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PREAMBLE
The European Training Foundation (ETF) assessment provides an external, forward-looking analysis
of the country’s human capital development issues and VET policy responses in a lifelong learning
perspective. It identifies challenges related to education and training policy and practice that hinder the
development and use of human capital. It takes stock of these challenges and puts forward
recommendations on possible solutions to address them.
These assessments are a key deliverable of the Torino Process, an initiative launched by the ETF in
2010 aimed at providing a periodic review of vocational education and training (VET) systems in the
wider context of human capital development and inclusive economic growth. In providing a highquality assessment of VET policy from a lifelong learning perspective, the process builds on four key
principles: ownership, participation, holistic and evidence-based analysis.
For ETF, human capital development is the provision of support to countries for the creation of lifelong
learning systems that provide opportunities and incentives for people to develop their skills,
competences, knowledge and attitudes throughout their lives for the sake of employment and
realisation of their potential, and as a contribution to prosperous, innovative and inclusive societies.
The purpose of the assessments is to provide a reliable source of information for planning and
monitoring national education and training policies for human capital development, as well as for
programming and policy dialogue in support of these policies by the European Union and other
donors.
The ETF assessments rely on evidence from the countries collected through a standardised reporting
template (National Reporting Framework – NRF) through a participatory process involving a wide
variety of actors with a high degree of ownership by the country. The findings and recommendations of
the ETF assessment have been shared and discussed with national authorities and beneficiaries.
The assessment report starts with a brief description of Palestine’s 1 strategic plans and national policy
priorities (Chapter 1). It then presents an overview of issues related to the development and use of
human capital in the country (Chapter 2), before moving on to an in-depth discussion of problems in
this area, which in the view of the ETF require immediate attention (Chapter 3). Chapter 4 provides the
overall conclusions of the analysis.
The annexes provide additional information: a summary of the recommendations in the report (Annex
1) an overview of the education and training system of Palestine (Annex 2).
The National Torino Process Report compiled by the country itself can be found here:
https://openspace.etf.europa.eu/trp/torino-process-2018-2020-palestine-national-report
This assessment was prepared by Thierry Foubert, ETF Specialist in VET Policies and Systems,
based on the Torino Process national report and consultations with Palestinian stakeholders, including
active international organisations and donors. ETF thanks all those who contributed to this
consultation.

This designation must not be construed as recognition of a State of Palestine and is without prejudice to the
individual positions of the Member States on this issue – hereinafter ‘Palestine’
1
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The European Training Foundation (ETF) assessment provides an external, forward-looking analysis
of the country’s human capital development issues and vocational education and training (VET) policy
responses from a lifelong learning perspective. It is based on evidence provided in the Torino Process
national report for Palestine 2 (2020) using a standardised questionnaire (National Reporting
Framework – NRF) and additional information sources, where relevant.

Context
The context of Palestine is characterised by a high degree of volatility in political, socio-economic,
geographic and demographic terms. Since the Oslo Accords of the mid-1990s, there has been a
Palestinian Authority in charge of service delivery, including education. Though the ETF assessment
applies to Palestine as a whole, it also takes into account any regional differences between the West
Bank (further divided in Areas A, B and C), East Jerusalem and the Gaza Strip. The control, room for
manoeuvre, and jurisdiction of the Palestinian Authority varies according to each of the three
geographic entities and is affected to a great extent by the State of Israel and its occupation of these
territories. The unique geopolitical context and the specificity of each of the territories are paramount
to understanding the human capital development (HCD) opportunities and constraints.
After a period of strong economic recovery between 2007 and 2011, economic growth started slowing
down in Palestine and has recently come to a standstill. Even before the Covid-19 outbreak, Palestine
was expected to go into recession in 2020 and 2021. With fiscal revenues plunging, the World Bank
currently estimates a contraction of the Palestinian economy in the region of 8% of GDP. Over the
past decades, the economy has survived through inflows of external transfers, which have fallen
sharply in the past few years. Under these circumstances, the Palestinian Authority has lost its
capacity to steer the economy towards an export-led growth strategy. According to the World Bank,
bold actions are needed to get the Palestinian economy out of its deteriorating trajectory. In order to
achieve economic development and job creation, the private sector is needed as the only sustainable
engine for growth. The Palestinian private sector, however, operates in the challenging context of an
archipelago economy, where a set of island economies (Gaza; Areas A, B and C; and East
Jerusalem) all have their own constraints.
Such an unstable economic climate leaves little room for job creation. Moreover, Palestine has a
history of relying heavily on public employment (20.7% of the population works in the public sector),
while a further 13.2% is formally employed in Israel and the settlements and the remaining 66.1% is
employed in the private sector (PCBS, 2019). However, limited investment in the private sector and its
concentration in low-productivity sectors do not create the required jobs. The Palestinian economy is
dominated by small firms. It has a high level of self-employment, namely 24.6% (PBCS, 2019), which
is more prevalent in the West Bank than in the Gaza Strip 3. As many of the micro to small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are family-based and often operate in the informal economy, there
is limited room for job creation.

This designation must not be construed as recognition of a State of Palestine and is without prejudice to the
individual positions of the Member States on this issue.
3 The ILO gives different figures but sees 50% more self-employment in the West Bank than in Gaza.
2
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The labour force survey (LFS) is clear: inactivity is predominant in Palestine, with only 44.3% (of the
population aged 15+) actively participating (PCBS, 2019 data). From a historical perspective, the rate
has been hovering around 40% since Oslo. There is, however, a huge discrepancy by gender. The
labour force participation rate for males stands at 69.9%, but it is only 18.1% for females, which is low
even by regional standards. Also, the unemployment figures are high (the overall unemployment rate
for Palestine stands at 25.3%), but it varies significantly when further disaggregated: there are large
discrepancies by gender (21.3% for males and 41.2% for females), by region (the West Bank is 14.6%
and Gaza is 45.1%), and by age (69.7% of the age group 15–24 are outside the labour force, and of
the young Palestinians who are active, 40.1% are unemployed). In addition, one out of three (33.4%)
in the age group 15–24 is not in education, employment or training (NEETs), pointing to a difficult
transition from the world of school to the world of work (PCBS, 2019).
Moreover, the unemployment rates increase with educational attainment for women (though not for
men): twice as many women with over 13 years of schooling (47.2%) are jobless compared to women
with between 10 to 12 years of schooling (23.4%), while their unemployment rate is more than three
times greater than for women with 7 to 9 years of schooling (15.4%).
On the other hand, literacy rates are high in Palestine: in 2019 the adult literacy rate stands at 97.4%,
well above the regional average of 76% in the Middle East and North Africa. Palestine scores high on
school attendance and educational attainment, achieving a net enrolment rate of 94.8% in primary
education and 87.2% in secondary education (91.2% for females) in 2018 (UIS–UNESCO data).
Despite economic hardship, young people continue to prioritise higher education (the gross enrolment
rate in tertiary education was 44.3% in 2018 and significantly higher for women than for men at 55%
and 35%, respectively) (PCBS data).
Education in Palestine suffers from fragmented management. The Ministry of Education (MoE) and
the Ministry of Higher Education (MoHE) 4 are responsible for managing public schools, colleges and
universities and have regulatory oversight of educational institutions run by the private sector. The
VET arena (including non-formal vocational training) is home to an even more complex spectrum,
adding additional players such as centres affiliated to the Ministry of Labour (MoL), the Ministry of
Social Development (MoSD), the Ministry of Former Detainees, UNRWA, civil society organisations
(CSO) -including faith-based ones, and for-profit private training providers.
In its National Policy Agenda for 2017–2022, Palestine does give attention to human capital
development issues. One of the seven educational programmes in the plan focuses solely on TVET 5
with the aim of preparing qualified graduates of vocational education programmes to enter university,
working life and the labour market. In Palestine, VET policymaking is in the hands of three main
actors: the Ministry of Education (MoE), the Ministry of Higher Education (MoHE) and the Ministry of
Labour (MoL). Work is currently underway to revise the TVET strategy of 1999, which was updated in
2010. In the latest attempt to address the fragmentation of VET, a new ministerial committee was set
up in May 2019 to draft a law that lays out the functioning, roles and responsibilities of a new national
commission for TVET. By the end of 2020, the draft law had received Cabinet approval and awaited
countersignature by the President.

4 At regular intervals the two ministries have merged and separated. Since April 2019, they have operated as two
separate entities.
5 In Palestine, the term ‘technical and vocational education and training’ (TVET) is used, while the ETF prefers to
use vocational education and training (VET). Throughout this publication the term VET will be used unless
referring to a specific unit, document or quote from Palestine that makes reference to TVET.
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Findings on human capital
Managing human capital in an archipelago economy is a disjointed exercise of
matching localised skills demand and supply.
The labour market is highly segmented in Palestine, not only by age and gender, but also
geographically in light of the administrative separation between the West Bank, the Gaza Strip, East
Jerusalem and Israel, which also leaves its mark. The result is an archipelago economy, where each
island has its own labour market characteristics in terms of labour demand, skills needs and wage
levels. Compared to the West Bank, the Gaza Strip performs markedly worse on virtually all
measurable labour market indicators, reporting higher unemployment rates, lower activity and
employment rates, lower wages and a smaller private sector. In this context, clear forecasting and
reliable labour market statistics are a challenge, not least in order to achieve a sufficient level of
disaggregation to assess the skills demand in an already small labour market.
What are the opportunities for proactive human capital development measures to boost sector
development before overheating and saturating the respective limited job markets? Recent tracer
studies show more promising figures for the transition to employment among VET graduates
(particularly graduates of work-based learning programmes) than among their peers with university
diplomas. However, the VET system is still rigid and should become more agile and adaptable to
accommodate the different geographic realities and maximise the employability potential in view of
sector needs and opportunities at the local level. This is as much the case for industrial development
in Hebron and the platform economy in Gaza as it is for the most vulnerable and marginalised, e.g.
food-insecure residents in Gaza or Area C.

Job informality in the grey economy: the blind spot in managing human capital
development stock
The informal economy and job informality play a significant role in the Palestinian labour market.
Various sources (including the ILO and World Bank) indicate that more than one out of every two
workers in Palestine are hired informally. Given the high level of self-employment (one out of four) and
the predominance of micro and SME businesses in the Palestinian economy, the PCBS definition of
an ‘informal establishment’ could actually apply to a majority of businesses in Palestine and even bring
most of them into the informal sphere.
Job informality primarily affects the most vulnerable. It is exceptionally high for young workers, while
workers with a semi-skilled or low-skilled profile have a high chance of ending up working informally. In
contrast, the figures for informality are significantly lower for skilled people. Overall, the size of the
grey job market in Palestine is worrying, because job informality undermines worker protections (both
legally and in terms of decent work) and labour productivity (unreliable accountability).

Palestinian labour mobility to the Israeli economy: a key exogenous element with an
impact on the domestic usage of human capital
Roughly 13.3% of active Palestinians (PCBS, 2019) are employed in Israel or in Israeli settlements,
either forced by the lack of jobs in a restrained Palestinian economy and/or attracted by higher
salaries. Palestinian employment in the Israeli economy has a long history and is a significant factor to
be taken into account when addressing either the Palestinian labour market or the Israeli economy
(e.g. the construction sector). However, cross-border labour mobility has fallen significantly in recent
decades owing to increasing restrictions by Israel’s security apparatus (the construction of a
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separation barrier, the reduced number of work permits, the unpredictability of operating hours and
security checks at checkpoints, etc.), which further exacerbate unemployment levels in Palestine.
Taking into account that the mobility of workers from Gaza has come to a complete standstill since the
blockade in 2007, the current figures relate only to West Bank workers. The workers are
predominantly employed in low-skilled labour and an overwhelming 99% of them are men.
Though it is beyond the control of the Palestinian labour market, labour mobility to the Israeli economy
is a key exogenous element that has an impact on the domestic usage of human capital. In an
academic paper, a research group at the Humboldt University of Berlin conducted economic modelling
to predict the effects on the West Bank economy of eventual restoration of Palestinian employment in
Israel to its pre-intifada level (1999). Putting aside any political implications of a final settlement
agreement or issues related to brain drain, the group’s theoretical modelling shows a strong reduction
in Palestinian unemployment, a substantial impact on the domestic labour market, and a potential
improvement in welfare for households in Palestine.

