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Sustainable poverty reduction depends on the ability of economies to create jobs and improve earnings 

opportunities for their citizens. Despite positive progress during the last two decades, the world still faces 

a major job crisis. Labour markets in developing countries are characterised by the lack of employment 

and income generation opportunities and poor or very bad working conditions. According to ILO 

estimates1, only about one-fourth of the working-age population in developing countries is engaged in 

productive and decent employment and more than 900 million workers are living in households with 

incomes below the US$2 a day poverty line. These jobs challenges have even more been brought into 

light as a consequence of the current global economic crisis. 

The need to take the inclusive and employment-related aspects of growth into account is at the heart of 

the Communication 'Increasing the impact of EU Development Policy: an Agenda for Change' (2011), 

which sets out the European Commission's vision and proposals for future direction of EU development 

policy.  

The Agenda for Change calls for a more comprehensive approach to inclusive and sustainable growth 

characterised by current and future generation’s ability to participate in, and benefit from, wealth and job 

creation. The EU is focusing its support for inclusive and sustainable growth on sectors that build the 

foundations for growth such as social protection, health and education, on the enabling vectors for 

inclusive and sustainable growth, notably a stronger business environment and deeper regional 

integration, and sectors that have a strong multiplier impact on developing countries' economies, notably 

agriculture and energy.  

The post Arab Spring 

The lack of employment opportunities and life prospects, especially for the youth, has contributed to the 

social dissatisfaction that led to the popular uprisings witnessed over the past year in the Arab world. 

Despite progress in economic reforms and macroeconomic fundamentals, and respectable economic 

growth rates in countries like Egypt or Tunisia, such growth has been "job poor" as the real economy and 

the labour market have lagged behind. The result is that, despite one of the lowest labour market 

participation rates in the world, average official unemployment rate in our partner countries of the North 

Africa and Middle East is around 10-13% of the labour force, but over 20% among young men and 

around 30% among the young female population. Informal employment is highly prevalent. The typical 

Middle East and North African country produces about a third of its GDP and employs about two-thirds 

of its labour-force informally. New entrants to the labour force can frequently only aspire to low-

productivity, low-wage and low-quality jobs in the informal economy, which means that a large part of 

the population falls out of the social protection system. Without decent employment opportunities and 

excluded from social protection networks, life prospects for even educated young middle class youngsters 

look somber. 

                                                 
1
 Global Employment Trends ILO (2012)  

http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@dgreports/@dcomm/@publ/documents/publication/wcms_171571.pdf  

http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@dgreports/@dcomm/@publ/documents/publication/wcms_171571.pdf
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Following the onset of the Arab Spring, the EU support wholeheartedly the demand for political 

participation, dignity, freedom and employment opportunities, and set out an approach based on the 

"more for more" principle, under which increased support in terms of financial assistance, is to be made 

available to those partner countries showing sustained commitment to, and progress in, democratic 

reforms.  

The need to improve the employment prospects of young people is a major priority of our partner 

countries in the region. The European Commission is providing support to undertake immediate action to 

respond to today's youth expectations, for instance with measures in the fields of education, skills 

development or active labour market policies. However, the youth employment gap in the region is linked 

to structural economic weaknesses that will need time to be addressed. It is thus essential to reconcile the 

need for immediate results with a firm support to longer-term structural reforms within the framework of 

an employment-centred sustainable development strategy. To this end, short term responses need to be 

assessed in this broader context and not compromise the longer-term agenda.  

The Arab Spring was accompanied by significant migration movements and a drastically changed context 

for regional migration governance. Around 64 000 detections in the Central Mediterranean were linked 

directly to the events in North Africa. Hundreds of thousands of migrant workers fled Libya, leaving vast 

gaps in the local labour market. Thousands of Egyptians and Tunisians and sub-Saharan Africans, mostly 

working-age men, fled Libya and joined their communities of origin. 

The European Union is intensifying its dialogue and cooperation with our partner countries in North 

Africa and the Middle East on all migration related dimensions, notably through the conclusion of 

Mobility Partnerships between the EU and these countries; Mobility Partnerships cover 4 key dimensions: 

legal migration, fight against irregular migration, promotion of asylum and international protection and 

the link between migration and development.  

The European Union aims at maximizing the positive impact of migration on the development of partner 

countries whilst limiting its negative consequences. However, awareness about synergies and 

interdependencies between migration and other development policies such as domestic employment 

policy or trade policy is often lacking. As a result, we wish to consolidate and broaden our efforts related 

to mainstreaming migration into development planning and into other policy domains, notably 

employment. 

