Rwanga Foundation

Youth Employment
Situation Report
Kurdistan Region – Iraq

June 2021

Table of Contents

Table of Contents

1

.1

Overview

2-3

.2

Objective

4

.3

Methodology

5

.4

Main Findings

6 - 13

4.1

Focus Group Discussions – Primary Source

6-7

4.2

Youth Employment Situation – Secondary Source

8

4.2.1

National Adolescents and Youth Survey

8

4.2.2

Public Sector

9

4.2.3

Private and Humanitarian Sectors

10 - 11

4.2.4

SMEs and Entrepreneurship

12 - 13

.5

Consequences of Youth Long-Term Unemployment

14

.6

Summary

15

.7

Conclusion
List of references

16 - 17

1. Overview
The Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KRI), comprising
46,861 square kilometers in the North of Iraq
bordering Iran, Turkey, and Syria, includes the
governorates of Erbil, Sulaimaniya, Duhok,
and Halabja. The report combines Sulaimaniya
and Halabja as Sulaimaniya governorate for
statistical purposes, and it does not include
the disputed areas in Kirkuk and Ninawa.
According to the statistical report by the
Kurdistan Region Statistics Office (KRSO), the
KRI population reached 6,171,083 (3,098,801
males and 3,072,282 females) by 2020
with growth rate of 2.21. Moreover, the KRI
accommodates over 261,000 refugees, mainly
Kurdish refugees from Syrian, Turkey, and
Iran2, as well as 623,532 IDPs3 , mainly Yazidis,
Sunni Arabs, and Christians, who fled their
places of origin fleeing the ISIS atrocities and
other conflicts. While the majority of the KRI
people live in urban areas, over one million live
in rural areas4.
The KRI has a young and growing population
– the median age is 21 years – having around
50% are less than 20 years old 5. As this young
population reaches the working age, it is
estimated that over the next 20 years, around
one million new workers will enter the labor
market, i.e., an average of 50,000 jobs per
year is needed to keep pace with the changing
demographics6. However, since 2014, the KRI
has faced several successive challenges,
including ISIS attacks, influx of refugees and
IDPs, falling of oil price, budget, political
disputes with the Government of Iraq (GoI),
1 http://www.krso.net/default.aspx?page=article&id=899&l=1
2 ibid
3 https://iraq.iom.int/demographic-survey-kurdistan-region-iraq
4 http://www.krso.net/default.aspx?page=article&id=899&l=1
5 https://iraq.iom.int/demographic-survey-kurdistan-region-iraq
6 https://open.unido.org/api/documents/13052356/download/
Project20%Document_IRQ170173.pdf
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and recently the COVID-19. All that seriously
harmed the economy and, in turn, increased
unemployment rate, particularly among youth
and new graduates.
With respect to the public sector, the Kurdistan
Regional Government (KRG) suspended
employment and has not been able to pay
the full salaries of the government employees
since 2015. As for the private sector, hundreds
of companies closed down or downsized,
and thousands of employees were laid off.
Hence, while many people lost their jobs, job
opportunities have also become very limited
and challenging, especially for youth and new
graduates who usually do not have much work
experience. Consequently, the unemployment
rate rose from 6.3% in 2013 to 14% in 201420157. The General Director of Labor and
Social Affairs in KRG stated in January 2021
that the unemployment rate was above 12%8,
i.e., around 430,000 people estimating the
working-age (15-64) in KRI as 60% of the
population.
Nonetheless, some informal sources reported
that unemployment rate was above 20%9.
Additionally, the KRSO informed Rwanga
Foundation in written communication that
the unemployment rate of youth aged 1524 in 2018 was 23.9%10, i.e., around 280,000
people. It is believed that economic decline
after 2020, due to the Covid-19 pandemic, has
further increased unemployment among all
age groups, particularly youths.
7 https://www.rudaw.net/english/business/21092016
8 https://nrttv.com/En/News.aspx?id=26100&MapID=1
9 https://www.kurdiu.org/en/b/465275
10Letter Ref.No.320, dated 2021/5/16, Kurdistan Region Statistics
Office, Ministry of Planning – KRG

Furthermore, several assessments and surveys
found that young women’s participation in the
economy is considerably low. They are more
impacted by political instability and economic
and financial crises. Additionally, women face
social barriers, in particular to work in the
private sector where issues such as mixing
with men, long working hours, and traveling
are deterrents for many women. A report
published by the World Bank in 2019 stated
“to delve into the background, the female
labor force participation rate in Kurdistan is
one of the lowest in the world at 11%11”. The
unemployment rate significantly rose in 2015
among young women reaching 69% for those
aged under 24 (compared to 24% for men) and
36% for women aged 25-34 (compared to 11%
for men)’. The report further indicated that of
the working women, nearly 80% are employed
in the public sector, with only about 1% of
working-age women employed in the private
sector12.
Thus, the employment situation in KRI can be
described in two different periods: The preISIS (2005-2013), when the KRI witnessed an
economic boom and created job opportunities
for many youths in the KRI and drew back
many exiled Kurds and invited expertise
all around the world to work and develop
the Region, and the post-ISIS (2014 and
afterward) when a number of crises, conflicts,
and challenged weakened the economy
and, in turn, increased unemployment rate
particularly among youths and new graduates.
The long-lasting unemployment certainly
has adverse effects on young people’s lives,
career paths, and future.

11 https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/21/03/2019/helpingwomen-in-kurdistan-region-of-iraq-to-find-jobs
12
ibid
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2.Objective
The main objective of the report is to shed
light on the situation of and challenges faced
by youth to employment. The report focuses
on youth aged 18-35 who make over 35% of
the KRI population (over 2 million people); see
chart 1. below. While the report provides an
overview about fluctuating curves of economy
and unemployment, it focuses on youth and the
challenges they face in search of employment.
The report is prepared and is to be presented to
the Rwanga Youth Forum, which will be held in
Erbil on 2021.