Female, skilled and underemployed: a loss to the human capital of Palestine
Over the years, almost complete gender parity in education has emerged in Palestine, with women
outperforming men at tertiary education level since 2015. However, the same cannot be said of labour
market participation, where men outperform their female counterparts disproportionately on every
labour force indicator. More worrisome is that the gender divide worsens with an increase in education
level, turning highly skilled women into a marginalised segment of the labour market. One out of every
two women with a tertiary degree who is active in the labour market struggles to find a job.
The underemployment of the skilled female workforce is first and foremost a hardship for young
women. It prevents them from building a meaningful career and contributing to a household economy.
Since young skilled women are most affected, there is real concern that they may never be able to
complete their transition into satisfactory employment. Moreover, the problem is a loss to the human
capital of Palestine because it excludes half of the highly skilled potential workforce from contributing
to growth. Therefore, policy action is required to address this socio-economic situation and tackle the
persistent constraints that keep women out of the labour force in Palestine.

The untapped human capital opportunity of continuing education
Very few companies in Palestine provide in-company training for their employees. A lack of incentives
(e.g. tax incentives, training levy, etc.) to encourage employers to upskill, reskill or accredit their
workforce is cited as the main reason. Nor do young graduates seem to find their own way into
training to enhance their employability through upskilling. On the other hand, a number of pilot
initiatives have been put in place over the past few years to boost continuing vocational education and
training (CVET).
Continuing education is an important but often overlooked part of human capital development in
Palestine. While there is a wide training offer available from many different providers, it is neither
rooted in a broader vision of lifelong learning, nor based on a systematic analysis of training needs.
Moreover, it lacks any structured linkage to the world of work.
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Recommendations for action
Issue 1: Barriers between educational tracks are fading away and training has
become a lifelong learning phenomenon, but the overarching common HCD vision is
lagging behind.
The share of students in initial VET in Palestine has long been considered marginal. For many years,
VET enrolment figures, which include only formal secondary vocational training, have hovered around
2% to 3% (the latest available figures for 2018 point to a share of 2.3% of students, excluding the
commercial stream). In the most recent Torino Process national self-assessment, the share of VET
students has been investigated in detail and recalculated. As a result, the share has risen to include
‘about’ 15% of students in the upper-secondary age cohort (16–18 years old). This is obviously a
positive trend and raises the figure to a more common level for the region, though it needs to be
broken down and further analysed. Across the board, enrolment figures are positive for each of the
VET tracks and now also include students who attend courses provided by various VET providers that
have diversified their training offer in the past few years in order to boost enrolment in VET.
Moreover, there have been changes of a more structural nature: the barrier between the VET and
general education subsystems is being challenged and has been pulled down de facto with the roll-out
of vocational units and a technology track in general education. In higher education, some universities
now provide technical education as well, courses have increasingly been developed in cooperation
with industry (e.g. through donor-funded pilot schemes for dual studies), and the idea of the creation of
a VET university has been raised. Such an expansion and diversification of VET provision is
reassuring in terms of increased enrolment, but it also exacerbates the already existing fragmentation
of VET training supply and the dramatic lack of overarching governance.
The debate around a comprehensive governance structure for VET in Palestine is over two decades
old. It was originally addressed in the Palestinian TVET National Strategy (1999), which was followed
by a structure set out in the revised TVET Strategy (2010). For most of that time, a broad consensus
existed in relation to the importance of comprehensive governance and its main lines. While VET
governance is now an urgent priority in its own right, it may also be possible to seize the momentum
by enlarging the scope of the coordination efforts to capture other initiatives that happen either at the
margins of VET or in parallel. The education landscape is changing and the barriers between VET,
CVET, technology training, etc. are fading away. The momentum behind reviewing the VET
governance model in Palestine is a unique opportunity to consider new societal needs through a
comprehensive structure for human capital development on one hand and more individual learning
pathways on the other hand.
Focus on lifelong learning guidance of talent rather than institutions when developing a
comprehensive HCD framework.
In the short term, shift the focus to the individual to provide guidance and relevant training throughout
life. Start with taking urgent action to support reskilling and upskilling programmes.
In the medium term, switch the mind-set from achieving better coordination of VET provision to
addressing the governance of HCD in a more fluid and comprehensive framework from the lifelong
career perspective of learners.
In the long term, undertake a meta-level review of Palestinian learning subsystems to facilitate an
overhaul of the HCD system modelled around individual learning pathways, taking into account initial
pre-employment training as well as social issues and economic requirements.
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Rebalance the discussion around (long overdue) enhanced coordination and comprehensive
governance of VET to capture a wider scope of HCD.
In the short term, make a fresh start to reassess the scope for comprehensive governance of the VET
ecosystem. Additional elements can no longer be ignored in 2020.
In the medium term, review the strategies for VET or continuing education from a broader HCD
perspective in order to close the loopholes in the system, ensure a seamless coordination between the
various education systems, and ultimately provide a comprehensive service to the whole population
(from young to old).
In the long term, consider unifying various approaches to training in Palestine and implement a single
comprehensive training system from a lifelong learning perspective.
Prepare the ground for a flexible HCD system by urgently finalising a National Qualifications
Framework (NQF).
In the short term, begin rethinking the legal framework and references for the entire education sector.
In the medium term, update and amend the existing draft NQF structure to become the backbone of a
training system that ensures permeability between initial VET, academic education, continuing VET
and lifelong learning.
In the long term, develop accreditation and certification to cater for flexible individual learning
pathways that allow upskilling and recognition of prior learning (RPL) to validate informally acquired
skills and help upgrade economic sectors.

Issue 2: Will Palestinians surf on the digital wave towards prosperity? To what extent
is digital transformation a reality for the Palestinian economy and does it present a
meaningful career opportunity for young Palestinians?
Globally, the digital transformation of economies is considered both a threat to the job market and an
opportunity to create new jobs, increase productivity and drive growth. Though the share of the
information and communication sector is only 3.2% of Palestine’s GDP (PCBS, 2018), there are high
expectations for the growth potential of the technology sector, which is flagged as a strategic force for
economic and social development and a job creator for Palestine, be it in the start-up environment, the
platform economy or the digital transformation of the main traditional sectors.
In theory, Palestine with its overall high educational attainment should be well positioned to reap the
fruits of the booming technology sector and the digital transformation of other sectors. Its highly skilled
youth are often cited as one of the main drivers of technology-driven growth. The question, however,
is whether Palestine is investing in the right skill set and relevant competences for the 21st century.
From the example of the start-up ecosystem, the answer seems to be no as the skill set is seen as far
too traditional.
With human capital as its main resource, the Palestinian economy has no option but to seize the
momentum and review the skill set of Palestinians in order to contribute to Palestine’s participation in
a global digital value chain. It is not clear, however, to what extent the profiles currently delivered by
the Palestinian VET system at the semi-skilled level are still relevant and sufficient for the technology
sector or the automation process in the digital transformation across sectors. As a result, a full-scale
review and relevance check are required; this is the case not only for general education (which has
adopted promising policy actions around Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM
subjects) and a technology track), but also for VET.
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Maximise the potential of technology-based services as a job generator by revamping training
provision.
In the short term, review the relevance of various educational tracks to adequately provide the skill set
required to enhance the Palestinian contribution to a technology value chain by capitalising on best
practices in non-formal learning (e.g. boot camps) and mainstreaming key competences.
In the medium term, update training provision in close cooperation with the private sector and by
bridging the divide between various educational tracks including VET, the STEM provision in general
education, and commercial and industry-oriented technology studies in higher education.
In the long term, consider investing in Level 5 certificates for engineering technicians.
Invest in real-time skills anticipation to assess the impact of digital transformation on all
economic sectors to understand the new requirements in terms of HCD.
In the short term, start investing in real-time skills anticipation to enable education and training to
formulate an adequate response to the digital transformation of sectors in terms of initial training and
upskilling.
In the medium term, ensure inclusion through active labour market policies (ALMPs) that allow
vulnerable groups (including highly skilled women) to participate in global value chains through
microwork and freelancing within the platform economy.
In the long term, go beyond the technology sector and work hand in hand with more traditional sectors
to create ‘tech verticals’ in order to expand innovation and creativity.

Conclusion
Human capital is the main resource for Palestine and should, in theory, be a motor for the growth of its
economy. Locked into the status quo of its geopolitical situation, Palestine has not been able to post
economic growth figures in recent years. Its archipelago economy is segmented into a set of island
economies (Gaza, the West Bank (including Area C) and East Jerusalem), which all have to deal with
their own constraints. The Palestinian economy, which survives on external funding and has a private
sector that is mostly dominated by non-productive sectors, has not been able to create the necessary
jobs to absorb the annual numbers of graduates entering the labour force. This excludes a growing
number of well-educated Palestinians from actively engaging in the Palestinian economy.
Global shifts in education and training systems in the direction of flexible individual learning pathways
provide an opportunity to revisit Palestine’s overly traditional education system. A comprehensive
approach to learning is necessary for a society where technical upskilling and vocational reskilling
pathways can be expected to become sorely needed lifelines for the bulk of unemployed university
graduates. An agile, well-educated (and reskilled) workforce could be a motor for growth, either within
the technology sector or through the digital transformation of traditional sectors. An expanded version
of the VET training system (including CVET) could play a pivotal role in boosting the human capital
contribution to updated value chains, but a more comprehensive lifelong learning perspective on
human capital development might be even better equipped to do so.
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1.

INTRODUCTION

1.1

About this assessment

This ETF assessment on human capital development (HCD) in Palestine 6 follows a Torino Process
national assessment that took place over the period 2018–2019. For the fifth time since 2010, a large
group of national vocational education and training (VET) 7 stakeholders discussed the state of play of
VET and the labour market in Palestine, which resulted in a Torino Process national report as a selfassessment exercise.
The ETF assessment process includes an extensive phase of desk research based on the national
report, a literature review of relevant studies, the gathering of additional data and evidence, and the
preparation of an issues paper containing an overview of themes to be discussed in the present
report, which were then finalised in consultation with the ETF country coordinator and thematic experts
responsible for Palestine.
Within the context of regional policy dialogue, the findings and recommendations of the ETF Torino
Process assessment provide elements to inform future regional initiatives in the Southern and Eastern
Mediterranean area, as well as ongoing discussions on post-2020 programming. The findings of this
report will also feed into the current dialogue, led by the Union for the Mediterranean and the
European Commission, on monitoring the progress of the 2019 Ministerial Declaration on Employment
and Labour, which underlines a range of issues, including the importance of reforming education and
training systems to respond to the challenges of ensuring employment, employability and decent
work 8. A cross-country report will consolidate all Southern and Eastern Mediterranean Torino Process
assessment outcomes and contribute to a monitoring and evaluation framework that is to be
developed as a concrete output of the Declaration 9.
Building on the national report, this assessment expands the VET context to a wider perspective of
human capital development in a lifelong learning context. As with other ETF assessments, this paper
is not meant to be exhaustive. The national report for Palestine covers a broad selection of problems
revolving around human capital development and use, while this assessment focuses on the
challenges that the ETF recommends addressing as a matter of priority.

