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This year marks a decade since the large-scale Arab Spring protests took place. In 
2011, mass protests spread from country to country in the Middle East and 
North Africa. People were tired of corrupt politicians, unemployment, and  
political injustices – and therefore demanded transparency, better living condi-
tions, and democracy. What has happened in the region in the decade since the 
protests started? What improvements were made and what challenges remain? 

This is the first part in a series of articles about prospects for peace, a decade 
after the Arab Spring in the Maghreb region. This series will dive deeper into five 
themes in the Maghreb region, including challenges and opportunities related 
to those. In particular, the series will discuss and analyze the following themes: 
demographic change; political development; economic opportunities and  
challenges; gender equality; and human rights. The article series will focus 
mainly on four countries in the Maghreb region: Tunisia, Algeria, Morocco, and 
Western Sahara. The series will also focus on the youth and its roles for social, 
economic, and political change in the region. How has the decade after the Arab 
Spring played out – what has been achieved and lost? 

Large protests against political injustices, poverty, 
and unemployment took place in Gdeim Izik in the  
occupied Western Sahara in October 2010.¹ In  
similarity to the Arab Spring uprisings that would 
soon spread across countries in the Middle East and 
North Africa, the Gdeim Izik protests were fueled by  
widespread discontent with ruling authorities (in 
the Western Saharan case, the Moroccan governme-
nt) which many citizens believed had failed to handle 
economic and political issues.² 

Large-scale protests against the Tunisian authori-
tarian regime later erupted across Tunisia after stre-
et vendor Mohamed Bouazizi set himself on fire in  
December 2010 as a response to being humilia-
ted by authorities.³ These protests eventually led 
to the fall of dictator Zine-al Abidine Ben Ali who 
had governed Tunisia for 23 years.⁴ Soon, a major 

A DECADE SINCE THE START OF 
THE ARAB SPRING

wave of uprisings spread to other countries in the 
region. For instance, protesters demanded impro-
ved living conditions and more job opportunities.  
People also demanded democratization, and an end to  
corruption. 

The uprisings caused several authoritarian  
regimes either to collapse or make political and  
economic concessions to curb the protests. Although 
the political outcomes have varied a lot between 
different Arab Spring countries, for instance in the 
Maghreb region, many of the original issues that first 
caused the uprisings to emerge, such as corruption 
and high levels of unemployment, are still present 
today. However, new protest movements show that 
motivation for political and economic change stays 
strong among populations in the region. 
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political representation of younger people has  
generally been low in many Middle Eastern and 
North African countries.⁷ The younger generation 
has also been largely excluded from the labor mar-
ket, which can lead to economic despair as well as  
frustration among the group. Today, when a decade 
has passed since the Arab Spring protests first star-
ted, this remains an issue. A worrying trend throug-
hout the Maghreb region today is the high level of 
unemployment among the younger generation. As 
in many other world regions, the unemployment 
rate in the Maghreb region is higher among young-
er people compared to the average working-age  
population.⁸ In Morocco, for instance, about 20  
percent of young people are unemployed today,  
which is two times higher than the average 
unemployment rate in the country.⁹  Young people’s 
lack of political influence has also meant that their 
economic interests, such as policies to reduce the 
unemployment rates among youth, rarely has been 
prioritized by the political elite. 10  

To achieve an inclusive and sustainable develop-
ment, investments in youth are crucial. The needs 
and interests of youth should be addressed and 
represented in a meaningful way in decision- 
making processes. This is important not only to  
create an inclusive and sustainable development, 
but also to build a relationship of trust between the 
younger generation and state institutions. As young 
people found that their interests were not properly  
recognized, many of them became eager during the 
Arab Spring to join new spaces where they could 
influence politics, for example at demonstrations  
and on social media. Young people were often  
engaged in using social media to initiate and spread 
information about upcoming protests during the 
Arab Spring.¹¹ Furthermore, access to new technology  
meant that young people increasingly were exposed  
to information on alternative political systems in 
other countries, which may have given them increa-
sed motivation to change their own political reality. 
With the widespread issues regarding young people’s  
exclusion and marginalization in mind, it is not very 
surprising that many people within the younger  
generation were motivated to demand change and 
to revolt against ruling authorities.

