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Poverty eradication and equal opportunities for women are amongst the United
Nations Millennium Development Goas (MDGs) for the 21st century. Gender
inequality limits economic growth and development. UNDP found a strong correlation
between its Gender Empowerment Measure (GEM) and its Human Devel opment Index
(HDI). And arecent World Bank report confirms that societies that discriminate on the
basis of gender experience lower economic output and productivity as well as bad
governance practices. Changing the status and power of women is of prime importance
if aid and development are to be effective in promoting growth, good governance,
conflict resolution and post-conflict stability.

The World Bank study, “The Environment for Women's Entrepreneurship in the
Middle East and North Africa Region”, found that women were the principal owners
of 13% of 4,000 companies surveyed in the seven Middle East countries. These
women-owned companies in the Middle East tend to be much larger than the
businesses owned by women in other parts of Africaand Asia, and more integrated in
the global economy. Women business owners also employ more highly skilled
employees and increase employee numbers faster than male business owners, even
though the women face many more obstacles. The World Bank senior adviser
explained, “they're [that is the Arab businesswomen] creating more productive jobs
and being more creative.” Nevertheless, the maority of female entrepreneurs in the
region are owners of informal micro and home-based businesses, mainly in the service
sector.

The role of women during conflict and post-conflict societies has been object to
extensive research in the last few years. The prevailing perception tends to depict
women as passive victims unable to aleviate their plight during conflict. In this view,
conflict and violence are seen as mainly male-dominated activities with only men the
agentsinvolved in agreeing to end the violence and find terms of coexistence.

Another view has emerged lately. Research has shown that in many conflicts, women
have actually participated in the actual fighting as part of the armed forces. Women
also perform a wider range of tasks than is acknowledged in a society that is
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undergoing a time of conflict. Women substitute men in many ways, since men tend to
leave their communities behind and fight. In more developed countries women keep
the economy going by joining the workforce and in less developed countries women
undertake responsibilities that in times of peace were either male obligations or were
supported by the public sector, e.g. caring for the injured, getting water and fuel for the
home, teaching the children and maintain small businesses.

Enabling women in societies that are in conflict to become entrepreneurs or to widen
the scope of their existing businesses and to connect these women with each other can
have a number of positive outcomes. These women would secure a possible income for
them and their families, they would be able to reduce the immediate effects of the
conflict through the establishment of needed services and they would be in a position
where their views and needs can be heard by those fighting or negotiating peace. In
post-conflict societies, the social capital women possess are crucia in rebuilding the
local communities and strong socia institutions that benefit al members of the society.

Moreover, local and regional women-led businesses can play an increasingly important
role in adverting hardship in conflict ridden and violence stricken societies. Women's
economic empowerment helps reduce corruption, mismanagement, armed conflict and
violence in their nations. Their contribution not only increases the households income
but it also provides remedy for socia dislocation and instability. Promoting women's
entrepreneurship can support peace negotiations, address economic problems that lie
behind violent conflict, build bridges between divided communities and groups, and
alleviate security concerns. It is thus an urgent call for action for governments, the
private sector, donors and non-governmental organizations to promote women's
economic empowerment in the Middle East. Women's entrepreneurship is the key tool
in achieving this goal by advocating for women's access to finance and credit, building
capacity for entrepreneurship, and organizing and strengthening women's business
associations. Partnerships between public and private sector entities need to be
nurtured, and networking and mentoring efforts should be encouraged and supported.

It has been also widely accepted that women economic empowerment should not come
as an imported recipe from other parts of the world but it should be home grown based
on genuine socia forces and the rich cultural tradition of the area. Entrepreneurship in
the local, nationa or regiona level would be a fertile ground where women can
contribute to their household and national prosperity and thus strengthen their role in
their society, offer more incentives for women education and enable women to take
part in their countries decision making.

Data:

The supportive data below provides general information on major issues facing women
entrepreneurs in the Middle East and Northern Africa Region (MENA) and highlights
recent trends and developments. Data is aso provided for three conflict-affected
countries in focus, namely Irag, Lebanon and the Palestinian Territories. Sources are
the World Bank data, the Millennium Development Goals Indicators and the
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Devel opment.



Figure 1 Female-owned firms are often as large as male-owned firms
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Figure 2 Female-owned firms are hiring more workers in Egypt, Jordan, Saudi
Arabia, and the West Bank and Gaza

Change in firm workforce, by gender
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Figure 3 A binding investment climate for all firms in the Middle East and North
Africa
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Top 10 Constraints to Firm Investment in West Bank and Gaza (2006)
‘n of firms identifying problem as their greatest obstacle
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Top 10 Constraints to Firm Investment in Lebanon (2006)
% of firms identifying problem as their greatest obstacle
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