Chart 1. KRI Population by Age and Gender
Source: IOM/ KRSO, 2018
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3.Methodology
In order to collect valid and reliable data,
conduct sound and solid analysis, and
produce consistent, triangulated, and useable
information, primary and secondary sources
of data collection and data analysis have
been considered, including quantitative and
qualitative data. Sources of information are
mentioned in the footnotes as well as in the
list of references annexed to the report.

3.1

Primary Source

To have direct access to the subject, receive
raw data and first-hand information from the
target groups, Rwanga Foundation conducted
seven focus group discussions (FGD) - two
face-to-face and five online - titled ‘Building
Resilient Youths in the Labor Market in KRI’
for 103 youths in KRI in April through June
2021. The participants included 48 young
females and 55 young males: 52 participants
aged 18-22, 41 participants aged 23-28, and
10 participants aged 29-35. The participants
included 14 employed youths, 34 unemployed
youths, and 55 students (unemployed). The
main topics of the FGDs included, among
others:
• The main reasons and challenges of youth
unemployment in the KRI,
• The role of the governmental organizations,
private sector, non-governmental organizations
as well as universities and training centers
in increasing employment opportunities and
developing youth skills and capabilities,
• The consequences and negative impacts
of unemployment on lives of young people,
productivity, and innovation, and

• The best practical approaches and solutions
for youth unemployment.
The primary source of data further included
meetings and communication with a
representative of the Ministry of Planning, and
three phone interviews with the Ministry of
Higher Education and Scientific Research, the
Union of Kurdistan Chambers of Commerce
and Industry, and the Department of NonGovernmental Organizations – KRG.

3.2

Secondary Source

The secondary source included narrative
and statistical reports, assessments, and
researches conducted by reliable institutions
and organizations, including KRG ministries,
UN agencies, international and national
organizations, universities, etc., as referenced
in the footnotes.
The National Adolescents and Youth Survey
conducted by the GoI, KRG, UNFPA, UNICEF,
and SIDA has also been used as one of the
main sources. The survey, conducted in 2019,
included interviews with 1,875 families (625
families in each governorate of Erbil, Duhok,
and Sulaimaniya, including Halabja), totaling
over 10,000 people. The assessment included
44.2% adolescents and youth (48.9% female
and 51.1% male), totaling 4,428 adolescents
and youths aged 10-30.

Methodology
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4. Main Findings
4.1 Focus Group Discussions –
Primary Source
103 youth participants aged 18-35
KRI, April - June 2021
By Rwanga Foundation

a.

The Government

Main Challenges
• Lacking clear strategy and plans for youth
capacity development and youth employment.
• Depending mainly on oil revenues and not
diversifying investments in sectors such as
agriculture and industry to provide more job
opportunities.
• Lacking financial, administrative, and legal
support and guidance to youth entrepreneurs
• Not implementing pro local employment
labor law - 80% of the employees of
companies to be locals; many foreign workers
and refugees are employed in KRI, reducing
chances for employment of the local people.
• Lacking
skills
such
as
qualified
administrative professionals, trainers, and
teachers, i.e., the right people are not in the
right positions.
• Youths living in the rural areas are even
more neglected.
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Recommendations
 Invest in quality formal and informal
education and open youth training and skill
development centers (online and in-class) to
teach subjects and skills matching the market
needs.
 Conduct an up-to-date employment
assessment to better understand the youth
employment situation and develop strategies
and plans to facilitate youth employment.
 Support the local economy and the local
market.
 Elder people working in the government
to be retired and young people to be hired
instead.

b. University/Institute and Informal
Education
Main Challenges
• Not teaching students the skills required in
the job market.
• Focusing too much on theories and very
little practice
• Private universities provide much better
profession-related skills and knowledge than
the public universities.
• Some fields in university education do
not have any job opportunities; graduates
are obliged to take jobs not related to their
qualifications.
• No quality youth training centers or
empowering programs are available for youth
to develop their skills and become up to the job.

Recommendations
 Subjects and skills taught in universities,
mainly in the public universities, to match the
market requirements.
 Open training centers to teach youth the
skills related to available jobs in the market.

c.

Private Sector Companies & NGOs

Main Challenges
• Not providing chances to new graduates,
they ask for years of experience which new
graduates do not have.
• Despite limited job opportunities, those
available are manipulated: nepotism and
patronage.
• Giving priority to graduates of private
universities.
• Giving priority to foreign workers limiting
chances for the local youths
• Businesses are also manipulated; young
people are not able to startup their own
businesses.
• The media has a negative impact in
portraying local youths as ‘poor unemployed
people’

Recommendations
 Businessmen/women and companies to
invest in youth development and employment.
 NGOs to develop skills of youth and develop
the culture of accepting new graduates.
 Companies and NGOs to provide
more internship/apprenticeship
opportunities to new graduates and youths.

d.

Youths

Main Challenges
• Many young people do not have clear
objective for their lives.
• Some are not ready to do jobs which are
not related to their qualifications; they look for
prestigious jobs.
• Unemployment led many youths to develop
bad habits such as smoking and wasting time
and money in cafés.
• Many are quite depressed and hopeless;
they do not know how to deal with their
professional and personal – referring to work
and marriage.
• Some have serious psychological, family,
and social problems.
• Some young people emigrated, and some
others have plans to.
• Young people do not have much faith in the
public education system.

Recommendations
 To develop themselves through selflearning and online programs including
profession-related skills and English Language.
 To use the internet to improve their
communication skill and expand their network
instead of wasting their time chitchatting.
 To work as volunteers in order to gain
experience and find job easier.
 To accept jobs even if they are not
their dream jobs – at least as a start.

e.