Employment challenges in developing countries 

Employment is a key factor for development as it constitutes a bridge between poverty reduction and 

growth. Evidence shows that people and households that are moving out of poverty do this as a result of 

improvements in their labour market situation, through moving into new better jobs or productivity and 

earning increases in existing jobs. As discussed in the World Development Report 2013 on Jobs (WDR 

2013), jobs are not only a by-product of growth; they may help to drive development and growth by 

themselves.  

A broad job-centred development agenda needs to integrate at least macroeconomic policy, industrial 

policy and employment policy. Macroeconomic policy will provide the foundations for economic 

development, industrial policy will create the conditions for broad-based employment growth in high-

potential economic sectors, while employment policy will address the employment challenges from a 

worker perspective such as skills deficits, productivity constraints, working conditions, and social 

protection.  

Improving macroeconomic policy in many developing countries has generated an uptick in growth over 

the last decade. But this growth has barely been accompanied by new employment opportunities and job 

creation, especially not for the poor. Sound macroeconomic policies, good governance, well-functioning 

institutions and sustainable management of natural resources, while have clearly delivered gains, does not 
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seem to be enough. What is still needed is a microeconomic complement to ignite, sustain and accelerate 

the private sector.  

To be able to take advantage of rising demand to increase supply, productivity and employment, it is 

necessary to build and rely on "private-sector ecosystems", consisting of networks of industries, 

innovators and investors that bring together all the creative elements that thriving sectors need. 

Mauritius is, with Botswana, a good example of sustained, transformative growth in Sub-Saharan Africa 

in the last few decades. Mauritius's efforts to diversify its economy have driven the country to move from 

sugar to textiles to a broader service economy. The employment effect has been dramatic: Between 1980 

and 2011, Mauritius’ economically active population increased by 35 per cent, at the same time 

unemployment overall fell from 20% to below 8%.  

Practically all of the “success case” economies were originated by the substantive expansion of specific 

industries. The private sector did not start growing all at once, across all industries, but growth began in 

specific, high-potential areas. The challenge therefore is to bring a much wider range of developing 

countries on a long-term process of sustained, transformative growth by building up competitive 

industries and dynamic innovation systems.  

While the private sector is essential for longer-term job creation in developing countries, the WDR 2013 

notes that 9 out 10 jobs in developing countries are created by private actors, it is important to emphasise 

that the jobs that is created today to a large extent consist of low quality and low productivity jobs in the 

informal economy, which are often not capable of bringing people out of poverty. Looking at the nature 

and the size of the challenges, and as discussed in the WDR 2013, employment in developing countries 

must be seen in terms of both the quantity and the quality of jobs, or in terms of jobs that are good for 

development and jobs that are not.  

The majority of workers in developing countries are engaged in informal employment, characterised by 

informal working arrangements, lack of adequate social protection (only about 20 per cent of the world's 

working-age population has access to comprehensive social protection), low average earnings, limited 

growth potential, and unsafe or difficult working conditions. Informal employment persists and is 

growing in some contexts, even where there is economic growth. Women and young people are 

overrepresented in informal employment. 

To address the challenges of informal workers, it is necessary to better understand the nature and the 

dynamics of informal employment, which consists of a wide diversity of economic sectors and 

occupations and faces both opportunities and vulnerabilities. The policy response needs to be based on a 

policy mix of actions targeted at the specific needs of different categories of informal workers, including 

adapting regulations towards the reality of informal enterprises and workers and strengthen enforcement, 

extending government protection to the informal workforce, and ensuring the participation and 

consultation of informal economy stakeholders in the policy dialogue and the definition of the necessary 

reform.  

A growing policy area in particular in fragile countries is public employment programmes. The major 

objective of these programmes is most often to address an emergency situation through the creation of 

public works for vulnerable groups of people. However, it is important that public employment 

programmes also include components that will strengthen the employability of programme participants to 

provide support for a transition into better and more productive jobs in the medium term.  

Applying the "job lens" in our development cooperation 

We support the message in the WDR 2013 in which jobs are placed at the centre of development policy. 