THE PARTICIPATION OF YOUTH 
DURING THE ARAB SPRING 
The 2011 events have shown the significant  
capabilities of younger people in questioning and 
putting pressure on authoritarian regimes. Young  
people were generally active in protests and played 
a central role in demanding political and economic 
change during the Arab Spring uprisings. In several 
countries, youth and students were the groups in 
the society that were most likely to participate in 
demonstrations to publicly express their mistrust 
towards authorities.⁵ 

The high participation of young people in the Arab 
Spring protests has sometimes been explained 
by the marginalization of this group in different  
sectors of society.⁶ Economic and political exclusion 
have had deep effects on young people’s general 
living standards and opportunities. Exclusion of 
youth can indeed take many forms. For instance, the  
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Similar to the demographic situation in countri-
es such as Tunisia and Algeria, Morocco has a large  
proportion of young people. Today, only one in 20 
Moroccans are over the age of 65.³⁴ 

Unemployment is also a big problem in the country,  
especially among youth. The estimated youth 
unemployment in Morocco is two times higher than 
the country’s average unemployment rate.³⁵ 

Over the years, maternal and infant mortality has 
decreased significantly in Morocco.³⁶ The infant  
mortality rate per 1,000 live births was 28.5 in 2009 
and had improved to 18.3 per 1,000 live births in 
2019.³⁷ Although the maternal mortality rate has  
generally gone down in the country, the situation  
remains worse in rural areas than in the cities.³⁸

MOROCCO

WESTERN SAHARA

The total population size of Western Sahara is highly 
disputed because of the conflict with Morocco  
and different views on how to properly count the  
population. Morocco has illegally occupied Western 
Sahara since 1975.³⁹ According to a verdict from 
the International Court of Justice, for instance, the 
Court could not find “any tie of territorial sovereignty  
between the territory of Western Sahara and the 
Kingdom of Morocco […]”.⁴0 As a result of the  
occupation, many Sahrawis fled to the neighboring 
country Algeria. Today, Sahrawis mainly live in one of 

Tunisia’s maternal and infant mortality rates have 
gradually decreased and life expectancy is growing.²⁴ 
An estimated 38,8 percent of the Tunisian population 
is under the age of 25 (2020).²⁵ Compared to neigh-
boring countries, however, population growth in  
Tunisia is relatively low.²⁶ The country has invested in 
family planning programs.²⁷ According to the United 
Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), there are however 
still inequalities regarding people’s access to sexual 
and reproductive health care services.²⁸ 

In similarity to other Maghreb countries, the overall  
health care system in Tunisia has been negatively  

affected by the Covid-19 pandemic.²⁹

The Maghreb region is currently experiencing 
considerable age-related demographic changes.¹²  
Demographic transitions should be taken into  
careful consideration by decision-makers as they 
can generate challenges as well as opportunities for  
society.¹³ In general, there has been a large popula-
tion growth in the Maghreb region in recent decades.¹⁴ 

This population growth is caused by several factors, 
for instance decreased maternal and infant mortality.¹⁵ 
Although general fertility rates have decreased, the 
total population of the Middle East and North Africa  
is predicted to surpass China’s population by the 
year 2100.¹⁶ 

With some variations, youth as a group make up a 
big proportion of the population throughout the 
Maghreb region.¹⁷ This phenomenon is sometimes 
referred to as a “youth bulge” and has profound  
effects for the political, social and economic  
progress in the region.¹⁸ Although youth bulges  
historically have been associated with political  
challenges and instability¹⁹, there are in fact  
potential developmental opportunities with  
populations that consists of many young people.²0 
Unfortunately, the positive contributions of the 
younger generation have often been neglected by 
authoritarian regimes in the Maghreb region. 

