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Translation:

IFC is Training Women Entrepreneurs on Managing their Projects 

Iraq: 19% of the Labor Market is for Women

The status of female labor force participation in Iraq has been profoundly affected by the country’s political and economic conditions over the past five years. According to the World Bank, the female participation rate in the Iraqi labor force is less than 19%.

Statistics also indicate that about 50% of the labor force in Iraq is unemployed or underemployed. Among the employed labor force, 60% works in the informal sector, with many in marginalized economic activities, difficult conditions and at a minimal pay. Prior to the American invasion of Iraq, economic hardship pushed many women into home-based income generating activities to support their families
. In 1995, there were approximately 150,000 female headed households in Iraq. By the end of 2000, that number was estimated to have increased to 300,000. 

IFC, a member of the World Bank Group, selected a number of Iraqi women entrepreneurs to receive SME management training. During the workshop, entitled “Successful Marketing and Pricing Strategies”, participants learned best practices in marketing and pricing, while they also had the valuable opportunity to develop business relationship with Jordanian businesses to further expand their access to markets and develop their external business relations. 

Despite the challenging conditions in Iraq, this workshop turned out to be a success. “Al Hayat” conducted phone interviews with some of the women trainees. The interviews focused on the women’s experiences as a result of the training course and their access to business under the current security conditions in Iraq.  Their names were changed to protect their identities 

Family Owned Furniture Business

Saeda, a mother of three, runs a family owned furniture business which her father started in Iraq in 1976.  Saeda, had to move to Jordan to run her business from there. Despite her business experience, she feels that she still lacks new business management and marketing skills.  

Regardless of the challenges posed by the military operations in Iraq, Saeda believes, as other Iraqi women SME owners, that “women entrepreneurs have the potential to contribute to private sector development and reconstruct Iraq’s economy.  

Art Shop

Sama owns an art studio in Iraq. The security conditions forced her to move to Amman in 1999 from where she has been running her business. She states that, through the training, she was able to acquire modern marketing skills and to learn new marketing techniques. 

Pharmacy

Mayada, despite her long experience in the market as a pharmacist, sought to join the training course to improve her marketing capacities, which she deemed necessary to manage her recent business expansion into imported medications and medical materials. 

Mayada spoke about the many challenges that face Iraqi women entrepreneurs. The hardest ones remain business financing, the ability to compete with similar large companies run by professional businessmen, and the well-known social and cultural barriers. 

Mary Porter Peschka, the Senior Operations Manager of IFC’s SME Development pillar, indicated that a large number of women in Iraq expressed the desire to acquire new skills, which would enable them to earn an income for themselves and their families. Many women in Iraq started micro and small enterprises after they lost their positions in the public sector. 

Iraqi female business owners managed to enter into new business areas as part of the country’s reconstruction efforts. These contracts include construction work, the digging of wells, and the supply of office and house furniture.  Statistics released last July indicate that enterprises owned by Iraqi female entrepreneurs are increasingly taking part in the bidding processes and are winning an average of 15 new contracts every month. 

However, women and men’s entrepreneurship continues to be impeded by the country’s tense security environment. Women face greater obstacles to doing business given their limited mobility and socio-cultural norms, which ascribe primarily domestic roles to women. 

Based on governmental statistics, more than 90 Iraqi women become widows each day, which makes it necessary for these women to support their families.   

Shaheen Sidi, the Regional Coordinator of IFC’s Gender Entrepreneurship Markets  program (GEM), said that the training courses provide female entrepreneurs with golden opportunities to receive the basic training relevant to their work  requirements.  GEM organized similar courses for women entrepreneurs in Afghanistan and Yemen, receiving huge responsiveness for its great applicability to SMEs. 







