrastructure geared toward productive
use would provide the foundation of a new economy. But
ensuring sustained growth in the region will require improving
its financial systems as well. A digital economy depends on
payment systems that are not just easy to use and widely
available, but also trustworthy. Developing effective peer-to-
peer payments that require no financial intermediary like a
bank will be crucial for ensuring that digital platforms for
ride sharing, on-demand tasks, and other services can thrive.
Outside of the Gulf Co-operation Council countries, which have
relatively advanced payment systems, the quality of financial
services in the Mena region currently lags behind most of the
rest of the world. Barring improvements to the financial
system, and to the banking sector in particular, the potential
of the region’s vast human capital will not be realised.

Lastly, governments will need to develop an approach to
regulation that encourages, rather than stifles, innovation.
To be sure, ensuring confidence, especially in financial
systems, 1s essential; but regulation must be balanced with
policies to boost competition, so that start-ups can easily
enter the market and test new ideas. There needs to be more
space for more companies like Careem to emerge. Policymakers
should look to Kenya’'s model of 1light but effective
regulation, which has fostered the rapid growth of the peer-
to-peer payment system M-Pesa.

Seizing the opportunities that the digital economy offers the
Mena region will require a big push. Policymakers will need to
work on multiple fronts, while making the best use of all
available tools. The sooner they start, the greater the chance
that today’s young people can overcome economic exclusion and
gain more opportunities to realise their — and their region’s
— full potential. — Project Syndicate

* Rabah Arezki is chief economist for the Middle East and
North Africa Region at the World Bank. Hafez Ghanem is vice-
president of the World Bank for the Middle East and North
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Nella sua visita pastorale a Doha, il porporato & stato
ricevuto dall’emiro e dai vertici istituzionali locali. La
nuova chiesa di San Charbel sara pronta entro 18 mesi, dice
padre Charbel Mhanna, rappresentante del patriarca maronita in
Qatar

Giada Aquilino — Citta del Vaticano

E dedicato a San Charbel il primo luogo di culto per la
comunita maronita in Qatar e in tutto il Golfo Arabico: 1la
futura chiesa sorgera a Doha su un terreno offerto dalle
autorita dell’emirato e la prima pietra e stata posta venerdi
scorso dal patriarca maronita, il cardinale Bechara Rai. Nella
sua visita pastorale di quattro giorni a Doha, appena
conclusa, il porporato e stato ricevuto dall’'emiro del Qatar,
Tamim ben Hamad al-Thani, e dai vertici istituzionali locali.

Visita storica del patriarca Rai

Quella del porporato “e stata una visita storica”, commenta
padre Charbel Mhanna, rappresentante del patriarca maronita in
Qatar e presidente del Comitato per la costruzione della
chiesa di San Charbel, raggiunto telefonicamente a Doha, dove
i libanesi residenti sono quasi 30 mila. La decisione di
donare un “terreno di 10 mila metri quadri” su cui sorgera
l'edificio e un “gesto di apertura da parte dello Stato” -
com’era successo anche per la chiesa cattolica di Nostra
Signora del Rosario, gia operativa da una decina d’'anni — e
anche “un segno di rispetto verso le Chiese orientali”,
osserva il sacerdote.

Momento di apertura

Il Qatar vive un momento particolare, con nuove vie per il
commercio e indici di crescita positivi secondo il Fondo
monetario internazionale, nonostante le tensioni con Arabia
Saudita, Egitto, Bahrain ed Emirati Arabi Uniti che nei mesi



scorsi avevano accusato Doha di sostenere gruppi terroristi.
“Il Qatar oggi sta andando avanti verso un’apertura e uno
sviluppo notevoli, nonostante i Paesi dell’area si siano
dichiarati contro” Doha: non si puo parlare di “guerra”,
sottolinea il religioso non volendo entrare in questioni
politiche, ma di una comune “posizione contro il Qatar”.

Entri 18 mesi pronto 1l’edificio di
culto

Come auspicato dal patriarca Bechara Rai, “speriamo che San
Charbel dia pace e tranquillita a tutti i Paesi arabi e in
particolare al Qatar”, conclude il sacerdote maronita,
annunciando che “entro 18 mesi saranno pronti l’edificio della
chiesa e l'oratorio, mentre a seguire saranno costruiti 1
saloni, gli uffici, la cappella, la scuola e la residenza per
1 sacerdoti”.

Qatar welcomes Maronite
Patriarch with open arms
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Maronite Patriarch Bechara Rahi has wrapped up a visit to
Qatar aimed at serving the spiritual needs of Christian
expatriates working in the country, addressing temporal issues
relating to the Lebanese community there, and increasing the
number of Qatari visitors to Lebanon.

One of the highlights came when Rahi laid the foundation stone
for what will be Mar Charbel Church, the first Maronite church
in a Gulf Cooperation Council country. The new facility will
be built within the Religious Complex in Doha’s Abu Hamour
district, which houses places of worship for several Christian



denominations, including Roman Catholics, Anglicans, and Greek
Orthodox.




Rahi, who serves as a Cardinal of the Roman Catholic Church
and whose official title is Patriarch of Antioch and All the
East, led a delegation that included Archbishop Francisco
Montecillo Padilla, Apostolic Nuncio to Qatar and four other
Gulf countries; Bishop Camillo Ballin, Apostolic Vicar of
Northern Arabia; and Archbishop Samir Mazloum, and Archbishops
Mazloum and Sayyah, Emeritus Curial Bishop of Antioch and Fr.
Charbel Mhanna, Patriarchal Envoy for the Maronites in Qatar.



The patriarch was warmly received by numerous senior
officials, chief among them the Emir, Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad
al-Thani; the Prime Minister, Sheikh Abdullah bin Nasser bin
Khalifa al-Thani; the Foreign Minister, Sheikh Mohammed bin
Abdel-Rahman al-Thani; and the Minister of Environment and
Municipalities, Mohammed bin Abdullah al-Rumaihi. The
delegation was accompanied to these meetings by businessman
Roudi Baroudi, a prominent member of the Lebanese business
community in Doha.
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At each stop, Qatari leaders expressed their gratitude and
their respect for Lebanese expatriates, who have been
instrumental in diluting the impact of efforts by Saudi Arabia
and certain other countries to strangle Qatar’s economy since
mid-2017. Many Lebanese of all faiths have even put off plans
to return to their homeland, standing shoulder to shoulder
with their hosts to help Qatar maintain strong growth despite
the resulting pressures.
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Rahi, who was making his third visit to Doha since becoming
Patriarch in 2011, also addressed practical considerations in
order to strengthen the Qatari-Lebanese relationship,
including a streamlining of the processes by which Lebanese



expatriates obtain residency and other status documents in
Qatar. He also called for a lifting of the travel advisory
that Doha has had in place for Lebanon since November 2017,
when Lebanese Prime Minister Saad Hariri resigned under highly
suspicious circumstances while visiting Saudi Arabia in
November 2017.
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