ILO study highlights labor-market constraints, lack of opportunity 
Lebanon's economy was characterized by high rates of brain drain and unemployment well before last summer. But with both trends steadily increasing in the wake of the war, so has the need for the government to address long-standing constraints in the local labor market, said a study released Monday by the International Labor Organization (ILO). 

"The migration of the young, educated workforce, particularly to the Gulf, has always been the case in Lebanon, but with the perceived lack of economic opportunity since the war it is getting worse," Tariq Haq, ILO's Employment Development and Strategies Officer told The Daily Star. 

"Unless the economy moves in a positive direction and there is foreign investment to generate new jobs we don't see an improvement," he concluded. 

According to ILO, while two thirds of the resident Lebanese population (3.75 million) is of working age, only one third are currently employed. Though the total working population increased between 1997 and 2004, female participation - slightly more than 20 percent - grew by less than 1 percentage point during the period. 

Low levels of female employment, especially among managerial positions, is the main factor behind the below average employment-to-population ratio in Lebanon (35.7 percent in 2004) when compared with that of both the Middle East (47.8 percent), and OECD economies (between 45 percent and 60 percent). 

Furthermore, Lebanon is unique in the Arab region - where the trend of population growth has been coupled with growing labor force participation rates among youth - since the portion of employed 15-19 year olds actually declined from 21.6 in 1997 to 16.5 in 2004. 

Despite dire forecasts, ILO said the government still needs to put policies in place so the demand for skilled workers rises when the economy improves. 

By all accounts until 2006, the public sector was either unable or unwilling to reform existing labor legislation or adopts a national policy promoting job creation. 

Labor Minister Tarrad Hamadeh confirmed that before his resignation in November, Cabinet was in the process of reviewing his proposal to increase the budget at the ministry - and restructure the National Employment Office under its mandate - to allow it to launch employee training programs and produce reliable data on the labor market. 

"The current capacity ... at the Labor Ministry to perform effectively their roles and undertake substantial policy reform through dialogue remains a serious challenge. The ministry is under-resourced, under-staffed with limited innovative skills, thus unable to meet its responsibilities with regard to major labor issues such as sound industrial relations, labor inspection, management of migrant workers, and labor market information," reads the ILO study. 

Prior to the war ILO agreed to help the Central Administration of Statistics (CAS) design a regular labor market survey to be tentatively launched in 2007, pending the formalization of the CAS budget. Though ILO sent a few staff members to a CAS methodology training session in November, Haq said there were no new developments to report due to the political climate. 

Head of the Lebanese Center for Policy Studies, Oussama Safa, doubts that any government agency will ever conduct a labor-market survey based on new data collected from households across the country. 

"In Lebanon there are no reliable statistics, there are good guestimates. For instance 24-30 percent is an acceptable figure of unemployment," he said. 

"They may 'compile' statistics, but they will never do a referendum because it would create a precedent where you start building policies based on statistics and this threatens the political status-quo," he reasons. 

When Yasser Akkaoui, the owner of Prime Job, returned to Lebanon in 1995 he pressured the labor minister to collect and process labor market statistics-on unemployment rates and the level of demand in particular fields-to serve as the basis of a public sector employment promotion strategy and to guide job seekers. But Akkaoui was rebuffed each time. 

"The minister said, 'We can't do any statistics on Lebanon, because any statistics you do will show the sectarian makeup of the country and how the salary mass is divided among the sects,'" recalled Akkaoui. 

"Finally after a few more visits he said 'no numbers will ever be released by this ministry because the ministry is protected by Syria, and is more important to them then the Defense Ministry because Lebanon absorbs 10 percent of the active Syrian population,'" Akkaoui added. 

As long as the Syrian economy benefits from remittances of laborers in Lebanon, argues Akkaoui, the labor minister will always be drawn from a pro-Syrian party, and fail to generate new jobs or reduce unemployment. 

Safa pointed out that each successive labor minister since 1990 has been pro-Syrian, and agreed that Syrian opposition has stifled labor market reforms in the past. 

"For this reason it has not been acceptable to criticize the free flow of labor and remittances between two countries or question the government's employment policy." 

"We definitely need a national employment strategy and an office charged with generating jobs and employee training. But first we need the situation to stabilize so there are options for people," Safa said. (Daily Star)