Demographic trends of both a gradually ageing 
population and a big proportion of youth across the 
Maghreb region create different challenges.²¹ For 
instance, the older segments of the population  
require more resources for social protection  
systems.²² Indeed, it is important to invest in health 
care services to meet the growing needs of an  
ageing population. Meanwhile, in the short-term  
future, a large group of youth require policy attention  
for them to be adequately included into labor  
markets, city planning, and the political sphere.²³ 
The following sections briefly present some of the 
specific demographic trends in Tunisia, Algeria,  
Morocco, and Western Sahara. 

In similarity to other Maghreb countries, Algeria has 
a so-called youth bulge, which means that a large 
percentage of the population are children or young 
adults. In Algeria, as much as one in four people today 
is below the age of 15.³⁰ As in several other countries  
in the region, maternal mortality has decreased  
over the years in Algeria.³¹ The fertility rate in Algeria 
has grown, from 2.4 children per women (2000) to 3 
children per women (2014).³² 

The high unemployment rate remains an issue in 
the country, mainly among younger people. Among 
the unemployed people in Algeria, two thirds are 
below the age of 30.³³

DEMOGRAPHIC
TRENDS

GENERAL TRENDS

TUNISIA

ALGERIA

the following areas: in the Moroccan-occupied part 
of Western Sahara; in the free territory of Western  
Sahara (the eastern part of the country); or in the 
refugee camps located in the Tindouf province in 
Algeria. According to the latest population size  
estimation made in 2017, roughly 173,600 Sahrawis 
currently live within the five main refugee camps 
in Algeria.⁴¹ The living conditions in these refugee 
camps are generally harsh and many depend on  
humanitarian aid. 

With some variations between the different Sahrawi 
refugee camps in Algeria, the average household 
size is 6.4 persons.⁴² Roughly 38 percent of people 
living in the camps are below the age of 17.⁴³ Most 
of the refugee camp residents currently live either in 
temporary mud-brick buildings or tents. People who 
reside in these locations are constantly exposed to 
weather-related dangers such as floods, sandstorms, 
and heatwaves. According to the Sustainable Deve-
lopment Goals (SDGs), which were adopted by the 
UN General Assembly in 2015, everyone should have 
access to “adequate, safe and affordable housing 
and basic services” by 2030 (Goal 11:1). There are  
similar demands in several UN declarations and  
conventions. 

Nevertheless, after 46 years of Moroccan  
occupation of Western Sahara, Sahrawis living  
in the refugee camps in Algeria still face daily  
struggles related to their housing situation  
and their general living standards. As such, there is 
still a long way to go before relevant demands in the 
mentioned UN declarations can become reality in 
the refugee camps.
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ACCESS TO 
HEALTH CARE
The Maghreb countries have struggled for a long 
time with shortages of medical staff and equipment.⁴⁴  
The number of physicians in the region is below 
the general recommendations of the World Health  
Organization (WHO).⁴⁵ The scarcity of physicians is 
worrying especially in Morocco. Today, the number  
of physicians per 1,000 inhabitants in Morocco is  
approximately 0.72.⁴⁶ In comparison, countries 
of the European Union (EU) on average has 3.7  
physicians per 1,000 people (2017), while the global 
average is 1.6 physicians per 1,000 people (2017).⁴⁷ 
These numbers can also be compared to the WHO 
recommendation of having at least 4.45 physicians 
(including doctors, nurses, midwives, etcetera) per 
1,000 inhabitants.⁴⁸ In the last two years, health care 
systems have indeed been negatively affected by 
the Covid-19 pandemic. It can be difficult to com-
pare the spread of Covid-19 between countries in 
the region because of several factors. For instance, 
official numbers can be affected by state authorities’  
screening strategies and their levels of transparency.⁴⁹  
Countries may have different capacities to test people  
for the virus. As a result, official numbers of infec-
ted people may not necessarily fully correspond to  
reality. Although young people generally do not face 
the biggest physical risks from Covid-19 compared to 
other age-groups, many within this group struggle  
with mental health issues due to increased isola-
tion.⁵⁰ 