Families

• Some families do not support their youth
children – no support or guidance.
• Some other families do not give freedom
of choice and freedom of travel to their youth
children.
Main Findings
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4.2 Youth Employment Situation –
Secondary Source

employees and disproportion between large
number of job seeker and limited number of
job providers and/or job opportunities.

4.2.1 National Adolescents & Youth
Survey – Quantitative
3,309 female and male youth
Age of surveyed youth: 15-30
KRI, 2019
By GoI, KRG, UNFPA, UNICEF, and SIDA

While the youth believe that their
unemployment is related to external factors,
mainly limited job opportunities, there are
also other reasons related to young people
themselves - not trying hard to develop their
skills and capacities and not determinedly
search for jobs.

Chart 2. Reasons of Youth Unemployment - 2019

Chart 3. Means of Job Searching by Youth - 2019

The above bar chart illustrated the main
reasons of unemployment from the
perspectives of over 3,309 young females
and males, aged 15-30, who participated in
the National Adolescents and Youth Survey in
2019.
Limited job opportunities in the private, public
and other sectors are the main reasons of youth
unemployment – one-third of the reasons. The
government, being ineffective in providing and
securing job opportunities for the youth, was
also considered as the second main reason.
Nevertheless, the chart also illustrates that
youth, themselves, are one of the main reasons
of their unemployment because they are either
not very serious about looking for jobs or their
skills and capabilities are too limited to meet
the available job requirements. There are also
other reasons such as large number of foreign
8
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The above bar chart illustrated the main
approaches which the youths take to search
for jobs from the perspective of over 3,309
young females and males, aged 15-30 who
participated in the National Adolescents and
Youth Survey in 2019.
Youths search for jobs through their personal
and family relations more than other means of
job searching – indicated by almost one-third
of the survey participants. Approaching job
providers such as private sector companies,
businesses, NGOs, etc., scored the second
rank of job searching. Visiting and approaching
the governmental institutions seeking
employment is rather low being considered
by less than one-fourth of the youth who
participated in the survey.
Personal and family relations seem to be
most used by youth while searching for jobs.
Also, while over one-fourth of the youth

consider directly approaching job providers
(private sector), less than one-fourth indicated
approaching the government institutions
seeking employment. The other means of job
searching include registering at the job centers
and responding to the job announcements
through media and social media pages.

mostly depend on government employment
– over 75% of women in the workforce are
employed in the public sector15. Therefore,
unemployment rate among female youths is
estimated to be three times more than males16.

4.2.2 Public Sector
Apart from some specific cases and service
contracts, the KRG has not employed new
people since 2015 while it has been the
main source of employment, mainly for
new graduates and women, after 2003.
This was clearly indicated in the Focus
Group Discussions (FGD) by the participants
complaining about suspension of employment
in the public sector.13
According to Labor Market Analysis conducted
by Rand Cooperation, there are 35 universities
and institutes in KRI from which around 9,500
graduates with two-year degrees and 14,500
graduates with four or more-year degrees
annually enter the labor market. A source
of the Ministry of Higher Education in a
phone interview reported above 30,000 new
graduates of public and private universities and
institutes every year14. It is therefore estimated
that over 200,000 youths have graduated
since 2014. Suspending employment of new
graduates in the government and not paying
complete and timely salaries to public service
staff have had a remarkable impact on the
living conditions of youth, i.e., they no longer
have opportunities of employment in the public
sector and their parents or family members,
who are already employed by the government,
do not receive full salaries; hence, the youth are
not even supported by their families as before.
Recruiting new people in the public sector
is the main concern for female youth who
13 Focus Group Discussion, April-June 2021, by Rwanga Foundation
14 A source from the Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific
Research – phone interview

Chart 4. Public Sector Employment – KRI 2014
Source:

Global

Partner

Governance17

15 https://iraq.iom.int/demographic-survey-kurdistan-region-iraq
16 https://open.unido.org/api/documents/13052356/download/Project%20Document_IRQ170173.pdf
17 https://gpgovernance.net/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/EconomicDrivers-of-Youth-Political-Discontent-in-Iraq-The-Voice-of-Young-People-in-Kurdistan-Baghdad-Basra-and-Thi-Qar.pdf
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4.2.3. Private & Humanitarian Sectors
The impacts of economic, security, and political
challenges as well as the Covid-19 drastically
harmed the private sector. Comparing the
period before 2014 with 2020-2021, the
number of operative private companies and
businesses reduced by at least 35-40%,
and the rate of registering new companies
and businesses dropped by around 20%18.
Over 30,000 private sector companies
registered in the KRI, including 4,000 foreign
companies, out of which 65% of Iranian and
Turkish companies. However, only 50% of the
registered companies are actually operative
(around 15,000-16,000 companies), the others
are either bankrupt, not operational, closed
down, or left the country without completing
the closure paperwork 19. Hence, ‘job
opportunities in the private sector are very
limited, and those available are manipulated
through nepotism’ said a participant of the
FGDs 20.
There is no accurate data about the number
of people who used to work in the private
sector and lost their jobs, but it is estimated
to be thousands or even dozens of thousands.
Nevertheless, while the private sector provides
some 90% of jobs in developing countries21
and around 50% of jobs worldwide22, only
12% of young men are estimated to work in
the private sector23 in KRI. Only about 1% of
working-age women are employed in the
private sector24 mainly due to social and
cultural barriers, long hours of work, traveling,
and harassment which is believed to be higher
in the private sector25.
18 A source from the Union of Kurdistan Chambers of Commerce and
Industry – phone interview
19 ibid
20 Focus Group Discussion, April-June 2021, by Rwanga Foundation
21 https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/16979/10986
22 https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/smefinance
23 https://iraq.iom.int/demographic-survey-kurdistan-region-iraq
24 https://blogs.worldbank.org/psd/kurdistan-regional-governmenttoward-inclusion-women-economy
25 https://tinyurl.com/2b2rj3u4

