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PRESS BRIEF 2: YOUTH DEVELOPMENT: CONSTRAINTS & RECOMMENDATIONS

Today, there are 19.8 million young men and women in Egypt in the age group 18 to 29 years. This is close to one quarter of the total population and represents both a risk and an opportunity for the nation. It is the time when young people transition from education to work, to citizenship, marriage and the establishment of independent households. These five transition periods, if well guided, will propel Egypt’s young human capital into a significant factor in the growth and development of the country as a whole. 

As illustrated throughout this eleventh in the series of Egypt Human Development Reports, a vision of such a productive and socially inclusive society is one in which all young Egyptians would feel valued and have the opportunity to participate fully in the life of their society. Achieving this vision means that young Egyptians would have the resources, opportunities and capability to learn well, find work, engage productively in the community, have a voice, afford marriage and be able to establish their own independent households. 

This report, in many cases, quoting perceptions and expectations of youth themselves, concludes that in Egypt, these conditions in many cases have yet to become a reality. There remains an unfavorable environment for youth as they transition to adulthood. This report suggests that these constraints, often interlinked, fall under but are not limited to the following themes:

Waithood. This is the prolonged period during which young people simply wait for their lives to begin, most notably by queuing for long periods of unemployment during which they live with parents and are financially unable to pursue marriage or home ownership; 

Education. While Egypt has made great strides in achieving the MDG goal of universal basic education enrollment, 27% of young people aged 18-29 have not completed basic education (17% have dropped out of school before completing basic education and 10% have never enrolled in school); All levels of education have not fared well in terms of quality. 

Socio-economic status. Some 20% of the population can be ranked as poor if variables such as density/crowding, a decent job (occupation and job quality), access to housing, and even ownership of a mobile telephone are taken into account. The poor are consistently worse off than the rich in terms of school enrollment and girls from poor households are significantly more likely not to attend school, with rural areas having a staggering 80% of those who never enroll in school (females constituting 82% of those who never enrolled in school). 

A labor market-education mismatch. The large numbers of students, the shortage of qualified teachers, outdated curricula and a reliance on rote memorization rather than creative problem-solving have affected the possibility of delivering quality learning experiences that meet the highly competitive requirements of a globalizing world. 

Unemployment. Youth unemployment is the dominant form of unemployment in Egypt and the most serious kind of youth exclusion. At least 90% of the unemployed are aged less than 30 years and many more are affected by underemployment. 

Poverty. Lack of a permanent job is particularly correlated with poverty. Poor youth can ill afford to remain unemployed for long and therefore give up on the idea of getting formal employment sooner than other cohorts and take up whatever employment they can find, whether temporary or seasonal. It is not only getting a job which presents a route out of poverty. Rather, it is getting and keeping gainful employment which is effective at raising young people out of poverty.

Employment. There are some indications that unemployment has begun to decline. The male jobless rate has fallen by a third from 32% in 1998 to 24% in 2009. While nearly all young men eventually transition into employment, whether in the formal or informal sectors, less than a fifth of young women do, a decline that is concentrated among females aged 20 to 24 and among technical secondary and university graduates.

Family formation. Early marriage is primarily a rural phenomenon with more than 70% of females in the age group 15-21 married by age 18. Similarly, 93% of males married in the same age group live in rural areas. Poverty is a common factor. Delayed marriage, on the other hand, is primarily an urban phenomenon and two factors have been at work; the first is the decline in job opportunities and the second is the cost of marriage. Prospects for family formation have somewhat improved as a result of the easing of mortgage credit and the increased availability of affordable public housing, but more than one third of young people continue to live with their parents upon marriage. 

Housing. Reasonably priced housing units have not kept pace with middle-class and luxury housing. The forecasted increase in construction costs will likely pose a great budgetary challenge for any housing program in the coming years given that most subsidy programs within it are tied to specific income levels and unit price targets. Accordingly, pressure is likely to build on the government to fill the gap with subsidies that are additional to those provided in its National Housing Program 

As this report also details, most young people naturally want a better life for themselves and dream about what they consider to be better conditions. Many pursue a university or technical education in hopes of better job prospects; some opt out of education earlier to work and earn an income; some join the informal economy or set up private businesses; some migrate in search of job opportunities elsewhere; and finally, a number — if small — turn to peers or to the internet to voice those opinions on society and politics that are not able to find expression through conventional routes. 

However, unemployment among young people remains the biggest challenge faced by the Government of Egypt today. Young peoples’ opinions, illustrated in a number of chapters, reflect the perception that opportunities are unequally distributed, the presence of nepotism and favoritism, and the many economic and social hardships faced, largely as a result of unemployment. To 72% of a sample questioned on values and aspirations, concern over the future was over economic improvement.  This suggests that prospects for work opportunities and regular income are a more urgent preoccupation than social or political issues. 

Finally, a change in cultural norms towards greater tolerance of youth freedoms is closely interlinked with a more liberally oriented education system, a greater degree of economic independence among young people, as well as with the removal of any coercive measures applied to limit youths’ choice of expression and action. By becoming less embedded in the older patronage and exchange networks, young people in the Egypt of today would be better positioned to initiate and exploit new political, social and economic conditions.
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