Even before the Covid-19 pandemic, access to 
health care services was a big issue in Tunisia, Algeria,  

Morocco, and Western Sahara.⁵¹ For a long time,  
investments in health care have been limited across 
the Maghreb region, however the pandemic forced  
ruling governments to quickly change their priori-
ties.⁵² Moreover, strict containment measures were 
introduced in various countries to deal with the 
outbreaks of the new disease. As will be discussed 
later in this article series, pandemic policies have, 
in some cases, violated political rights and civil  
liberties. Consequently, the pandemic not only made  
pre-existing problems regarding access to health 
care worse, but it also became a new challenge for 
human rights and political legitimacy. For example, in 
Tunisia, which has a very young democracy, the pan-
demic challenges both the health care sector and de-
mocratic institutions.⁵³ Today, most people in Tunisia 
have some sort of health care insurance.⁵⁴ There are 
also subsidies to health care services for unemploy-
ed people.⁵⁵ However, the country’s health care se-
ctor was underfunded long before the pandemic,  
with shortages of modern health care equipment.⁵⁶ 

Algeria has universal health care today, but there 
are still inequalities between urban and rural areas.⁵⁷  
UNHCR provide basic health care services to refugees  
and asylum-seekers in the capital Algiers.⁵⁸ UNHCR 
and its partner organization, Humanity and Inclusion,  
also offer assistance to people with disabilities.  
Investments to combat malaria disease have been 
very successful in Algeria, and the World Health Orga-
nization declared the country malaria free in 2019.⁵⁹ 
Health care services for the LGBTQ+ community  
and women are generally limited. Homosexuality is 
illegal in the country, and abortions are illegal except 
in cases where the pregnancy is considered a threat  
to the woman’s health.⁶0 In Morocco, there have 
been improvements over the years in the fight  
against HIV/aids. Because of the widespread  
vaccination programs, several child diseases have 
been defeated and child mortality has decreased.⁶¹ 
It is still illegal for everyone to have sex outside of 
the marriage, homosexuality is prohibited, and there 
are legal restrictions regarding access to abortions.⁶² 
There are several problems regarding health care 
for Sahrawis in Western Sahara as well as in the  
refugee camps in Algeria. For instance, lack of access 
to hospitals is a widespread problem in the occupied 
territories of Western Sahara. For this reason, people 
may have to travel abroad to neighboring countries  
to access certain health care services.⁶³ Another  
problem regarding health care in Western Sahara 
is the trend of brain-drain of medical staff. In other 
words, highly educated people sometimes leave the 
country to work in other places where life standards  

and salaries are generally better, for instance in  
European countries. Malnutrition and anemia are 
common health issues in the Sahrawi refugee camps 
in Algeria, especially among children and women.⁶⁴ 
In order to protect the health of Persons with Specific  
Needs (PSNs), UNHCR currently provides specific  
assistance to more than 3000 people in the Sahrawi 
refugee camps in Algeria.⁶⁵ 

To achieve a more equal distribution of Covid-19 
vaccines, an initiative called COVAX was created 
in 2020.⁶⁶ Although COVAX has facilitated access 
to vaccinations in many low- and middle-income 
countries, there still is a considerable gap regarding 
vaccination distributions between, for example, 
many African and European states. In general, the 
roll-out of vaccines against Covid-19 has been 
slow on the African continent, with only 3% of the  
populations being fully vaccinated by September 
2021.⁶⁷ This can be compared to the European Union  
at 57% and the United States at 52%.⁶⁸ However, 
several Maghreb countries have a much higher  
percentage of their population fully vaccinated  
against Covid-19 than the average rate in Africa. As 
of September 2021, Morocco and Tunisia for instance  
had fully vaccinated approximately 48% and 20% of 
its populations, respectively.⁶⁹ Some of these vaccina-
tions were distributed through the COVAX initiative.  
Moreover, Algeria recently started to produce its 

own vaccines against Covid-19. In particular, the pro-
duction consists of the Russian Sputnik V vaccine⁷0, 
along with another Covid-19 vaccine developed by 
the Chinese company Sinovac.⁷¹ 