This designation must not be construed as recognition of a State of Palestine and is without prejudice to the
individual positions of the Member States on this issue.
7 In Palestine, the term ‘technical and vocational education and training’ (TVET) is used, while the ETF prefers to
use vocational education and training (VET). Throughout this publication the term VET will be used unless
referring to a specific unit, document or quote from Palestine that makes reference to TVET specifically.
8
For more information on the importance of investment in education, higher education and training systems,
including VET, and on the lifelong reskilling and upskilling of workers to prepare them for constant changes in the
world of work, see Ministerial Declaration on Employment and Labour, April 2019, p. 4.
9
The Labour Ministers asked the Union for the Mediterranean Secretariat, with help from volunteer countries, to
coordinate the setting up of a framework for national monitoring processes, notably by organising meetings,
providing relevant information, making contacts and engaging in networking, and cooperating with country
stakeholders and international organisations. The Ministers invited the European Commission and relevant EU
agencies, in particular the European Training Foundation, to provide their expertise. See the Ministerial
Declaration on Employment and Labour, paragraph 29, April 2019.
6
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1.2

Country overview

The context of Palestine is characterised by a high degree of volatility in political, socio-economic,
geographic and demographic terms. Since the Oslo Accords of the mid-1990s, there has been a
Palestinian Authority in charge of service delivery, including education. Though the ETF assessment
applies to Palestine as a whole, it also takes into account any regional differences between the West
Bank (further divided in Areas A, B and C), East Jerusalem and the Gaza Strip 10. The control, room for
manoeuvre and jurisdiction of the Palestinian Authority varies according to each of the three
geographic entities and is affected to a great extent by the State of Israel and its occupation of these
territories. The unique geopolitical context and the specificity of each of the territories are paramount
to understanding the human capital development (HCD) opportunities and constraints.

Geopolitical constraints and access restrictions resulting in a zero-growth economy
The predicament of Palestine’s geopolitical situation has had a disastrous impact on its economic
situation, resulting in zero growth or – as in 2019 – a contraction of the Palestinian economy. After a
period of strong economic recovery between 2007 and 2011, economic growth started slowing down
in Palestine and eventually came to a standstill around 2018 (when it was 0.9%, down from 4.7% in
2016, WB data). GDP per capita declined by 1.6% from 2018 to 2019 as a consequence of natural
population growth outpacing the growth in GDP. Palestine’s predicament is also reflected directly in
regional differences: GDP per capita in the West Bank in 2019 reached more than three times the
level in the Gaza Strip 11 (PCBS, 2019 data). In recent decades, the economy has largely survived
through inflows of external transfers, which have fallen sharply over the past few years. There has
been a steady decline in the provision of donor aid and the trend is expected to continue in the coming
years 12. With the continued standoff between Palestine and Israel over clearance revenues, which is
further exacerbated by the deterioration in negotiations resulting from Israel’s annexation plans, the
Palestinian Authority (PA) faces a severe liquidity squeeze, forcing it into emergency cash
management. Even before the Covid-19 outbreak, the predictions were negative. In its 2019 report to
the Ad Hoc Liaison Committee of the UN, the World Bank sounds the alarm, stating that ‘under a
baseline scenario which assumes a continuation of the Israeli restrictions, persistence of the internal
divide between the West Bank and Gaza, and a decline in aid levels, the Palestinian economy is
expected to slip into a recession in 2020 and 2021, even if additional, one-off transfers from clearance
revenues are made’ 13. In the meantime, owing to the Covid-19 pandemic, the PA’s fiscal revenues
have declined to their lowest levels in 20 years and the World Bank currently projects the pandemic to
set back the Palestinian economy in the range of 8% of GDP and it will not bounce back before mid2021 14.

The report will not address Arab Israeli citizens in Israel, nor will it address Palestinian refugees living in
neighbouring countries or abroad.
11 Data exclude those parts of Jerusalem that were annexed by Israeli occupation in 1967, while the data on GDP
and its components for 2019 are preliminary based on quarterly estimates and will be revised in due time by
PCBS.
12 This is the case not only for the Palestinian Authority, but also for UNRWA, which faces a funding squeeze.
13 WB 2019a, pp. 1–7
14 UNCTAD 2020, pp. 1, 13; World Bank Oct 2020:
https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/westbankandgaza/publication/economic-update-october-2020
10
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FIGURE 1. GDP PER CAPITA (US DOLLARS) BY REGION, 1994–2018
Palestine*

West Bank*

Gaza Strip

5,000.0
4,500.0
4,000.0
3,500.0
3,000.0
2,500.0
2,000.0
1,500.0
1,000.0
500.0
0.0

Source: PCBS, National Account Statistics

Under these circumstances, the Palestinian Authority has lost its capacity to steer the economy
towards an export-led growth strategy. Over the past two decades, growth has been driven by nontradable goods (construction, wholesale, retail and services). Given that the share of exports has
remained low (contributing roughly 18% of GDP), the consequent trade deficit has adversely affected
GDP growth. The contribution of the productive industrial sector (including manufacturing) to GDP
dropped from 22% in 1994 to 13% in 2019 (PCBS). The share of agriculture and fishing also shrank
(from 12% to less than 7%) over the same period. While the private sector has been losing steam,
UNCTAD indicates that the public sector has been eating up an increasing share of GDP, growing
from 19% to 30% over the same period, although new public finance management reforms have been
put in place to tackle the issue 15.

15

UNCTAD 2019, p. 2; WB 2019c, p. 27
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TABLE 1. VALUE ADDED (% OF GDP) FROM MAIN ECONOMIC ACTIVITIES BY REGION, 1994–
2019
Economic Activity

1994

1999

2004

2009

2014

2019

Agriculture

12

9

11

10

8

7

Industry (incl. manufacturing)

22

13

14

13

13

13

Construction

6

9

4

5

5

6

Wholesale and retail trade

16

11

10

11

19

21

Transportation and storage

4

4

2

2

1

2

Information and communications

0

2

3

4

4

3

Services and other branches

40

37

43

39

37

33

Agriculture

14

11

12

9

7

6

Industry (incl. manufacturing)

22

14

13

15

13

14

Construction

5

9

4

6

6

6

Wholesale and retail trade

17

11

10

11

18

22

Transportation and storage

4

4

3

2

1

2

Information and communications

0

3

4

5

5

4

Services and other branches

40

35

42

34

3

30

Agriculture

9

6

10

15

11

11

Industry (incl. manufacturing)

26

14

16

8

10

8

Construction

7

8

4

2

2

6

Wholesale and retail trade

16

13

11

9

22

19

Transportation and storage

4

4

1

1

1

2

Information and communications

0

0

0

0

0

1

Services and other branches

39

43

45

56

48

47

Palestine

West Bank

Gaza Strip

Source: Author’s calculations based on PCBS 2020, National Account Statistics
The sum total of GVA does not equal 100% owing to the exclusion of adjustment items.

The macroeconomic situation is not likely to improve over the medium to long term without any
revision of restrictions on trade, limitations on movement (including internal travel, visas and access),
lack of control over borders, volatile customs agreements and unpredictable tariffs. All these factors
contribute to trade isolation 16. Trade is further curbed by a lack of control over natural resources and
‘For example, all Palestinian imports and exports suffer from long waits at Israeli-controlled commercial
crossings (due to limited working hours, long inspections and pervasive security checks, particularly for goods
getting in and out of Gaza) and are required to be moved from/to a Palestinian truck to/from an Israeli truck (or a
Jordanian one if the goods are going through the Allenby Bridge). These restrictions generate significant
16
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perpetual cycles of conflict, etc. These factors have a detrimental effect on the investment climate and
continue to discourage foreign investors from exploring business opportunities in Palestine 17. Foreign
direct investment in Palestine has hovered at a low rate of 1–2% of GDP over the past decade,
standing at 1.8% in 2018 (IMF).
FIGURE 2. FOREIGN DIRECT INVESTMENT (FDI) IN PALESTINE, 1995–2018
FDI, net inflows (% of GDP)

FDI, net outflows (% of GDP)

10.00

FDI, % of GDP

8.00
6.00
4.00
2.00
0.00
-2.00
-4.00
Source: International Monetary Fund, Balance of Payments Statistics Yearbook

According to the World Bank, ‘bold actions are needed to get the Palestinian economy out of its
deteriorating trajectory’. In order to achieve economic development and job creation, the private sector
is needed as ‘the only sustainable engine for growth’ 18. The Palestinian private sector, however,
operates in the challenging context of an archipelago economy, where a set of island economies
(Gaza; Areas A, B and C; and East Jerusalem) all have their own constraints. With little to no
interaction between the island economies, any economy of scale is hard to achieve 19. The
characteristics of the island economies include the following:
■

■

Over 60% of the West Bank is tagged as Area C, which restricts Palestinian access to its natural
resources (water, agricultural land, minerals, etc.) and to business investments. Areas A and B
have fewer restrictions but are scattered across the territory 20.
Suffering from access restrictions imposed since 2006 as well as the consecutive wars of the past
decade, the Gaza contribution to Palestinian GDP has fallen to only 18% (PCBS, 2018).
According to UNCTAD and the IMF, in 2019 ‘investment in Gaza practically vanished, falling to 3
percent of GDP’. In this distorted economy, nearly all investments are related to construction, with
88% geared towards rebuilding the damaged structures of repeated cycles of military operations
in Gaza since 2008. IMF projections indicate that growth figures could have been different: ‘had

transaction costs. Controls over the import of goods that can be used for civilian and military purposes (the socalled dual-use items) further impede the development of key economic sectors such as agriculture,
manufacturing and ICT, particularly in Gaza’ (WB 2019c, p. 27).
17 UNCTAD 2019, p. 2; WB 2019c, p. 27
18 WB 2019a, pp. 4–7, 13
19 WB 2019c, p. 24
20 GIZ 2015, p. viii, 35 and 64; WB 2019a, p. 14
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■

the capital stock accumulation and productivity growth rates been similar to those in the West
Bank, output growth in Gaza could have reached 9 percent’ 21.
The isolation of East Jerusalem, once the beating heart of the Palestinian economy, is
increasingly separated from markets in the West Bank and Gaza and more and more dependent
on Israel in terms of trade, welfare, access to finance, and employment. ‘Hence, East Jerusalem’s
economy has been experiencing a declining contribution to the gross domestic product (GDP) of
the Occupied Palestinian Territories (OPT) – from 15 percent in the late 1980s to 8 percent at the
start of the Oslo period – and it has sustained its downward trend since’. 22

Though unlikely in the current political climate, the World Bank estimates that if these external factors
were dealt with and the imposed restrictions relaxed, it could have a huge impact on economic growth
in Palestine, in particular for Gaza and Area C (where GDP would go up by one-third) 23.

Lack of decent work opportunities
Such an unstable economic climate leaves little room for job creation. Given the high rate of
population growth (2.65% in 2019), Palestine would require 72 000 new jobs per annum to absorb the
expected 3.8 million potential workers by 2050 (up from 1.3 million in 2016) 24.
Palestine has a history of relying heavily on public employment (20.7% of the population currently
works in the public sector), especially for women (mostly teachers). However, this segment is under
pressure with new public finance management efforts to curb the employment-heavy administration
(down from 24% in 2010). Some 13.2% of the population is formally employed in Israel and the
settlements, while the remaining 66.1% is employed in the private sector (PCBS, 2019). However, low
investment in the private sector and its concentration in low-productivity sectors do not create the
required jobs. Analysing the Palestinian labour market over the past quarter-century, the World Bank
estimates that it is ‘performing poorly because the private sector is creating few jobs and in the wrong
places’. By leaving an overall deficit of 247 000 jobs, the World Bank calculates that over the same
period, about ‘one in every three new workers was never a waged employee’ 25.