Within this framework, the EU shares the view that ensuring that everyone is able to participate in the 

labour market and contribute to the economy requires applying a "job lens" throughout different areas of 

development policy. The European Commission is in the process of developing a structural framework on 
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how the employment perspective could be strengthened in our development cooperation. Some examples 

how this can be done within different sectors of development policy include: 

- Energy  

The Commission supports the UN Secretary General's recent Sustainable Energy for All initiative that 

aims to deliver universal access to modern energy sources by 2030, in addition to doubling the global rate 

of improvement in energy efficiency, as well as doubling the share of renewable energy in the global 

energy mix. The potential to considerably contribute to job creation is significant within all three 

components of the initiative and it is important that employment and job creation aspects are specifically 

taken into consideration in the design of instruments. In its contribution to this initiative, the Commission 

has already identified instruments to deliver over 500 million euros in funding and all these instruments 

should be operational from early 2013. 

An EU grant to central Africa’s regional body CEMAC is permitting increased access to energy in peri-

urban parts of the capital cities of six member countries, including Chad’s capital – N’Djamena.  An 

innovative project approach has seen low cost connections to the grid promoted in several poorer 

neighbourhoods which have been transformed particularly at night by the availability of cheaper cleaner 

electricity, which prolongs the hours of economic activity at the same time as significantly increasing the 

number of paying customers at the electricity company.   By nearly doubling the client base the project 

will improve the electricity company’s viability, thereby providing greater potential to create jobs. And 

within N'Djamena, as in other towns, it is clear that the very poor reliability of the grid has been one of 

many factors to have deterred investors.  The recent boom (since 2010) in construction and the apparent 

upsurge in foreign investment coincides not only with a prolonged period of relative calm on the political 

landscape, but also with major investment in electricity generation and distribution. 

- Agriculture 

In many developing countries, the agriculture sector remains a large contributor to the GDP, and has 

strong multiplier effects. In Africa notably, small farming is the primary source of livelihood for over 

two-thirds of the population, but hardly copes with an increasing rural population. In some countries 

though, large agricultural exploitations employ thousands of rural workers.  

The development of the value chains for agriculture products, creating value added on agricultural 

commodities through local micro, small and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs) can be both a job 

generator and a major factor in a more equitable income distribution of growth. This is potentially 

relevant for small urban farmers but arguably even more so in rural areas. Efforts on the public side to 

overcome systemic challenges faced by these MSMEs need to go hand in hand with sustainable 

agricultural productivity gains and with an entrepreneurial drive to help farmers move up in the value 

chain. These micro (one household), small and medium sized enterprises can play a major role in and 

offer untapped opportunities for improving sustainably food security, and accelerating income and job 

generation. 

- Environment and employment: towards green jobs. 

A transition to a low-carbon and sustainable economy can transform and create a large numbers of green 

jobs across many sectors of the economy (renewable energy, buildings and construction, transportation, 

water and waste management, basic industry, tourism, agriculture and forestry) and indeed can become an 

engine of development, which values nature and people and creates decent, well-paying jobs. This 

involves environmental and social full-cost pricing of energy and materials inputs, in order to discourage 

unsustainable patterns of production and consumption.  

The role of the business sector is clear, its innovation and investment will obviously be critical. Moreover, 

it is not only through regulation that this will need to be promoted but also through partnership able to 

generate and share knowledge and new technologies and to deliver finance and investment.  
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As an example, in Bangladesh the EU funded RE-TIE project (SWITCH Asia programme) focuses on the 

reduction of environmental threats and pollution in the leather industry by introducing green technology, 

and at the same time increasing the profitability of the sector by widening the scope and volume of 

exports to the European Union and other developed countries. So far the project cleaned up production 

and increased export possibilities for more than 500 SMEs employing more than 65,000 people. 

Participating tanneries managed to reduce the water consumption by up to 50% and chrome content was 

reduced by 60%. In addition, the risk of accidents and health hazards has been reduced significantly by 

implementing Occupational Health and Safety measures.  

- Towards an evidence-based employment-centred development policy 

The development of an employment-centred development policy needs to be based on evidence on how 

the labour market is functioning. However, a comprehensive analysis of the functioning of the labour 

market is generally missing in most developing countries. This is caused by the absence of regular 

statistical data sources such as labour force surveys, but also by the difficulties in defining work in 

developing countries (as wage employment is not the norm and many people are generating income from 

several different sources and activities).  

Furthermore, often the effect on employment-related outcomes from policy reforms and development 

interventions is not well understood or monitored. This can be improved by incorporating assessments of 

employment impact into the design, implementation, and monitoring of policy reforms and development 

interventions in different areas of development policy. This impact assessment needs to build on a 

comprehensive set of indicators to incorporate both quantitative and qualitative aspects of employment. 

 