10

Main Findings

The main challenges youth face in finding
jobs in the private sector are limited job
opportunities include mismatching between
education and the professional needs of the
economy, inflexible job markets, and a weak
private sector. The new graduates do not
have the skills required by the companies and
are usually are not familiar with systems and
processes of work in the private sector and/
or international organizations. However, the
graduates of private universities have better
chances of employment than those of the
public universities. The main reason is that
there is a remarkable inequality of quality
education provided by the two categories
of universities. In private universities where
students have to pay a considerable amount
of tuition fee every year receive a much
better education than those studying in public
universities26. This was further reiterated by
the FGDs participants pointing out ‘public
university is not the place to learn job skills;
university teachings only focus on theories,
not practices related to employment in the
job market,’ and further stated that ‘there is
a big difference between private and public
universities, the private university graduates
are a lot more skilled and more qualified
to find jobs.’27 Thus, students from well-off
families who can afford good education will
have better chances of employment. On the
contrary, many of those who are from the lowincome families will either not be employed
or have lower jobs in the future. Individuals
with intermediate or secondary qualifications,
who represent a large part of the unemployed,
are even more challenging, suggesting a
mismatch of their skills for the economy28.
26 https://gpgovernance.net/wp-content/uploads/02/2021/EconomicDrivers-of-Youth-Political-Discontent-in-Iraq-The-Voice-of-YoungPeople-in-Kurdistan-Baghdad-Basra-and-Thi-Qar.pdf
27 Focus Group Discussion, April-June 2021, by Rwanga Foundation
28 https://gpgovernance.net/wp-content/uploads/02/2021/EconomicDrivers-of-Youth-Political-Discontent-in-Iraq-The-Voice-of-YoungPeople-in-Kurdistan-Baghdad-Basra-and-Thi-Qar.pdf

On the other hand, while private companies
complain about the lack of skills in the KRI, the
Labor Market Analysis by Rand Cooperation
shows that the private companies generally
lack internship or early career development
programs for young graduates29. The private
sector is a key stakeholder in both urban
and economic development, being a vital
contributor to national income and the
principal job creator and employer in parallel
with the public sector. In the KRI, the private
sector did not contribute much to developing
skills of youths; instead, when necessary,
brought skilled and unskilled labor from other
countries.

unemployment in the KRI shows that efforts
are not sufficient to cover the gap of youth
employment. Having the UN agencies and
NGOs engaged in several crises and relief
assistance to IDPs and refugees in the country
might have not allowed them to focus on the
needs of the local youths. Nevertheless, the
UN agencies and NGOs, especially those
with development mandate and programs,
should focus more on the host community
who, despite all their economic and other
challenges,
generously
accommodated
and supported around 1.5 million IDPs and
refugees since 2014.

As for the humanitarian sector, there are 3,785
non-governmental organizations registered
in the KRI, including 3,283 Kurdistan-based,
107 Iraqi-wide, 350 international NGOs, and
45 networks. Out of this number, around
35% of the NGOs are actually active with
having scope of programs and activities
varied from one to another30. The percentage
of youths working with NGOs could not be
found in any formal data, it is believed to be
combined with those working in the private
sector. It is worth mentioning that employment
with
non-governmental
organizations,
mainly international and intergovernmental
organizations, for example, the UN agencies,
is considered a well-paid and prestigious work
and a potential gateway to further development
and employment abroad.
The expansion of the humanitarian sector in
the KRI provided youth with some employment
opportunities under the conditions of war
and economic crises. The humanitarian
organizations also made efforts and allocated
resources to develop youth capacities;
nevertheless, the high number of youth
29 ibid
30 A source from the KRG Department of Non-Governmental
Organizations – phone interview

Main Findings
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4.2.4. SMEs and Entrepreneurship
Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs)
and entrepreneurship are fundamental to job
creation, innovation, economic growth and
play a critical role in social cohesion. According
to the results of a study conducted by
The Institute of Regional and International
Studies in the American University of Iraq
(IRIS)31 and researches by academicians in
201932, entrepreneurship development has
been regarded as very effective in playing an
active role in competitiveness, sustainable
employment, and a practical employment
solution. However, the entrepreneurs in the
KRI face many challenges to pursue their
potentials and materialize their project ideas.
The main challenges, among others, include:
• Legal Barriers and Regularity Uncertainty:
Lack of specific rules and regulations to
support new businesses such as e-commerce;
bureaucracy in registering SMEs; and lack of
meaningful intellectual property (IP) protection
which discourages creativity, sustainability,
and scalability.
• Lack of Capital: There is very little seed
capital available to entrepreneurs, whether
by the government, banks, or other funding
institutions. There is virtually no legal
infrastructure to support serious private
investment. And fear of instability, business
insecurity, and losing personal capital people
who have capital, especially those who
have limited money, are hesitant to take
risks and invest in small businesses33. The
FGDs participants added “without financing;
there will be no entrepreneurship”34.
31 https://tinyurl.com/52d979jr
32 https://www.researchgate.net/publication/338066938_Prospects_
and_Challenges_of_Entrepreneur-ship_Development_in_the_
Kurdistan_Region_of_Iraq_An_Overview
33 https://gpgovernance.net/wp-content/uploads/02/2021/EconomicDrivers-of-Youth-Political-Discontent-in-Iraq-The-Voice-of-YoungPeople-in-Kurdistan-Baghdad-Basra-and-Thi-Qar.pdf
34 Focus Group Discussion, April-June 2021, by Rwanga Foundation
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• Banking System: Lacking proper banking
infrastructure and distrust culture in the
banking system; KRI remains critically underbanked; making online transactions is
extremely difficult.
• Businesses Education and Coaching: Lack
of entrepreneurial mindset as entrepreneurs;
lack of skills of developing and growing
business; universities and informal education
systems do not provide adequate knowledge
and skills related to entrepreneurship, and
lack of business specialist advisors to guide
and coach entrepreneurs. A participant from
the FGDs pointed out, entrepreneurship is not
only about financing “ it is also about coaching
and monitoring.”35.
• Business Manipulation: Lack of free and fair
market niche for newly growing businesses.
A participant from the FGDs in this regard
stated, there is no chance for developing new
businesses “they are all manipulated.”36.
• Discoursing Local Products: The large
volume of overseas brand advertising
through mass media makes the public’s
perception of domestic products declined.
If it is to some extent clear what percentage
of unemployed youth is and how many are
employed by the public and private sectors, it
is not known how many youths work or have
ideas and plans to work as self-employed or
entrepreneurs. Notwithstanding, considering
the aforementioned challenges, youths require
support and guidance from governmental and
non-governmental organizations as well as
banks and universities to be able to pursue
their aspirations, initiatives, and innovations
35 ibid
36 ibid