UNCTAD 2019, p. 2; GIZ 2015, pp. ix, 48–57
GIZ 2015, p. 9
23 WB 2019c, p. 29
24 ETF 2020a, p. 4
25 WB 2019c, pp. 20–21
21
22
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TABLE 2. PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF EMPLOYED PERSONS (AGED 15+) BY REGION
AND SECTOR, 2000–2019
Region and sector

2000

2005

2010

2015

2019

Public sector

19.3

22.5

24

22.3

20.7

Private sector

61.9

68.2

65.5

66.2

66.1

Israel & settlements

18.8

9.3

10.5

11.5

13.2

100

100

100

100

100

Public sector

14.2

16.2

16.2

16.1

15.3

Private sector

64.4

70.9

69.6

67.5

66.9

21.4

12.9

14.2

16.4

17.8

100

100

100

100

100

Public sector

31.5

37.9

46.1

37

36.4

Private sector

55.9

61.7

53.9

63

63.6

Israel & settlements

12.6

0.4

0

0

0

Total

100

100

100

100

100

Palestine

Total
West Bank

Israel & settlements
Total
Gaza Strip

Source: PCBS 2020, LFS

Based on PCBS labour force survey data, the distribution of employment across economic sectors has
changed significantly over the past decade. While 14.1% of Palestinians workers were still employed
in the agriculture sector in 2010, the share fell by more than half to 6.3% in 2019. This drop is even
more significant for women (from 34.7% in 2010 to 6.8% in 2019). Over the same period, the share of
the commerce, hotels and restaurants sector grew from 17.3% to 21.7%, while the dominance of
services and other branches became even clearer (35.1%, up from 30.1%), especially in the case of
female employment, where women accounted for the lion’s share at 70.7% (up from 45.7% in 2010).
In East Jerusalem and Gaza the concentration of women in the service sector is even higher: 80%
and 88.1%, respectively, in 2019 (PCBS, 2019 data).
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TABLE 3. PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF EMPLOYED INDIVIDUALS (AGED 15+) BY
ECONOMIC ACTIVITY AND GENDER, 2019
Total

Males

Females

Agriculture

6.3

6.2

6.8

Mining & manufacturing

13

13.8

9

Construction

17.7

20.9

0.3

Commerce, hotels & restaurants

21.7

23.6

11

Transportation, storage & communication

6.2

6.9

2.2

Services & other branches

35.1

28.6

70.7

Total

100

100

100

Source: PCBS 2020, LFS

The Palestinian economy is dominated by small firms and has a high level of self-employment, namely
24.6% (PBCS, 2019), which is more prevalent in the West Bank than in the Gaza Strip 26. As many of
the micro to small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are family-based and often operate in the
informal economy, there is limited room for job creation. Precarious work is often found within an
informal setting, and over half of Palestinian workers are assumed to be informally employed, leaving
a large group at risk. For those who find their way into the labour market, the International Labour
Organisation (ILO) has raised concerns about the overall poor working conditions in Palestine. In its
2015 School to Work Transition Survey for Palestine, the ILO finds that only about one-third of young
wage and salaried workers receive benefits (e.g. annual leave, paid sick leave, medical insurance)
and that one-third (mostly young men) indicate having to work excessive hours 27.
Employment in the service sector will be heavily affected by the Covid-19 crisis, especially in the
tourism sector. Activities in tourism and related sectors (accommodation and food service), as well as
in transport services, have been severely disrupted by the decrease in tourist inflow.

Staggering unemployment and inactivity figures
The labour force survey (LFS) is clear: inactivity is predominant in Palestine, with only 44.3% (of the
population aged 15+) actively participating, and there is little difference between the West Bank and
Gaza (PCBS, 2019 data). From a historical perspective, the rate has hovered around 40% since
Oslo 28. There is, however, a huge discrepancy by gender. The labour force participation rate is 69.9%
for males, but only 18.1% for females, which is low even by regional standards. Moreover, there has
been little to no improvement in the trend. Only women in the age group 25–50 have increased their
participation rate, which has risen by seven percentage points to 30% over the past decade. With the
future in mind, the figures for the current generation of Palestinian youth (aged 15–24) hover around
30.3% (49.4% for young men and 10.3% for young women) (PCBS, 2019 data). From a geographic
perspective, the participation rate is by far the lowest for East Jerusalem, where only 12.2% of women
actively participated in the labour market in 2019 (up from 6.3% in 2015) (PCBS, 2019 data).

The ILO gives different figures but sees 50% more self-employment in the West Bank than in Gaza.
ILO 2016, pp. 30–37
28 AWRAD & CARE 2015, p. 19
26
27
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FIGURE 3. INACTIVITY RATE – PEOPLE OUTSIDE THE WORKFORCE (% AGED 15+), 2000–
2019
Total

Male

Female

90.0
80.0
70.0
60.0
50.0
40.0
30.0
20.0
10.0
0.0

Source: PCBS 2020, LFS
Data from 2010 revised according to results from the Population, Housing and Establishments Census, 2017

Unemployment figures are high and on the rise in Palestine 29. They are especially worrying for women
and youth. The overall unemployment figure for Palestine (population aged 15+) stands at 25.3%,
which is up from 14.3% in 2000. However, the figure varies significantly when further disaggregated:
there are large discrepancies by gender (21.3% for males and 41.2% for females), by region and by
age (PCBS, 2019). The unemployment figures have been rising since Oslo, mostly because of an
increase in female unemployment (up from 12.4% in 2000) and large-scale unemployment in Gaza
(45.1%, up from 18.9% in 2000) 30 (PCBS data).

PCBS calculates both the employment and unemployment figures as a share of the active part of the
population. Therefore, the large segments of non-active population should be taken into consideration when
assessing the real employment rate.
30 NR 2020, p. 32; WB 2019c, p. 15
29
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TABLE 4. UNEMPLOYMENT RATE (AGED 15+) BY REGION, 2000–2019
2000

2005

2010

2015*

2019

Palestine

14.3

23.5

23.8

23

25.3

Males

14.6

23.8

23.1

20.2

21.3

Females

12.4

22.2

26.8

34.3

41.2

West Bank

12.2

20.4

17.2

16.6

14.6

Males

12.6

20.8

16.6

14.5

12.1

Females

9.9

18.2

19.7

25.1

25.8

Gaza Strip

18.9

30.3

37.5

34.8

45.1

Males

18.9

29.6

35.9

30.7

39.5

Females

18.7

35.2

47.4

51.1

63.7

East Jerusalem

11.7

17.5

12.1

12.8

6.8

Males

12.4

18.3

11.3

11.4

4.3

Females

6.5

10.9

18.1

24.3

18.4

Source: PCBS 2020, LFS
*Break in time series in 2015 owing to adaptation to the new definition of employment. Data from 2010 revised
according to results from the Population, Housing and Establishments Census, 2017

Within Palestine, the unemployment rates follow the fractures of internal economic fragmentation. The
gap is predominantly between the West Bank (14.6%) and Gaza (45.1%), but the variance also
appears within the West Bank, where the governorate of Bethlehem registers an unemployment rate
that is twice the rate for the governorates of Jericho and Qalqilya. East Jerusalem, on the other hand,
has historically had a lower unemployment rate, which was as low as 6.8% in 2019, and the gender
divide was between 4.3% for men and 18.4% for women (though for the latter figure, the marginal
female activity rate has to be taken into account as well) 31 (PCBS data).
While the above observations on inactivity and limited employment opportunities are true for the
majority of Palestinians, young people are the most affected. More than two out of three (69.7%) in the
age group 15–24 are outside the labour force, and 40.1% of young Palestinians who are active in the
labour force are unemployed. Based on simple deduction, it is apparent that only a marginal share of
young Palestinians are gainfully employed. In addition, the gap is widening between young men
(50.6% outside the labour force and 34.7% unemployed) and young women (89.7% outside the labour
force and 67.1% unemployed). Arguably, a good share of young Palestinians are still in education
(see below), but one out of three (33.4%) in this age group is not in education or employment (NEETs)
(PCBS, 2019), pointing to a difficult transition from the world of school to the world of work. In this
case, the gender gap is also widening. With 26.7% of young men and 40.4% of young women not in
training or employment, the gender gap is almost 14%, whereas it was only 10% in 2010.

31

WB 2019c, p. 16
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TABLE 5. PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF INDIVIDUALS (AGED 15+) BY REGION, AGE AND
LABOUR FORCE STATUS, 2019
Region
and age

Activity
rate

Outside
LF

Total

Unemployment
rate

Time-related
underemploy
ment

Full
employment
*

Total

Palestine, 2019
15–24

30.3

69.7

100

40.1

1.9

58.0

100

25–34

60.7

39.3

100

30.8

1.9

67.3

100

35–44

56.9

43.1

100

15.4

1.2

83.4

100

45–54

50.9

49.1

100

11.5

0.9

87.6

100

55–64

34.5

65.5

100

9.4

0.4

90.2

100

+65

8.6

91.4

100

3.2

0.1

96.7

100

Total

44.3

55.7

100

25.3

1.5

73.2

100

West Bank, 2019
15–24

32.3

67.7

100

25.1

1.7

73.2

100

25–34

61.2

38.8

100

16.8

1.6

81.6

100

35–44

58.9

41.1

100

8.6

1.0

90.4

100

45–54

54.5

45.5

100

7.3

0.8

91.9

100

55–64

40.7

59.3

100

7.4

0.5

92.1

100

+65

11.0

89.0

100

3.2

0.1

96.7

100

Total

46.4

53.6

100

14.6

1.3

84.1

100

Gaza Strip, 2019
15–24

27.1

72.9

100

67.4

2.3

30.3

100

25–34

60.0

40.0

100

52.0

2.4

45.6

100

35–44

53.6

46.4

100

27.7

1.4

70.9

100

45–54

43.9

56.1

100

21.6

1.2

77.2

100

55–64

22.3

77.7

100

16.5

0.1

83.4

100

+65

4.1

95.9

100

3.2

-

96.8

100

Total

40.9

59.1

100

45.1

1.9

53.0

100

Source: PCBS 2020, LFS
*Full employment calculated as distribution of the active labour force participants

Moreover, the unemployment rates increase with educational attainment. In fact, an adverse trend
emerges when the rates are disaggregated by gender: while male unemployment decreases as the
number of years of schooling increases, female unemployment increases with years of schooling. As a
result, the number of women with over 13 years of schooling (47.2%) who are jobless is twice as high
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as the number of women with between 10 and 12 years of schooling (23.4%) and more than three
times as high as the number of women with 7 to 9 years of schooling (15.4%) (PCBS, 2019 data)
FIGURE 4. UNEMPLOYMENT RATE (% AGED 15+) BY REGION AND YEARS OF SCHOOLING,
2019
Total

Male

Female

70.0
60.0
50.0
40.0
30.0
20.0
10.0
0.0

0

1-6

7-9

10-12 +13

0

1-6

Palestine

7-9

10-12 +13

0

West Bank

1-6

7-9

10-12 +13

Gaza Strip

Source: PCBS 2020, LFS

The phenomenon of graduate unemployment (where individuals with higher educational levels face
decreased job opportunities) demonstrates the limited capacity of the economy to create high-quality
jobs. While the phenomenon appears across the entire Arab region, it reaches dramatic heights in
Palestine, where 31.5% of Palestinians with a tertiary education diploma were out of work in 2019 (up
from 24.1% in 2010). Again, there is a wide gender gap: 47.6% of female college and university
graduates are jobless compared to 19.0% of their male counterparts (PCBS).
FIGURE 5. UNEMPLOYMENT RATE BY EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT (% AGED 15+), 2010–2019
2010

50

2015

2019

45
40
35
30
25
20
15
10
5
0

LOW

MEDIUM
Total

HIGH

LOW

MEDIUM
Males

HIGH

LOW

MEDIUM

HIGH

Females

Source: PCBS 2020, LFS
*2015: Break in time series because of adaptation to the new definition of employment;
Note: low: ISCED 0–2; medium: ISCED 3–4; high: ISCED 5–8 (from ISCED-97 classification)
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In short, the segments of society that face the greatest difficulties in gaining access to the job market
are: a) women and girls; b) specifically those with higher educational attainment; and c) especially in
the Gaza Strip. The result is to add a) a cultural element 32 to b) a regional phenomenon of graduate
unemployment to c) an already dire economic situation. Ultimately, women with over 13 years of
schooling face a staggering unemployment rate of 65.5% in Gaza 33.