Statistics about the outbreak of Covid-19 as well as 
information on the roll-out of vaccinations in Western  
Sahara are unfortunately insufficient. A lockdown 
was implemented early on in the occupied Western 
Sahara by Morocco and is believed to have slowed 
down the spread of Covid-19. Similarly, the Polisario  
Front (which the UN considers as the legitimate  
representative of the Sahrawi people) enforced strict 
restrictions to deal with the spread of Covid-19 in 
the free parts of the country.⁷² Lockdowns were  
implemented in the Sahrawi refugee camps in Algeria  
as well. During this period, many jobs were lost 
in the camps which meant that even more people  
became dependent on humanitarian aid. In addition, 
the pandemic started at the same time as a livestock 
epidemic was spreading in the area, making the 
economic situation even harder for Sahrawis living 
in the refugee camps.⁷³ To slow down the spread of 
Covid-19, UNHCR has provided rapid antigen tests in 
the refugee camps.⁷⁴ After donations by the Algeri-
an government as well as support from the UNHCR, 
vaccinations against Covid-19 started in the refugee 
camps in May 2021.⁷⁵
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ACCESS TO 
EDUCATION
Over the years, the Maghreb countries have generally  
invested more in education for youth. In similarity  
to recent development in various countries in 
other regions, access to education on different  
levels has been limited by pandemic-related policies,  
especially by mandatory lockdowns.⁷⁶ While  
recognizing that it is difficult to assess exactly how 
much lockdowns and other restrictions affect young  
people’s learning, the OECD has emphasized that  
existing inequalities concerning education are  
likely to be exacerbated because of the pandemic. 
Students from disadvantaged groups, for instance 
people from poorer socioeconomic backgrounds, 
might not have access to computers or internet, 
which negatively affects their ability to take part in 
distance learning.⁷⁷ 

Even before the pandemic started, inequalities in 
Morocco negatively affected young people’s access to 
education.⁷⁸ Even though Morocco has experienced  
some improvements regarding its education sector, 
young people sometimes still drop out of school. 
This is common especially in rural areas. However, 
literacy rates have generally improved in the 
country.⁷⁹ The Moroccan education system is also 
applied in the occupied parts of Western Sahara.  
There is practically no access to higher education in 
the occupied Western Sahara. The Sahrawi refugee 

camps in Algeria, which are administered by the  
Polisario Front, have invested in education for youth. 
As a result, literacy rates have improved in the camps 
over the years.⁸⁰ Moreover, UNHCR offer mental 
health support in specialized education centers to 
children with specific needs.⁸¹ However, resources 
within the education sector are still limited.⁸² There is 
currently a need for updating education facilities in 
the refugee camps.⁸³ International aid, for instance in 
the form of scholarships, give some Sahrawis the possi-
bility to go abroad for higher education. Nevertheless,  
it can be very difficult to get a job in the refugee camps 
even for youths with a university degree.⁸⁴ 

Access to education on different levels has improved  
over the years in Algeria. Today, the literacy rate for 
adults is over 80% which can be compared to the 
1980s when approximately half of the population 
could not read or write.⁸⁵ Nevertheless, dropouts are  
rather common and only about two thirds finish  
elementary school. There are also shortages of 
teachers and school supplies. Access to higher level 
education has increased. Today, more than half of all  
university students are women. It is also common to go  
abroad for higher level education, especially to  
France.⁸⁶ In similarity with Algeria, Tunisia also has 
invested in its education sector. Today 97% of young 
Tunisians are literate.⁸⁷ The percentage of Tunisian 
youth that go to university has increased in the past 
decades, but many highly educated people struggle 
to find jobs after getting their degrees. The education  
sector has gone through changes since the Arab 
Spring revolution in 2011. For instance, schools have 
started to teach students about human rights.⁸⁸ 