and be confident enough to take risks in the
hope of employment and profit. A participant
from the FGDs stated, ‘when you want to
become an entrepreneur and turn your
innovative ideas into reality through a startup
business, there is no one to support you.”37.
The Institute of Regional and International
Studies in the American University of Iraq
– Sulaimani (IRIS) provides a number of
pragmatic policy recommendations38:
 Government investment programs must
expand the types of companies in which
they are willing to invest in order to diversify
portfolios and support innovative businesses.
 The KRG should initiate significant
intellectual property law reform in order
to enhance protections for new ideas
and encourage open dialogue between
entrepreneurs and potential investors.
 The KRG should position themselves
as the preferred funding partners for the
entrepreneurs by enhancing their seed fund
programs.
 The KRG should immediately begin
moving toward paying all salaries by direct
deposit in order to dramatically improve bank
penetration and pave the way for e-commerce
growth.
 The KRG should streamline the business
incorporation process in order to reduce
costs for both entrepreneurs and government
offices.
 The KRG should establish SME-focused
Special Economic Zones in order to support
entrepreneurs and experiment with reforms
that can later be applied more broadly.

37 ibid
38 https://tinyurl.com/52d979jr
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5. Consequences of Youth
Long-Term Unemployment

Being unemployed when young leads to a
higher likelihood of long-term fear in later
stages of life in terms of subsequent lower
pay, higher unemployment, and reduced
life chances. Having a significant amount
of young people out of work can negatively
impact a community’s economic growth
and development. If left unresolved, youth
unemployment can have serious social
repercussions because unemployed youth tend
to feel left out, leading to social exclusion,
anxiety, and a lack of hope for the future.
There is also evidence of greater mental
health problems in their later age. Therefore,
the impacts of current high levels of youth
unemployment will be felt by the youth and
society for decades. The main impacts can be
summarized as:
• Mental: Low self-confidence and selfesteem, low cognitive and non-cognitive
skills, anxiety, feeling of exclusion, anger,
depression, suicidal idea, and others.
• Physical: Headaches, back pain, high blood
pressure & diabetes39
39 https://health.usnews.com/wellness/articles/health-effects-ofunemployment
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• Social:

Increasing

domestic

violence,

family tensions, and social problems.
•

Economic: Declining economic growth and

development.
•

Educational: Losing interest and trust of

youth in the education system and learning
•

Professional:

Declining

skills

and

experience and reducing productivity and
creativity.
•

Cultural/Behavioral:

Developing

the

culture of dependency, idleness, and laziness.
•

Immigration: Youth leaving the country in

search of job opportunities.
•

Demographic: Declining population growth

caused due to less marriages and immigration.
•

Political: Losing interest in government,

political participation, and political development.

6. Summary

 In 2020, the KRI population reached 6,171,083
including 3,072,282 females and 3,098,801
males.
 The population growth rate is 2.2.
 50% of the population are less than 20 years
old.
 The median age is 21 years.
 35% of the population are aged 18-35.
 20% of the population are aged 15-24.
 In 2018, the unemployment rate of youth aged
15-25 was 23.9%.
 In January 2021, the unemployment rate in
the KRI was above 12%.
 Around 30,000 people graduate from
universities and institutes every year.
 Over 200,000 young people have graduated
since 2014.
 50,000 jobs are required per year to cover
employment needs.
 Over the next 20 years, around one million
new workers will enter the labor market.
 53% of employment is provided by the
government.
 Female labor participation in KRI is one of the
lowest in the world at the rate of 11%.
 75-80% of working women are employed in
the public sector (the government).
 Only 1% of working women employed in the
private sector.