Dire poverty and protracted dependency
Beyond Palestine’s anaemic growth, the UN also warns that social stability is under pressure from a
lack of decent job opportunities, declining real income, high levels of unemployment, and the rise of
poverty to an alarming level. Three out of ten Palestinians (29.2%) live below the poverty line and
16.8% live in deep poverty 34 (PCBS, 2017 data). In its 2020 outlook for humanitarian needs, the
United Nations finds that ‘prolonged stresses have also left Palestinians less able to cope with sudden
shocks such as spikes in conflict in Gaza, demolitions in the West Bank, and natural or environmental
hazards, such as winter storms, the longer-term effects of climate change, and the environmental
impacts of inadequate water and sanitation services and electricity’ 35. As a result, half of Palestinian
people (2.4 million out of 4.8 million) are in need of humanitarian assistance. Gaza is most severely
affected (53% are below the poverty line and 1.5 million need assistance), but Palestinians living in the
other areas also suffer from various access restrictions. Area C is one such area, but another pocket
of concern is East Jerusalem, where close to three-quarters of Palestinian families are reported to be
living below the poverty line while also facing an even higher cost of living in the Israeli economy 36.

Quoting a study by Samiah Al-Botmeh entitled ‘Barriers to Female Labour Market Participation and
Entrepreneurship in the Occupied Palestinian Territory’, AWRAD and CARE claim that ‘[t]his trend is indicative of
the power of patriarchy in Palestinian society, as highly educated women are not desired as employees and face
other difficult obstacles in starting their own businesses. As a result, many highly educated women are forced to
accept work well beneath their capacity that conforms to gender stereotypes. […] Other women may opt for early
marriages, circumstances that may similarly force them to adopt maternal and domestic roles’ (AWRAD & CARE
2015, p. 22).
33 ETF 2020a, p. 9
34 Poverty is defined by PCBS according to monthly consumption patterns. The poverty line is estimated on the
basis of covering basic household needs (shelter, clothing and food) as well as health care, education,
transportation, personal care, and housekeeping supplies. Deep poverty is defined as households ‘unable to meet
the minimum required basic needs for food, clothing and housing’. Poverty lines have been adjusted to reflect the
varying consumption of families based on household size and number of children (PCBS 2020).
35 OCHA 2019, pp. 1–4
36 NR 2020, p. 27; UNCTAD 2019, p. 3
32
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FIGURE 6. POVERTY RATE (%) BY REGION, 2009–2011, 2017
Palestine
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Gaza Strip
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Poverty
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Poverty
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Source: PCBS 2020, The Household Expenditure and Consumption Surveys (PECS)

Over two million refugees live in Palestine. While this is the legal status of many Palestinians, it is also
a social stigma that passes from one generation to the next. The refugee camps are crowded and
provide little room for business development. They are home to high poverty rates and above-average
unemployment rates compared to surrounding communities within the same districts. The United
Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) has been
providing services to the refugee camps since 1949, but health, education and social services have
recently come under pressure as a result of a funding crunch 37.

Education for all
Literacy rates are high in Palestine: in 2019 the adult literacy rate stood at 97.4%, which is well above
the regional average of 76% in the Middle East and North Africa 38, while the gender difference is less
than 3 percentage points compared to 13% across the region. Even though the literacy rate of youth
(aged 15–24) reaches 99.3% (for males and females alike), the labour force is still relatively low-skilled
(UIS–UNESCO data). According to PCBS 2018 data, 58.1% of the adult population (aged 15+) have
attained only a low level of education, 21.3% a medium level and 20.6% a high level. However, these
numbers can be expected to improve in the coming decades.

37
38

NR 2020, p. 27; GIZ 2015, p. 64
Excluding high-income countries
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FIGURE 7. PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF TOTAL POPULATION (AGED 15+) BY REGION AND
EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT, 1995–2018
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Note: low: ISCED 0–2; medium: ISCED 3–4; high: ISCED 5–8 (from ISCED-97 classification)
Data from 2010 revised according to results from the Population, Housing and Establishments Census, 2017

Overall, Palestine scores high on school attendance and educational attainment. In 2018 the net
enrolment rate was 94.8% in primary education and 87.2% in secondary education (91.2% for
females) (UIS–UNESCO data). This has been the case for the past decade. Despite economic
hardship, young people continue to prioritise higher education (the gross enrolment rate in tertiary
education in 2018 was 44.3%, and it was significantly higher for women than for men at 55% and
35%, respectively). Indeed, this is the case for Gaza, the West Bank and East Jerusalem. As a result,
the tertiary education attainment among the population (aged 30–34) has risen over the past decade
from 20.4% in 2010 to 33.7% in 2018 (PBCS). While there was gender parity on the indicator in 2010,
young women outperformed their male peers by almost 10 percentage points in 2018. Along the same
lines, a drop of 5% in early school leavers among young people aged 18–24 is observed over the past
decade (from 35.4% in 2010 to 30.3%). The drop is again wholly due to female students, who have
reduced their early dropout rate by almost 10 percentage points, resulting in fewer than one out of five
young women (17.8%) dropping out early (PCBS, 2019). Access restrictions, however, do have a
negative effect on enrolment and quality of education, resulting in increased dropout rates for students
in Area C and East Jerusalem.
Keeping up this performance in terms of overall access to education will require greater efforts,
because the school-age population is expected to increase in the coming years as a result of
demographic changes. The school population in Gaza is projected to double between 2015 and 2030
(from 630 000 to 1.2 million). To meet the demand, 900 additional schools and a significant increase in
the number of teachers will be required. The regular 5.3% of GDP (UNESCO 2017) spent on
education might not suffice. For investments the Ministry of Education relies heavily on donor
contributions, which are increasingly under pressure.
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Education in Palestine suffers from fragmented management. The Ministry of Education (MoE) and
the Ministry of Higher Education (MoHE) 39 are responsible for managing public schools, colleges and
universities and have regulatory oversight of educational institutions run by the private sector. The
Ministry of Education yearbook for the academic year 2018–2019 gives a good overview, indicating
that that government schools are attended by 74.6% of all students, including 79.3% of students in the
West Bank and 55.5% in Gaza. UNWRA oversees 12.2% of all students in general education (only
4.2% in the West Bank but as much as 37.2% in Gaza), while the private sector’s share, which is
currently at 14.2% (16.5% in the West Bank and 7.3% in Gaza ), is increasing with the growing
number of education services provided by charities, faith-based organisations, private enterprises and
individuals. Geopolitical fault lines leave their mark on the management, quality and content of
education, resulting in fragile co-management between Ramallah and Gaza, and further fragmentation
in East Jerusalem, where additional players, such as the Islamic Waqf and Israeli educational and
municipal authorities, provide education and impose additional complexities in terms of content,
curricula and certification 40 41.
As in many countries, the VET arena (including non-formal vocational training) is home to an even
more complex spectrum, drawing additional players such as centres affiliated to the Ministry of Labour
(MoL), the Ministry of Social Development (MoSD), the Ministry of Former Detainees, UNRWA, civil
society organisations including faith-based ones, and for-profit private training providers 42.

1.3

Strategic context

In its National Policy Agenda for 2017–2022, Palestine gives attention to human capital development
issues. The agenda focuses on enabling young Palestinians to have opportunities to succeed in their
future, participate effectively in public life and build the state. It also addresses disadvantaged youth,
decent job opportunities and partnerships with the private sector. A further focus is on gender equality
and the empowerment of women through the elimination of all forms of discrimination and the
provision of opportunities for their participation in development.
As the main education and training provider, the MoE (along with the MoHE) has set three strategic
goals in its Education Sector Strategic Plan 2017–2022: ensuring safe, inclusive and equitable access
to quality education at all levels of the system; developing a student-centred teaching and learning
pedagogy and environment; and enhancing accountability and results-based leadership, governance
and management. One of the seven educational programmes of the plan focus solely on TVET in
order to prepare qualified graduates of vocational education programmes to enter university, working
life and the labour market. The strategy also refers to the reform policies adopted by the MoE to
integrate VET into general education through exposure courses that encourage students to join the
vocational track at the secondary level, which is further adopted in the Education Act of 2017.
The Ministry of Labour, among others responsible for vocational training, focuses its 2017–2022
strategy on reducing unemployment, building decent work opportunities, strengthening cooperative
At regular intervals the two ministries have merged and separated. Since April 2019, they have operated as two
separate entities.
40 ‘Since the Oslo Accords, the Palestinian curriculum has been taught in all schools in East Jerusalem. However,
since March 2011, Israel has been trying to strengthen its grip on the educational system in East Jerusalem by
forcing Palestinian schools, especially those that receive budgetary allocations from Israeli authorities, to use
textbooks prepared by the Jerusalem Education Administration (MANHI)’ (GIZ 2015, p. 18).
41 ETF is currently undertaking a more in-depth study of VET in East Jerusalem. A final report is expected by the
end of 2020.
42 ETF 2020a, pp. 6–7; GIZ 2015, p. vii; NR 2020, pp. 7–9
39
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work and tripartite partnerships with workers' representatives and labour market representatives, and
providing a professional, trained workforce relevant to the needs of the labour market. Work is
underway to revise the Palestinian Labour Law of 2000.
As in many countries, VET governance is fragmented in Palestine. VET policymaking is in the hands
of three main actors: the Ministry of Education (MoE), Ministry of Higher Education (MoHE) and
Ministry of Labour (MoL). Work is currently underway to revise the TVET strategy of 1999, which was
updated in 2010. The overall objective of the strategy is to create a knowledgeable, competent,
motivated, entrepreneurial, adaptable, creative and innovative workforce in Palestine and contribute to
poverty reduction and social and economic development by facilitating demand-driven, high-quality
technical and vocational education and training that is relevant to all sectors of the economy, at all
levels and to all people. Even though the 2010 strategy has sound objectives and a detailed action
plan that addresses legislation, financing, the relevance of skills to labour market needs, stakeholder
engagement and qualifications frameworks, it has never been fully implemented. One of the cited
reasons is the lack of a single spearheading entity. In the latest attempt to address the issue, a new
ministerial committee was formed in May 2019 to assess different scenarios and come up with a new
governance structure that would enhance cooperation and coordination among the various
stakeholders. Technical committees were formed, and one was given the task to draft a law that lays
out the functioning, roles and responsibilities of a new national commission for TVET. The process
was further formalised in 2020 and received the backing of the Cabinet. By the end of 2020, the draft
law had received Cabinet approval and awaited countersignature by the President.
Lastly, a national work-based learning (WBL) strategy was adopted in 2018, with a shared vision of
moving towards institutionalised WBL in TVET to meet the needs of the labour market and the
priorities of youth and contribute to the advancement of society in pursuit of sustainable
development 43.

43

ETF 2020a, pp. 7, 8; NR 2020, pp. 10, 24
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2.

HUMAN CAPITAL: DEVELOPMENT AND
CHALLENGES

The geopolitical and socio-economic background described in Chapter 1 forms a very specific context
for human capital development in Palestine. With limited room for manoeuvre to relax access
restrictions and low expectations for any improvement in the overall macroeconomic climate, it is
crucial to understand the specific challenges better in order to make the best use of Palestine’s main
resource, namely its human capital. This chapter will provide a brief overview of a number of the
challenges.