YOUNG PEOPLE AS A 
CHALLENGE & OPPORTUNITY

In 2015, The United Nations Security Council una-
nimously adopted Resolution 2250, which recog-
nizes the unique opportunities and importance 
of including young people in the promotion and  
maintenance of peace and security. The definition 
of “youth” applied in the Resolution is persons aged 
18-29. The Council acknowledges the importance 
that youth are increasingly seen as capable actors 
who can contribute to positive development within 
peace and security matters. Resolution 2250 expli-
citly calls on action within five areas: participation; 
protection; prevention; partnerships; and finally,  
disengagement and re-integration. For instance, 
the Resolution “urges Member States to consider 
ways to increase inclusive representation of youth in  
decision-making at all levels in local, national, regio-
nal, and international institutions and mechanisms 
for the prevention and resolution of conflict (…)”.⁸⁹ 

In other words, Resolution 2250 puts pressure on 
Member States to prevent youth marginalization  
and implement new policies where youth are  
included in political decision-making on various  
levels. Moreover, Resolution 2250 can be seen as an  
important marker of leaving behind the miscon-
ception that youth would necessarily pose a threat  
to international peace and security. Instead, it  

encourages Member States to treat young people 
as essential partners in peace processes. For this  
reason, The UN Habitat has called the Resolution a 
“paradigm shift”.⁹⁰ 

Upon request from Resolution 2250, a UNFPA study  
on how youth could contribute to peace processes, if 
properly included in politics, was published in 2018. 
The study highlights that young people can make 
important contributions if they are given the op-
portunity, and that they should be treated as allies 
in the work for peace and security. UNFPA’s study 
also emphasizes youth as a heterogenous group.⁹¹ 
Young people of different backgrounds should  
increasingly be included in decision-making pro-
cesses. As negative stereotypes that describe young 
people as violent or passive has historically led 
to young people’s marginalization from political  
decision-making processes⁹², it is crucial that politi-
cians, in accordance with Resolution 2250, actively 
invest in young people and recognize their unique 
abilities. Moreover, the Sustainable Development  
Goals (SDGs) from 2015 highlight the need for in-
creased youth inclusion. Specifically, SDG 10:2  
demands that Member States “by 2030, empower 
and promote the social, economic and political  
inclusion of all, irrespective of age, sex, disability, 
race, ethnicity, origin, religion or economic or other 
status”. In other words, the SDGs underline that  
inclusion in social, economic, and political settings 
must be realized without discrimination.

THE IMPORTANCE OF 
RESOLUTION 2250
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against youth, thus reinforcing a relationship of 
mistrust between state and youth.⁹³ 

In contrast to the negative view of youth bulges, 
one can instead choose to see a so-called “demo-
graphic dividend”. This perspective highlights a  
country’s potential economic benefits from  
demographic changes where the percentage of 
working-age citizens increases. According to the  
demographic dividend approach, it is important to 
invest in youth and their skills to gain developmental  
rewards and prosperity. Within the demographic  
dividend perspective, youth bulges are seen as  
assets rather than burdens.⁹⁴ The demographic divi-
dend perspective can also be applied in discussions 
on young people’s positive role in peace and secu-
rity matters. In this context, the potential of youth 
is called “peace dividend”.⁹⁵ In discussions on demo-
graphic and peace dividend perspectives, it should 
be noted that youth is a heterogenous group with 
different agendas. It is also important to understand 
that inclusion of youth is not exclusively an invest-
ment for the future, but also an investment for the 
present.⁹⁶ 

also believed to exacerbate existing inequalities  
regarding access to education, for instance in  
Morocco. In many countries, lack of resources in 
health care systems became more apparent with the 
new health emergency. 