 Unemployment among female youths
is estimated to be three times more than of
males.
 The main reasons of unemployment are
limited job opportunities, ineffectiveness
of the government to provide and secure
jobs, and insufficient skills of youths and not
searching for jobs in a serious manner.
 Youths search for jobs mainly through
personal and family relations, applying for
job opportunities, and approaching the
government.
 Over 30,000 companies registered in KRI,
only 50% are actually operative.
 3,785 (including 350 international
organizations) registered in KRI, only 35% are
active.
 Long-term
youth
unemployment
has
negative
mental,
social,
economic,
and
educational
impacts.
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7. Conclusion
The Kurdistan Regional Government and the
people have faced serious challenges and
crises since 2014, which directly impacted the
economy and caused a remarkable increase
in unemployment among youths and new
graduates. Unemployment has, in turn, caused
serious obstacles for the youth to pursue their
personal and social lives and career dreams.
‘The fact that around 30% of youths think
about leaving the Kurdistan Region to pursue
education and employment opportunities
elsewhere is a worrying trend which the
government needs to address urgently,’40 said
the UNFPA representative on 23 August 2020
at the event of launching the results of the
National Adolescents and Youth Survey. This
was also reiterated by the FGDs participants
organized by Rwanga Foundation in 2021.
Although the situation is challenging, it
can be tackled through determination, and
appropriate, effective, and collaborative
plans by the government, private sector, nongovernmental organizations, universities,
and human development centers. There
are potentials and capabilities among
youths, but such huge workforce has not
been appropriately and effectively directed,
managed, and utilized. While many young
people, particularly the university and institute
graduates, are willing and capable to work,
they do not know how and where to start
fearing of failure due to lack of opportunities,
support, and guidance.
40 https://iraq.unfpa.org/en/news/krg-un-youth-heart-socio-economicdevelopment
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Hence, while the government should review
its policies and rules, and regulations to ease
and provide more jobs opportunities to youths
in the public and private sectors, the other
main stakeholders such as private sector
companies, non-governmental organizations,
and media agencies should also play a more
effective role in developing skills of youths
as well as giving them more opportunities of
temporary jobs, internships, apprenticeships,
and volunteering. This will enable the youths
to regain confidence, gain experience, become
more skilled to apply and find jobs in the
future. A FGD participant said, ‘There is lack
of confidence of youth in the private sector
and NGOs in providing opportunities to youth;
they should provide more job and internship
opportunities to the local youths.’41
The funding organizations and banks can
also play a vital role through micro-finance
programs for the youth to establish their own
small businesses. This should certainly be in
tandem with rapid actions by the government
in terms of facilitating establishment of
small businesses, reducing taxes and
bureaucracy, and monitoring and supporting
small businesses, especially those by youth
entrepreneurs. Thus, even if the youth will
not be able to find job opportunities by the
prospective job providers, they can plan and
work to become self-employed and turn their
innovative ideas into reality. ‘Providing funds
and support will enable youths to turn their
ideas into reality,’ said participants of the
FGDs 42.
41 Focus Group Discussion, April-June 2021, by Rwanga Foundation
42 ibid

As it was repeatedly mentioned in the focus
group discussions organized by Rwanga
Foundation in 2021, as well as in the secondary
sources cited, there is clearly a mismatch
between what students learn in universities
and institutes and requirements of the available
jobs in the market. The problem is with both the
supply and demand of education: universities
are not set up in a way to respond to the needs
of the economy, and the private sector does not
have the capacity to absorb this growing young
labor force. While this is a common problem
across the world, it seems to be significantly
more acute in the KRI43. Hence, universities,
particularly the public universities, should
redivert and adjust the course programs to
become more compatible with the job market
and equip students with relevant required skills
and knowledge, not only at the theoretical
level but at the practical level, too. The informal
education and human development centers,
such as Technical and Vocational Education
and Training (TVET) centers, can also be
established and/or developed to play a crucial
role in providing technical skills and knowledge
to the unemployed youths, especially for those
who do not have university degree or whose
qualifications are not much relevant to the
job market. Such centers, however, should
be either governmental or subsidized by the
government for the unemployed youths to be
able to afford. Mass media agencies can also
contribute to developing youth skills through
TV, radio, and social media programs and
activities. Thus, the student will not waste their
time but will usefully utilize it. ‘Our young people
are addicted to social media, and they use it
mainly for chitchatting rather than to improve
themselves, establish communication, and
develop their professional network,’ pointed
out in the FGDs44.
43 https://gpgovernance.net/wp-content/uploads/02/2021/EconomicDrivers-of-Youth-Political-Discontent-in-Iraq-The-Voice-of-Young-Peoplein-Kurdistan-Baghdad-Basra-and-Thi-Qar.pdf
44 Focus Group Discussion, April-June 2021, by Rwanga Foundation

Finally, yet importantly, the youths, particularly
university and institute graduates, should not
keep waiting for the government or companies
to give them job opportunities. They should also
develop their work-related skills and language
skills through various free online programs
and work as volunteers to gain knowledge
and experience. When capable and possible,
small online businesses can also be an option
for youth to start business activities and have
a source of income. Additionally, as a start,
they should accept doing jobs even if they are
not related to their university qualifications or
are considered low-skilled jobs. ‘Some youths
feel embarrassed to do a certain type of lower
jobs, and some others search only for highlevel positions and prestigious jobs after they
graduate,’ said a participant of the FGDs in
202145.

45 ibid
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Rwanga Foundation

Findings, Challenges,
& Recommendations of
Rwanga Youth Forum
Erbil, September 2nd, 2021

Opening Ceremony

1. The Rwanga Youth Forum commenced with a
speech by Mr. Salam Medeni, the Chief Executive
Director of Rwanga Foundation, who shed light on
the current situation of youth, particularly focusing
on challenges of unemployment, immigration,
consumption of illicit drugs, and demotivation. Mr.
Medeni further urged the government authorities
and non-governmental organizations to pay more
attention to youth challenges by including the
concept of youth in their visions and programs as
there are some alarming indicators - referring to a
considerable percentage of youth - around 30% who are willing to leave the KRI region, according
to a sampling study conducted by the Ministry
of Culture and Youth. He further stated that the
Rwanga Youth Forum will continue to be organized
every year to bridge communication between youth,
the authorities, and other concerned stakeholders,
including companies and organizations. The Forum
will not only identify challenges which the youths face,
but it will also pave the way for collaborative efforts
to resolve the challenges and develop youth capacity
and capabilities. On the other hand, he also urged
the young people to get out of the complaint circle, to
develop themselves, and to become an active part of
the solutions. The Rwanga Chief Executive Director
called upon all the stakeholders to have a positive,
but also realistic, approach towards the current
youth difficulties and to resolve the challenges.