2.1

Managing human capital in an archipelago economy is a disjointed
exercise of matching localised skills demand and supply

The labour market is highly segmented in Palestine, not only by age and gender, but also
geographically as a result of its archipelago economy. In addition, the administrative separation
between the West Bank, the Gaza Strip, East Jerusalem and Israel leaves its mark 44.
TABLE 6. PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF EMPLOYED INDIVIDUALS (AGED 15+) BY GENDER
AND ECONOMIC ACTIVITY, 2019

Agriculture

Mining &
manufacturi
ng

Constructi
on

Commerce,
hotels &
restaurants

Transportatio
n, storage &
communicati
on

Services
& other
branche
s

Tota
l

Palestine

6.3

13

17.7

21.7

6.2

35.1

100

West Bank

6.5

14.4

22.3

22.8

4.9

29.1

100

Gaza Strip

4.7

6.2

3.3

22

8.6

55.2

100

Jerusalem

0.5

12.7

21.9

27.1

8.4

29.4

100

Palestine

6.2

13.8

20.9

23.6

6.9

28.6

100

West Bank

6.2

15.6

26.4

24.6

5.5

21.7

100

Gaza Strip

5.3

6.7

3.9

25.1

9.9

49.1

100

Jerusalem

0.5

14.4

25.4

29.9

9.4

20.4

100

Palestine

6.8

9

0.3

11

2.2

70.7

100

West Bank

8.4

8.1

0.7

13.1

1.7

68

100

Gaza Strip

1.7

3.4

0

5.2

1.6

88.1

100

Jerusalem

0.3

3.1

2.3

11.3

3

80

100

Gender and
region
Total

Males

Females

Source: PCBS 2020, LFS

The administrative separation between Gaza and the West Bank has taken various forms since 2007, with
more or less collaboration between the physically separate territories. Over the same period, East Jerusalem has
witnessed gradually increasing isolation from the administration in the West Bank in terms of labour market and
social welfare issues.
44
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Each island economy has its own labour market characteristics in terms of labour demand, skills
needs and wage levels. Compared to the West Bank, the Gaza Strip performs markedly worse on
virtually all measurable labour market indicators, reporting higher unemployment rates, lower activity
and employment rates, lower wages and a smaller private sector. Moreover, the differences between
the situation of Palestinians in the domestic labour market and those working in Israel are even more
pronounced.
FIGURE 8. UNEMPLOYMENT RATE BY REGION AND GENDER, 2019
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In such a context, clear forecasting and reliable labour market statistics are a challenge, not least in
order to achieve a sufficient level of disaggregation to assess the skills demand in an already small
labour market. Over the past decade, several international actors in the VET arena have tackled
labour market needs and skills anticipation through employer surveys and training needs
assessments. A 2015 survey by AWRAD & CARE describes the skills mismatch as follows: ‘[t]he vast
majority of business owners state that they have varying degrees of difficulty filling job vacancies, and
many continue to say they place greater faith in the skills of old staff, indicating the problem is
growing. This has forced the majority of firms to hire employees who do not meet the minimum
requirements for the job’ 45.
A number of reports confirm that the mismatch is highly dependent on the region: ‘East Jerusalem
businesses report the greatest difficulty in filling vacancies, while Area C employees and graduates
report the greatest difficulty in finding work’. Interpreting the data is another matter. The previous
statement does not necessarily mean that the East Jerusalem economy is thriving. Rather, it is more
closely related to the fact that over half of the Palestinians in East Jerusalem are employed in Israel.
The difficult access to jobs for Area C residents is undoubtedly related to the restrictions imposed on
Area C, which force residents to be more mobile: ‘residents of Area C are more likely to leave their
locales looking for jobs than their counterparts in areas A and B’ 46.
The labour market in Gaza is highly affected by economic constraints relating to omnipresent access
restrictions (including on import materials), military limitations on land use and coastal waters, and
export limitations. Nevertheless, a number of studies still see some potential for economic
45
46

AWRAD & CARE 2015, p. 7
AWRAD & CARE 2015, p. 9; GIZ 2015, pp. viii, 35 and 64
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development and job creation. A labour market needs assessment conducted by the Belgian
Development Agency in 2016 using an employability matrix indicates that ‘the most promising
economic sectors for TVET employment and entrepreneurship in the current business environment in
the Gaza Strip are: the services sector, the agriculture and fishery sector, and the information and
communication technology (ICT) sector’ 47. What are the opportunities for proactive human capital
development measures to boost sector development before overheating and saturating the various
areas’ respective limited job markets? Recent tracer studies show more promising figures for the
transition to employment among VET graduates (particularly graduates of WBL programmes) than
among their peers with university diplomas. Consequently, despite the overall economic situation,
there is reason to believe that VET training can be part of a better skills supply. Analysing PCBS
labour force data 48 with a linear probability model, AWRAD & CARE investigated the effect of
attending training courses on the probability of gaining employment and found that ‘on average, a
person who has taken the training course was 12.13% more likely to be employed, taking into account
gender, level of education, age and industry’ 49.
However, transition to employment is far from straightforward for VET graduates, as many employers
still find a significant skills gap. Significant efforts have been made over the past decade to enhance
the relevance of VET in Palestine, but the VET system remains rigid and requires efforts to
understand labour market needs better, adapt training to improve the employability of graduates, and
work on the private sector’s perception of VET graduates. In view of Palestine’s archipelago economy,
the system should be more agile and adaptable to accommodate the different geographic realities and
maximise the employability potential in view of sector needs and opportunities at the local level. This is
as much the case for industrial development in Hebron and the platform economy in Gaza as it is for
the most vulnerable and marginalised, e.g. food-insecure residents in Gaza or Area C 50.

2.2

Job informality in a grey economy: the blind spot in managing
human capital development stock

The Torino Process national report indicates that the informal economy and job informality play a
significant role in the Palestinian labour market. Various sources including the ILO and World Bank
indicate that more than one out of every two workers in Palestine are hired informally, while PCBS
classifies 62% of workers as informal (2016 data). Both the enormous volume of informality and the
lack of clear data raise questions about the reliability of overall labour market information in Palestine,
indicating that there might be underreporting or misinterpretation of the actual labour force.
Job informality is especially, but not solely, to be found in the informal sector. The definition of
‘informality’ is not universally agreed. The 17th International Conference for Labour Statisticians (ILO,
2003) defined informal employment more broadly to include ‘informal’ employees who work for formal
or informal economic units without being registered or declared by their employers. While the informal
sector refers to the informal link between the state and the business owner, informal employment
refers to the informal link between employer and employee (affecting job precariousness, risks,
quality, and working conditions) 51. Given the high level of self-employment (24.6% overall, 26.6% for
BTC 2016, p. 2; GIZ 2015, pp. 61–62
In the PCBS labour force survey, there is a question that asks participants whether they have attended a
vocational training course.
49 NR 2020 p. 39; AWRAD & CARE, p. 29
50 BTC 2016. p. 2; GIZ 2015, pp. 61–62
51 The concept of the ‘informal sector’ refers to production units as observation units, while the concept of
‘informal employment’ refers to jobs as observation units. The criteria for informal employment include the
47
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men and 14.5% for women) (PBCS, 2019) and the predominance of micro-enterprises (89% of
companies have fewer than 5 employees) in the Palestinian economy (PCBS, 2017 data), the
definition of an informal establishment used by PCBS 52 could apply to a majority of businesses in
Palestine and even bring most of them into the informal sphere. In this regard, the World Bank cites a
longitudinal study by Sabra, Eltallar and Alfar (2015) that finds for the period 1995–2012 that the
shadow economy – composed of informal activities – accounted for 58–89% of GDP in Palestine 53.
FIGURE 9. PERCENTAGE OF ESTABLISHMENTS BY NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES, 2017
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Source: PCBS, Population, Housing and Establishments Census 2017

Citing the FAO 54, AWRAD & CARE note that ‘the agriculture sector is largely informal and is therefore
underrepresented in official employment statistics. FAO estimates that the agriculture sector provides
work for 305 250 individuals – as of 2011 – and represents “more than 39 percent of those working in
informal sectors and supporting a significant proportion of Palestinian families who cultivate their lands
for their livelihood”’ 55. However, job informality is also a reality for at least one out of every two
Palestinians employed in other sectors. This is likely linked to the dominance of family-run microenterprises in which sons, nephews, cousins or more distant relatives are employed, regardless of

absence of a written contract, no pay slip, no legal or social protection, outworkers (home-based workers, street
workers), a casual/temporary job and the absence of a labour union.
52 The PCBS uses the following definition of an informal establishment: an establishment that employs fewer than
or equal to five employees, who are mostly proprietors (note that professionals such as doctors, engineers,
auditors and all other related professions are excluded from the survey frame). In addition, they engage unpaid
family members and have a low value of capital, a lack of complete accounting records, a lack of work contracts,
etc.
53 Red tape and cumbersome business regulations are cited among the reasons for the prevalence of informality:
‘the process of registering a business is complicated, lengthy and unclear. There is no automated business
registration system and lawyers provide inconsistent information to entrepreneurs. Registration categories are
confusing, and entrepreneurs often register their businesses under incorrect categories or choose to register in
foreign countries. As a result, many businesses choose to operate informally. While there have been some
important recent reforms, such as the streamlining of municipal business licensing and the registration of
business property, the reform process has been slow, piecemeal, uncertain, and with limited input from the private
sector. This approach has done little to gain the trust of the business community regarding the government’s
regulatory reform efforts. A Big Bang regulatory reform would send a clear signal to the business community that
the PT are open for business’. While this recommendation was put forward to boost tradable services in a digital
economy, it is also relevant for businesses in Palestine (WB 2019c, pp. 17, 31–32; BTC 2015, p. 54).
54 FAO (2011). ‘Palestinian Women’s Associations and Agricultural Value Chains’, Case Study Series No. 2
55 AWRAD & CARE 2015, p. 33
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their skill set. In this regard, GIZ refers to the importance of ‘real or perceived “family business
secrets”’ 56 that make it ‘difficult for sharing craft skills with an outsider like an apprentice or an intern’ 57.
Job informality primarily affects the most vulnerable. It is exceptionally high among young workers.
The World Bank cites an ILO estimate of 2014, which found that 94% of young workers (aged 15–29)
were employed informally. Research also shows that workers with a semi-skilled or low-skill profile
have a high chance of ending up in an informal set-up and that this is the case for both sexes in
Palestine. The World Bank notes that ‘the few female workers with secondary education or below who
did not drop out of the labour market are largely employed informally (73%)’, while the figure for their
male counterparts is 67%. In contrast, the figures for working informally are significantly lower for
skilled people: ‘in 2015 only 4% of employed skilled females and 11% of employed skilled males
worked in an informal firm’. Overall, the size of the grey job market in Palestine is worrying job
informality undermines worker protections (both legally and in terms of decent work) and labour
productivity (unreliable accountability) 58.

2.3

Palestinian labour mobility to the Israeli economy: a key exogenous
element with an impact on the domestic usage of human capital

Roughly 13.3% of active Palestinians (PCBS, 2019) are employed in Israel or Israeli settlements. An
UNCTAD report in 2019 indicates that ‘the incapacity of the restrained economy, under occupation, to
generate jobs, in the face of a growing population, forces a high number of Palestinians to seek
employment in Israel and settlements in the West Bank, which are illegal under international law (as
noted in Security Council resolution 2334)’.

56 The Arabic word to describe a certain expertise or ‘business secret’ is اﺳرار اﻟﻣﮭﻧﺔ, which means ‘secrets of the
profession’ (GIZ 2020, p. 3).
57 A 2015 qualitative study by BTC traced a sample of recent graduates from TVET institutions in the West Bank
and East Jerusalem to understand what prevents the hiring process for TVET graduates from being competencybased. The study examined the relevance of five main factors (labour market segmentation, information failure,
nepotism (‘wasta’), skills mismatch and working conditions) and found that the vast majority of respondents
agreed with the statement that ‘[n]epotism plays a large role in determining hiring decisions, frequently favouring
family members over other more qualified applicants. The fact that a majority of Palestinian businesses are small
and owners want to keep them in the family plays a large role’ (BTC 2015, pp. 3, 19).
58 WB 2019c, p. 17; WB 2018a, pp. viii, 14
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*Since 2006, Gaza Strip employees have not been able to access Israel and Israeli settlements.