In several Maghreb countries, as in other regions, 
the pandemic forced states to invest in health care. 
Furthermore, the pandemic became a challenge 
for political stability and legitimacy in the Maghreb  
region, such as in newly democratized Tunisia.  
Today, when a decade has passed since the start of 
the Arab Spring, people still participate in protests 
for political justice, economic reforms, and democra-
tization in many states of the Middle East and North 
Africa. Even though several problems that sparked 
the 2011 uprisings remain for instance in the Magh-
reb region, it would be a mistake to generalize the 
Arab Spring as a political failure. Indeed, it is very 
important to recognize that Tunisia has experienced 
considerable success in transitioning to democracy. 
Although some Arab Spring countries suffer from 
conflicts or war today, the protests were and remain 
crucial since they create hope for political, social, and 
economic change. Protests in recent years also show 
that many people have not given up their hopes on 
advocating for human rights and political change. 
For this reason, perhaps the Arab Spring should not 
be considered merely as an event, but rather as an 
ongoing process.

A decade has passed since the Arab Spring protests 
started against authoritarian regimes in countries  
of the Middle East and North Africa. Discontent, for 
instance among youth, was widespread for several  
reasons. Protesters were unsatisfied with how  
governments had handled issues such as corrup-
tion, unemployment, and political injustices. Ten 
years since the start of the uprisings, many of the 
issues that people protested against still exist today  
even though political outcomes differ between 
Arab Spring countries. Among today’s youth, which 
demographically is a group that is growing in the 
Maghreb region, marginalization from the econo-
mic sector continues to be a considerable problem. 
However, as emphasized in the UN Security Council’s 
Resolution 2250, a large share of youth (a so-called 
“youth bulge”) also bring many opportunities for 
society. In accordance with Resolution 2250, it is 
crucial that governments in the region ensure that 
youth are increasingly included in economic, social, 
and political spheres of society. For instance, youth 
need to be included in decision-making processes 
to achieve a just, sustainable, and inclusive develop-
ment. In this way, the current demographic trend of 
a growing percentage of youth among the popula-
tions can also be described as an important oppor-
tunity for economic, social, and political change in 
the Maghreb region. 

The International Court of Justice (ICJ) concluded in 
1975 that Morocco has no sovereign right to Western 
Sahara, and that Morocco’s occupation of the country  
is illegal. Since the start of the occupation, many 
Sahrawis live in harsh conditions in refugee camps 
in Algeria where they are dependent on internatio-
nal aid. In the last two years, the Covid-19 pandemic 
not only has put further pressure on fragile health 
care systems, but it has also made the economic  
situation worse for many refugees in the camps. The 
negative effects of the pandemic regarding access 
to education are not unique to the Sahrawi refugee 
camps in Algeria, but this has become an issue across 
the entire Maghreb region and beyond. Previous  
investments in education, which over time improved  
literacy rates among youth in several countries, were 
suddenly challenged by lockdowns. While limiting 
the spread of Covid-19, pandemic restrictions are 

The demographic trend in which the percentage 
of young people in the population is growing in the 
Maghreb region can be seen in different ways. Either 
it can be seen as a challenge that exacerbates  
already existing problems, or instead it can be seen 
as a challenge made into an opportunity. Unfortu-
nately, it is rather common that politicians and other 
policymakers do not recognize the opportunities of 
youth as active agents in work for peace and demo-
cratization. As mentioned earlier, youth bulges have 
sometimes been associated with increased risks of 
violence since some scholars have argued that there  
is a link between large numbers of youth and  
violent conflicts. This has created negative stereo-
types about youth bulges. Youth have sometimes 
been labeled as a threat to national and international 
security. Governments of states with youth bulges  
are more likely to engage in repressive action  

THE DEMOGRAPHIC 
DIVIDEND PERSPECTIVE

CONCLUSION: OPPORTUNITY 
FOR CHANGE 

This is the first part in a series of articles about pro-
spects for peace, a decade after the Arab Spring in the 
Maghreb region. Next part is about political develop-
ment and will be followed by economic opportunities 
and challenges; gender equality; and human rights. 

The article series will focus mainly on four countries 
in the Maghreb region: Tunisia, Algeria, Morocco, and 
Western Sahara. 
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