2. Dr. Jotiar Adil, the KRG Spokesperson, also
delivered a speech stating that the government
believes that both government and youths should
work together to face the challenges through better
communication as well as using and utilizing various
approaches, methods and facilities considering the
changes that happened internally in the country
and externally in the world. He also referred to the
pandemic Covid-19 as one of the main challenges
facing the world, including the KRG, which hampered
or slowed down plans and services. Dr. Adil further
appreciated the efforts of the Forum and pledged
all the support of the government to support
youths, utilize their capabilities, develop their skills
to effectively participate in developing different
sectors and building the future of the country.
3. The summary of the Youth Employment
Situation Report, including data and indicators of
youth unemployment, challenges and constraints
of employment, and negative consequences of
unemployment, was also presented by Rwanga
Foundation to the audience.
4. Thereafter, three panel discussions were held
to discuss the three most important topics, among
others, that are related to youth challenges vis-à-vis
employment.
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1st PANEL

INCREASING THE JOB OPPORTUNITIES THROUGH
SUPPORTING SMALL & MEDIUM PROJECTS

Kamal Muslim

Dr. Mohammad Shukri

Dr. Nawal Karim

Hussein Dizzaye

Minister of Trade & Industry Chairman of Board of Investment Business Development Manager, University Lecturer & the Head
NassPay, Darin Group
of HR at Genel Energy

Bilal Said
Moderator

2nd PANEL

MISMATCH BETWEEN THE EDUCATION SYSTEM
AND LABOUR MARKET REQUIREMENTS IN KRI

Kwestan Mohammed

Dr. Khattab

Ajin Zawitay

Rava Khorshid

Minister of Labour & Social Affairs

General Director of Education,
Planning, and Follow-up at the
ministry of Higher Education

University Lecturer at AUK
Duhok

Director of Professional
Development Institute at AUIS

Dr. Mehabad Sadi Ali
Moderator
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3rd PANEL

YOUTH SELF-EMPOWERMENT TO GAIN
EMPLOYABILITY AND SPECIALIZED SKILLS

Kurdo Jamal

Vian Taher

Marwan Ahmed

Stav Aso

International Trainer
& Co-founder of KaraMax

Head of HR Arab North &
Kurdistan Department/ Zain Iraq

Career & Business
Development Advisor, GIZ

Research Manager at Barzani
Charity Foundation

Hanar Marouf
Moderator

Main Findings
1. Existing Facilities and Potential Capacities
• The Ministry of Trade amended the old law and
regulations that hampered or delayed the work
of companies. To further facilitate the registration
of new companies, an electronic registration
system will soon be operational through which
companies can complete registration paperwork
in one day. The system will give equal chances
to all companies regardless of their size.
• The Ministry of Trade has instructed companies,
factories, businesses, and shopping centres
to employ local people according to the rate
assigned by the government. However, this is
not always possible to be applied especially
where specific skills are required and are not
available locally.
• The Board of Investment developed an initiative
in 2020 to support youth business projects.

Some of them have already been materialized
into projects, while some others are still in the
pipeline. There are plans to connect more youth
projects with business companies in the future.
• The Covid-19 pandemic slowed down the
government plans for youths and employment
in Kurdistan.
• The government continues to re-organize
itself and to support developing industrial,
agricultural, transportation, and other projects
in order to diversify sources of revenue and, in
tandem, create employment opportunities.
• 500 new types of projects in different sectors,
which reflect the needs on the ground and will
create thousands of job opportunities, have
been included in the business guide in Kurdistan
by the Board of Investment.
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• The Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs
(MoLSA) has a program to register job seekers
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and connect them with prospective employers.
MoLSA, during the course of the two years,
has been able to find employment for 1,187 job
seekers.
• MoLSA also amended the labour law, which will
soon be sent to the parliament for endorsement.
The regulation for hiring foreign workers has also
been amended. At least 70% of the employees in
the private companies should be from the local
people, and only technical experts and skilled
labours should be hired from abroad who also
have to train the local employees.
• MoLSA has teams to monitor the rights of
workers and the way they are treated by their
employers.
• MoLSA also has vocational training centres in
Erbil, Sulaimaniya, Duhok, Halabja, Zakho, Soran,
and Kalar. The centres carry out assessments to
identify labour needs and organize vocational
training courses accordingly.
• The government will soon allocate funds
to MoLSA to resume and expand vocational
training centres; since the budget crisis started,
the centres have merely depended on funding
from the international organizations.
• The government, through MoLSA, will also
organize a coordination meeting for the
vocational training centres, companies, and the
ministries of education and higher education
to further support and develop capacities of
youths vis-à-vis employment.
• The MoLSA’s microfinance loan program has
been suspended since 2015 due to the budget
constraints. MoLSA has plans to resume the
program but with a new approach based
on criteria of qualified project’s proposals,
relevant capacities, and needs for the project

Main Challenges
Coordination
• The universities and private sector companies
are heading in two different paths; it is not
because they are not willing to work together
but because their paths are different.

• Students do not learn the skills required by
employers. Even, for instance, students who
complete English and computer degrees at the
university cannot be competent enough to work
in the private sector companies.

Labour Market
• In some cases, there is also a lack of coordination
within the government bodies; for instance, the
Ministry of Planning and universities do not
have a systematic cooperation to jointly conduct
studies in order to come up with findings and
necessary recommendations for the government
and other relevant stakeholders.

Academia and Education
• The Ministry of Higher Education bases its
plans on the capacity of the universities and the
number of high school graduates; the market
need assessment is not considered in the
ministry’s planning.