Palestinian employment in the Israeli economy has a long history and is a significant factor to take into
account when addressing either the Palestinian labour market or the Israeli economy. In the past, the
Israeli construction sector in particular has been heavily dependent on it. The majority of workers are
employed in low-skilled labour. In its literature review on the subject, the AWRAD & CARE study
concludes that since the 1980s, the majority of work permits have gone to construction workers,
followed by agricultural workers and, to a lesser extent, industry and services 59.
While it is beyond the control of the Palestinian labour market, labour mobility to the Israeli economy is
a key exogenous element that has an impact on the domestic usage of human capital. In recent
decades, cross-border labour mobility has fallen significantly owing to increasing restrictions by
Israel’s security apparatus (the construction of a separation barrier, the reduced number of work
permits, the unpredictability of operating hours and security checks at checkpoints, etc.), which further
exacerbate unemployment levels in Palestine. According to the World bank, ‘[t]hese restrictions have
resulted in more than one-third of Palestinians working illegally in Israel and, particularly, the
settlements.’ 60 Although the share of Palestinians working in Israel and the settlements has increased
to 13.2% (up from 10.5% in 2010), it is still far below the 2000 level of 18.8%, which was already lower
than pre-Oslo levels 61.
Taking into account that the mobility of workers from Gaza has come to a complete standstill since the
blockade in 2007, the current figures relate only to West Bank workers (17.8% of the West Bank
workforce). According to the World Bank, this figure could be even higher since it is ‘well below the
demand for Palestinian labour in Israel and the settlements and the number of Palestinians willing to
work there attracted by significantly higher wages’. Wages are considerably higher (ILS 254.4) and

AWRAD & CARE, p. 22; WB 2019c, p. 18
World Bank, 2019c, p.18.
61 During the Covid-19 emergency, an estimated 50 000 Palestinian informal workers were active in the Israeli
market and prone to job losses in the absence of any formal arrangement.
59
60
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more than double the wages in Palestine (ILS 110.8 in the public sector and ILS 96.6 in the private
sector). However, higher educational attainment does not correspond to higher wages 62.
TABLE 7. AVERAGE DAILY WAGE IN ILS FOR WAGE EMPLOYEES (AGED 15+) BY REGION
AND SECTOR, 2000-2019
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59

70.4

85.2
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66.8

67.4

74.3

75.7
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125.6

158

199.5

254.4

Average daily wage

76.6

77

91.7

103.8

128.6

Public sector

62.9

71.5

90.5

108.1

120.6
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73.7

74.1

83.6

88.6

118.3
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108.6

125.4

158

199.5
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Average daily wage

82.8

84.4
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69.4

74
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Private sector
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*
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62.3
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Source: PCBS 2020, LFS
*Since 2006, Gaza Strip employees have not been able to access Israel and Israeli settlements.

In an academic paper, a research group at the Humboldt University of Berlin conducted economic
modelling to predict the effects on the West Bank economy of eventual restoration of Palestinian
employment in Israel to its pre-intifada level (1999). Putting aside any political implications of a final
settlement agreement or issues related to brain drain 63, the group’s theoretical modelling shows ‘a
strong reduction in Palestinian unemployment, strong welfare improvements for households, and
substantial changes in the composition of the labour force in the domestic labour market’. At the
macroeconomic level, the model predicts an increase in household income by on average 13%, an
increase in welfare for households by on average 7%, and a GDP increase of almost 5%. Another
finding of the study is that the extra demand for Palestinian labour in Israel triggers changes in
domestic employment in two ways. First, those who switch out of domestic employment are replaced
by previously unemployed workers. Second, the additional inflow of labour income from Israel
stimulates household consumption and ultimately domestic production. For the expansion of domestic
production, more unemployed labour is brought into employment. The net effect is an increase of 5%
in domestic employment. In particular sectors, such as construction, these findings might need to be

UNCTAD 2019, pp. 4–5; WB 2019c, p. 18
‘The model does not account for the loss of experience caused by those moving out of the domestic market that
the new entrants lack’ (Agbahey et al. 2018, p. 17).
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adjusted if the numbers of workers leaving for employment in Israel are bigger than the unemployment
stock of qualified candidates and they might even result in pushing up wages in a particular sector 64.
UNCTAD sheds light on the gender aspect of labour mobility to Israel: ‘[a]n overwhelming 99 percent
of them are men, classified as low-skilled by educational attainment, with less than 13 years of
schooling’, according to 2018 data from the Economic Policy Research Institute, PCBS and
Palestinian Monetary Authority. By contrast, the modelling in the Humboldt University study predicts
that ‘in the Palestinian context, increasing labour supply to Israel has a strong effect on female
employment in the domestic market. Moreover, relatively more high-skilled workers move into
employment in the domestic market, which is a good outcome for the domestic production system’ 65.

2.4

Female, skilled and underemployed: a loss to the human capital of
Palestine

Over the years, almost complete gender parity in education has been achieved in Palestine, with
women outperforming men at tertiary education level since 2015. In 2019, 23.6% of women held a
tertiary degree, compared to 20.5% of men (PCBS). However, the same cannot be said of
participation in the labour market. While the other parameters remain the same (the availability of jobs
is limited in Palestine for both sexes alike and young people suffer more than older age groups), men
outperform their female counterparts disproportionately on every labour force indicator.
FIGURE 11. LABOUR FORCE PARTICIPATION INDICATORS BY GENDER AND AGE, 2019
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More worrisome is that the gender divide worsens with an increase in education level, turning highly
skilled women 66 into a marginalised segment of the labour market. While a Palestinian woman who is
well educated has a better chance to get a job (the employment rate is 31.2% for women with a
tertiary degree), it is still well below her male counterparts with the same diploma (71.5%). One out of
every two women with a tertiary degree who is active in the labour market (47.6%) struggles to find a
Agbahey et al. 2018, pp. 1, 20–23
UNCTAD 2019, pp. 4–5; Agbahey et al. 2018, p. 23
66 In the World Bank study, in more general terms, ‘skilled workers are defined as those holding a postsecondary
education, which includes a two-year associate degree. Therefore, workers who finish a postsecondary education
and join the labour market in search of employment can be as young as 19 (students in the Palestinian territories
finish high school at 17)’ (WB 2018a, p. 7).
64
65
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job (PCBS, 2019). In Gaza, women with more than 13 years of schooling face a staggering
unemployment rate of 65.5% (almost twice as high as the rate for men with the same diploma level at
33.7%) and the figure is 32.6% in the West Bank (four times higher than the rate for men at 8.4%) 67.
TABLE 8. UNEMPLOYMENT RATE (AGED 15+) BY GENDER AND YEARS OF SCHOOLING, 2019

Palestine

West Bank

Gaza Strip

Years of schooling

Total

Male

Female

0

19.4

28.7

6.6

1-6

21.6

22.7

9.8

7-9

22.6

23.0

15.4

10-12

22.1

22.0

23.4

+13

30.0

18.9

47.2

0

10.4

18.6

0.3

1-6

13.5

14.8

2.7

7-9

13.2

13.7

4.5

10-12

12.8

13.0

8.9

+13

17.6

8.4

32.6

0

41.2

50.0

25.6

1-6

38.5

38.0

50.1

7-9

45.2

44.9

53.7

10-12

44.2

43.3

54.4

+13

46.7

33.7

65.5

Source: PCBS 2020, LFS

Within the context of a highly segmented economy, the World Bank finds that ‘skilled men and women
do not compete for the same jobs – the jobs available to skilled women are far more limited than those
available to skilled men’. First of all, skilled women (more so even highly skilled, qualified or specialist)
are highly overrepresented in the public sector (the majority were employed in the education sector in
2015, and the total reaches 79% if women in the healthcare sector, social work and public
administration are added) and seriously underrepresented in the private sector. The World Bank finds
that ‘[f]ull-time female workers made up only 2.9 percent of all workers in medium-sized enterprises in
the private sector in 2013’. This might be related to other changes in the economy, given that the ‘two
productive sectors that tend to employ women ⎯ agriculture and manufacturing ⎯ have seen a steep
decline over the past decade as a result of the systematic restrictions on access to land, water, and
imports and exports’. However, women have clearly been forced into a small number of occupations
as well: ‘[b]ecause they are in the non-growth areas of the economy, these sectors have reached their
limits in absorbing women’ 68.
In addition, women do not appear to be working for the same salaries as their male counterparts. They
receive an average daily wage of ILS 98.6, which is one-third less than their male counterparts
(ILS 134.4). The gender difference in salaries is most dramatic in the mining, quarrying and
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WB 2018a, pp. vii–viii, 10, 47
WB 2018a, pp. ix, 19–20, 24–25.
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manufacturing sector, where women earn ILS 61.8, which is half the wage of their male counterparts
(ILS 119) (PCBS, 2019 data).
TABLE 9. AVERAGE DAILY WAGE IN ILS FOR WAGE EMPLOYEES (AGED 15+) BY ECONOMIC
ACTIVITY AND GENDER, 2019
Total

Males

Females

Agriculture, hunting & fishing

89.6

90.0

76.7

Mining, quarrying & manufacturing

115.2

119.0

61.8

Construction

212.1

212.4

-

Commerce, hotels & restaurants

96.2

98.2

69.9

Transportation, storage & communication

91.7

91.8

91.3

Services & other branches

113.8

118.8

103.7

Average daily wage

128.6

134.4

98.6

Source: PCBS 2020, LFS

The importance of social capital should not be underestimated. Locally referred to as wasta, which can
be loosely translated as ‘connections’ in seeking a job, social capital is one of the most frequently cited
drivers of mismatches in employment. Youth with limited social capital, particularly young women, are
the most affected. To understand better the gender bias around female access to employment, a
series of quantitative and qualitative studies have been conducted over the years, giving rise to a long
list of gender specific constraints that keep women out of the workforce. The constraints include
legislation (married women need permission from their husband to get a job, there is a lack of
legislation against sexual harassment in the workplace, there are restrictions on nights shifts for
women, etc.), logistics issues (e.g. the lack of access to affordable quality childcare, the lack of safe
and reliable transportation, etc.) and a set of cultural norms (blue-collar jobs are ‘not for women’, the
double burden on working moms 69, a stay-at-home mom stereotype 70, a male breadwinner
stereotype 71 and the persistent belief that women will work for less pay) 72.
The underemployment of the skilled female workforce is first and foremost a hardship for young
women. It prevents them from building a meaningful career and contributing to a household economy.
Since the most affected skilled women are young, ‘there is real concern that this educated female
workforce may never be able to complete their transition into satisfactory employment’. Moreover, the
problem is a loss to the human capital of Palestine, because it excludes half of the potential highly
skilled workforce from contributing to growth. Therefore, policy action is required to address this socioeconomic situation and tackle the persistent constraints that keep women out of the labour force in
Palestine. The available literature does list several concrete and actionable short- and longer-term
policy recommendations to enhance female employment. They include working on gender-neutral
labour legalisation, starting with prohibiting discrimination in the hiring process and removing
administrative barriers to female employment (e.g. requiring the permission of a husband). From
69 ”Women talked about their double burden of professional and domestic responsibilities and their feelings of guilt
at not being able to perform well in their main, socially-prioritized role as mothers.” UN-WOMEN 2017 p221.
70 “Inequitable gender attitudes remain common in Palestine, although women hold more equitable views than
men do. For example, around 80 per cent of men and 60 per cent of women agree that a woman’s most important
role is to take care of the home.” UN-WOMEN 2017 p. 198.
71 ”Around 83 per cent of men and 70 per cent of women agreed that men’s access to work should take priority
over women’s when such opportunities are scarce“. UNWOMEN 2017 p208.
72 UNESCO 2019: p.2; WB 2018a p.27-40, UNWOMEN 2017 p198, 208-221; BTC 2015, p36.
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another angle, female employment can be facilitated through support structures such as dedicated
transportation and childcare as well as gender-specific matching services to enhance women’s entry
into the workforce (especially in the private sector to balance their overrepresentation in public-sector
jobs). Last but not least, from a longer-term perspective, social norms should be addressed through
affirmative action to create women-friendly safe spaces in the workplace (e.g. codes of conduct
against sexual harassment) and efforts to change public opinion on gender biases 73.