• There are limited job opportunities but high
demand for work;
• Required skills and experience are not available
in young people and fresh graduates;
• Connection works more than qualification; a
harmful practice for companies and youths;
• There are also social and cultural issues which
particularly hamper the employment of female
youth – for example, women’s employment in
the private sector is very limited.

Learning Opportunities
• Classrooms at the university are overcrowded;
this has a negative impact on the quality of
education which, consequently, affects the
skills and qualifications of university students
and graduates.

• Learning opportunities are too limited for the
youths to develop their skills as required.
• Many young people are not aware of the
existing learning facilities and opportunities.

• There are university graduates from some
departments who face serious challenges to
find jobs, either very limited job opportunities
are available for their areas of specialty, or the
number of graduates is too high to be covered
by the labour market.
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Recommendations
The government
• To have a coordination mechanism for all
the relevant ministries to work on youth
employment; the responsibility should only be
given to one particular ministry;
• To obligate companies, businesses, and
organizations to abide by the government’s rate
of hiring local people – 75-80% local vs. 20-25%
foreign workers - and include a percentage of
employment for youths and new graduates with
consideration of gender balance;
• To obligate companies, businesses, and
organizations to provide internship and
volunteering opportunities with paying at least
food and transportation allowance;
• To obligate companies to hire foreign workers
for a certain duration of time, for instance, two
years, who have to train the local employees and
hand over responsibilities to them afterwards;
• To obligate companies, factories, businesses,
and other employers to provide insurance
coverage for their employees; thus, people will
not merely depend on the government for the
retirement pension;
• To obligate international companies, mainly
those working in the oil sector, to have
programs for youth capacity development,
apprenticeships, and support and fund youth
small business projects;
• To set and adjust the minimum wage for
workers, including the daily labourers;
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• To facilitate the registration of companies,
in particular, small-sized enterprises and
companies working in the digital sector;
• To amend the taxing system, to exempt the
newly established companies, in particular
small-sized businesses, from paying taxes in the
first three years;
• To create an environment to support and
protect the already existing and prospective
businesses particularly small businesses
developed by young people;
• To resume the program of microfinance loans
to youths to establish small-sized business
projects;
• To issue a law to protect the intellectual
property rights;
• To closely and regularly monitor the situation
and wellbeing of workers employed in
companies and factories to ensure that they
are well treated, covered for insurance, and are
requested to work for regular days and hours;
• To facilitate the retirement of elders and hire
young who are more aware of using modern
technologies;
• To create a portal, perhaps through MoLSA,
to publish all vacancy announcements
by
companies
and
non-governmental
organizations, register job seekers, give them
access to apply for the available jobs;
• To organize forums and gather the relevant
ministries, companies, and organizations at the
same table to regularly discuss and plan for
youth employment.

Academia and Education
• To adjust the vision and programs according to
the requirements of the labour market;
• To provide necessary additional skills, such as
soft skills, to students to be able to communicate
with the potential employers and be up to the
required standards;
• Entrepreneurship is another important skill
which should be included in the university and
other formal education programs;
• To engage and involve the private sector
companies and organizations to have a
complementary approach to resolve the issue
of youth unemployment and to sign MoUs to
provide internship, summer job and volunteering
opportunities for students – mainly university
students;
• To carry out regular researches on youth
employment and present the findings and
necessary recommendations to the concerned
governmental
and
non-governmental
stakeholders;
• To provide more technical and vocational
education opportunities and open new
vocational departments in high schools and
institutes;
• To provide informal technical, vocational,
and educational courses and open informal
education centres for the young people who
were not, or will not, be able to complete formal
education;
• To open informal learning centres to provide
essential skills which are required by the labour
market, such as soft skills, and are not taught at
school or university;

• Establishing University Career Centre to
guide and advise students about future job
possibilities prior to applying for a university
college or department.

Private Sector Companies and NonGovernmental
Organizations
• To collaboratively work with the government
bodies and universities to conduct regular
meetings, to follow up on the situation of youth
employment, and to provide the necessary
guidance, means, and support;
• To invest in local youths and young graduates,
recruit them, and train and prepare them to
replace the foreign workers in the future as
feasible;
• To have special programs and departments to
employ fresh graduates and young people who
do not have much experience and to provide
internship and volunteering opportunities with
paying food and transportation allowance;
• International organizations to continue
supporting MoLSA to provide vocational training
courses;
• Companies to
and accountable
equal opportunity
favouritism and

have a more transparent
recruiting system to give
and remove the culture of
nepotism;

• Companies, such as oil companies, to change
the mindset that women are not able to do and
perform jobs as men – referring to discriminating
against women and excluding them from job
interviews;
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Youth
• Not to wait for chances to come but to have
plans and chase chances, and use different
approaches to develop their skills to find a
proper job;
• To approach companies, organizations, and
other employers to work as volunteers, interns,
or apprentices to gain experience;
• To do any type of work, even if it is not related
to education, to gain experience and enter the
job market whether as part-timers when they
study or as full-timers after graduation for at
least the first two years;
• To develop their skills and qualifications
through attending courses, conferences,
seminars, meetings, and free online courses;
• To particularly focus on developing skills that
are required by the job market such as computer
skills, languages, written communication, soft
skills, office management, customer service
skills;
• It is better for the youth to work and gain
experience and then start planning their own
businesses, not the other way round;
• Young people, who missed the chance to
complete studying at the public university, have
the chance to study at a private university if they
can afford it, or gain information and knowledge
through informal education facilities;
• More female youths should start working in the
private sector, and they should not only depend
on jobs that are convenient; their families and
the society should be supportive in this regard;
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• Learning is a continuous process that has
become very fast in the digital era, governments
and universities cannot cope with the flow of
information and the rapid technological change;
therefore, young people should seize any
opportunity to develop themselves, be up to
speed, stay ambitious and motivated, and, thus,
make their dreams come true.
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