2.5

The untapped human capital opportunity of continuing education

Employer surveys indicate that very few companies in Palestine provide in-company training for their
employees, ‘with fewer still acknowledging they have an allocated budget for human resource
development. […] Only 22 percent of business owners report that their companies have a dedicated
training and human resource development budget and policy’. Citing the World Bank, GIZ notes that
the situation differs widely by region: ‘[o]nly about 3 percent of firms in Gaza offer formal training,
compared with 14 percent in the West Bank and 9 percent in East Jerusalem’. A lack of incentives
(e.g. tax incentives, training levy, etc.) to encourage employers to upskill, reskill or accredit their
workforce is cited as the main reason 74.
Nor do young graduates seem to find their own way into training centres or online training to enhance
their employability through upskilling. A 2015 AWRAD & CARE study finds that ‘the reluctance to seek
outside training was caused by a variety of factors, including lack of knowledge, scepticism of quality
and discrimination/nepotism in selection processes’. The Torino Process national report does refer to
a number of pilot initiatives to boost continuing vocational education and training (CVET) either on a
project basis (often supported by donor projects) or on a more permanent basis. The initiatives include
courses targeted at vulnerable groups in remote areas (NGO-VET institutes), courses for femaleheaded households, courses for unemployed youth, etc. 75
Overall, limited information is available on upskilling and more broadly on adult training or lifelong
learning in Palestine. A recent survey by DVV International, which focused on adult education, has
noted how disjointed this area of HCD is in Palestine. Programmes are offered by a multitude of
providers, ranging from ‘institutions affiliated to the Palestinian ministries within the programmes
offered by the directorates of these ministries in the various Palestinian governorates, to centres
affiliated to these ministries such as the Ministries of Labour and Social Development, to programmes
offered by relevant departments such as literacy programmes offered by the Ministry of Education and
Higher Education within the framework of its directorates in the various governorates and
administrative regions’. In addition, Palestinian universities provide continuing education through their
Continuing Education Centres, private training providers offer a variety of courses (of varying appeal
and licensed under different ministries), cultural or educational centres provide languages and related
courses, UNRWA provides VET training to refugee youth through a number of its centres, and last but
not least civil society organisations 76 provide a set of courses on life skills, leadership skills,
organisational work and personal development 77.

WB 2018a p. vii-viii, 12, 43-46; WB 2019c p. 42.
GIZ 2020 p1.
75 AWRAD & CARE 2015 p.8, 51; NR 2020 p44-46.
76 ”During the first two decades of the life of the Palestinian Authority, this category of institutions has received
considerable support and funding from international institutions, making it a key player in adult education within
this department.“ DVV 2019 p.68.
77 In an attempt to categorize continuous education in Palestine the DVV study mapped it out in three categories,
namely a) in the field of literacy (a prerogative of the Ministry of Education); b) in the field of VET, including
73
74
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Continuing education is an important but often overlooked part of human capital development in
Palestine. While there is a wide training offer available from many different providers, it is neither
rooted in a broader vision of lifelong learning, nor based on a systematic analysis of training needs.
Moreover, it lacks any structured link to the world of work.

upskilling and reskilling, through courses related to the labour market (offered by all actors in continuous
education); and c) in the field of community education with topics ranging from civic education to life skills and
self-care (mainly provided by civil society organizations). (DVV 2019 p.67-71)
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3.

ASSESSMENT OF KEY ISSUES AND POLICY
RESPONSES

This chapter addresses two human capital development challenges in more detail. For each
challenge, the main problem is described in its societal context. Then the policy response is
addressed and a set of recommendations put forward. As a result, the aim of the chapter is not solely
to describe the issue but also to support policy reform for the benefit of making the best use of human
capital.

3.1

Barriers between educational tracks are fading away and training
has become a lifelong learning phenomenon, but the overarching
common HCD vision is lagging behind.

3.1.1 The issue
The share of students in initial VET in Palestine has long been considered marginal. For many years,
the VET enrolment figures, which include only the number of students enrolled in the 11th grade of the
formal secondary vocational education (industrial, agricultural, hotels, household economy), have
hovered around 2% to 3% (excluding the commercial stream) 78. The latest available figures for 2018
point to a share of 2.3% of students in formal initial VET and find a sharp gender divide (4.1% for boys
and merely 1% for girls). Between 2011 and 2014 the figures even dropped below 2% 79.
FIGURE 12. STUDENTS IN VOCATIONAL PROGRAMMES (% OF TOTAL UPPER SECONDARY
STUDENTS ISCED LEVEL 3), 2000–2018
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Source: UIS–UNESCO
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In the most recent Torino Process national self-assessment, the share of VET students has been
investigated in detail and recalculated. As a result, the share has risen to include roughly 15% of

78 Since 2011 the commercial stream has not been included in the VET statistics, explaining a drop in VET
students between 2010 and 2011.
79 MOEHE 2017 p87-88.
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students in the upper-secondary age cohort (aged 16–18) 80. This is obviously a positive trend and
raises the figure to a more common level for the region, though it needs to be broken down and further
analysed. The 15% figure includes the age cohort’s enrolment in all forms of formal and non-formal
VET training programmes provided by different ministries (except for the commercial stream, which
has been excluded from VET since 2011). Across the board, enrolment figures are positive for each of
the VET tracks. This is a result of the efforts made by various VET providers over the past few years to
diversify their training offer in order to boost enrolment in VET. According to the national report,
vocational education is up 56% between 2017–2018 and 2019–2020, vocational training is up 33%
over the same period (including a doubling of people enrolled in evening courses at VTCs
administered by the MoL), and technical education also rose between 2016 and 2018, despite a
recent minor drop from 2018–2019 to 2019–2020. Lastly, there has been an encouraging reduction in
gender disparity over the past few years 81.
The national report lists the following main drivers of increased enrolment in VET:
■

■
■
■
■
■
■

■

The MoE has provided three tracks for vocational education (Injaz, Kafa’a and apprenticeship),
which together give students an opportunity to achieve according to their abilities and interests,
and it has also increased apprenticeship provision 82.
The MoE has introduced 39 vocational units in general education schools to ensure access to
vocational education in all geographical areas.
The MoL has created new centres and increased the number of provided vocations.
Non-governmental centres have also increased their centres and vocations.
New specialties and new centres have opened in the government, NGO VET and private sectors.
Several agreements have been signed with donors such as GIZ to finance the development of
training programmes and enhance infrastructure (e.g. buildings, equipment and furniture).
There is now optimal use of institutions and resources, which are operating at maximum capacity
after adding ongoing evening courses in addition to morning courses by the MoL and some
NGOs.
There is now optimal use of resources through the use of different TVET institutes by others, such
as the agreement signed between the MoL and MoSD to use centres and resources 83.

Beyond the rise in enrolment figures, there have also been changes of a more structural nature. There
has been a long-standing discussion on whether to consider the commercial stream as VET or not,
with considerable effect on the VET share of students. This led to a significant reduction in 2011, when
the commercial stream was taken out of the VET cohort. Nowadays, the barrier between the VET and
general education subsystems is being challenged and has been pulled down de facto with the roll-out
80 A precise figure was not provided by the national report by lack of a national collection of VET data. The figure
had to be calculated collating various datasets. Data on Continuous vocational education and training (CVET) is
even more scarce, hence no figures are presented.
81 NR 2020, p14-17.
82 In a 2019 report, UNESCO explains the novelty and attraction of these three expanded tracks in vocational
education as follows:
■
“Graduates of General (high school) Examination; (INJAZ) for all professional branches,
■
Professional Proficiency: applied for the first time in the academic year 2018/2019 and aims to promote
leadership and discover the talents and creativity of students. The student with a certificate of PP goes
directly to the labour market, and can join the technical colleges in the same specialization
■
Apprenticeship: Students are trained in the labour market for two days a week and pursue their studies in
their vocational schools for three days a week. The apprenticeship system aims at preparing the vocational
student to enter the labour market after graduation.” (UNESCO 2019 p. 13.)
83 NR 2020 p.43.
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of vocational units and a technology track in general education. In higher education, some universities
now also provide technical education, courses have increasingly been developed in cooperation with
industry (e.g. through donor-funded pilot schemes for dual studies), and the creation of a VET
university is under development.
In keeping with international developments, short-term, modular courses have been developed in line
with industry needs and some VET schools have opened up in the evenings to facilitate continuing
training through CVET courses. The expansion of the number of VET educational tracks described
above has resulted in a proliferation of training programmes. Overall, the new programmes have been
developed (often with donor support) on the basis of a proper labour market and training needs
analysis. The identified skills have been translated into increasingly flexible, modular, competencebased curricula that include soft skills and work-based learning components and rely on the broadly
agreed-upon Palestinian Occupational Classification (POC) and/or Arab Occupational Classification
(AOC).
Such an expansion and diversification of VET provision is reassuring in terms of increased enrolment,
but it also exacerbates the existing fragmentation of VET training supply and the dramatic lack of
overarching governance. As a result, the new training modalities under various educational tracks
offered by different providers pose a risk of completely losing oversight, let alone having a common
standard for quality assurance. As for objectives and performance indicators, each ministry continues
to use its own in the absence of a common framework. Since VET does not have a common system
for accreditation and quality assurance, fragmentation is the norm and there is a risk of duplication,
lack of recognition and limited vertical mobility. The scope of the Accreditation and Quality Assurance
Committee (AQAC) is limited only to higher education. Its duty is to license higher education
institutions (including technical colleges) and accredit the qualifications for their training programmes.
Currently, the accreditation and licensing of other VET institutions and the adoption of their
programmes take place according to rules set by the bodies responsible for each system. The
absence of any agreed-upon, functioning National Qualifications Framework (NQF) further hampers
the linking of certificates from VET training to a nationally agreed human capital development (HCD)
framework 84.

3.1.2 Policy responses
Priorities and effectiveness
The debate surrounding a comprehensive governance structure for VET in Palestine is over two
decades old. It was originally addressed in the Palestinian TVET National Strategy (1999), followed by
a structure set out in the revised TVET Strategy (2010). For most of that time a broad consensus
existed in relation to the importance of comprehensive governance and its main lines. According to
GIZ, ‘[a]s a matter of fact, most reports since 2010 describe optimistically varying setups of a TVET
governance that have never been realised (so far)’. Over the same period, many stakeholder meetings
have been convened and ‘policies and regulations have been drafted, specific measures and lots of
activities implemented, but almost none […] found their way into the living reality of TVET in
Palestine’ 85.
Nevertheless, elements of policy work that are now surfacing could eventually converge into a
common vision for VET, crossing the barriers between education subsectors and stitching together a
horizontally and vertically permeable training system. Examples include the formalisation of private
84
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NR 2020, p.10, 62-63.
GIZ 2020 p9-10.
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training through the licensing of for-profit private training centres, which is currently the prerogative of
the Ministry of Labour as stipulated under Labour Law No. 7 of 2000 Chapter Two Article 22 86, and the
harmonisation of TVET and higher education with the needs of Palestinian development and the
labour market through the endorsement of a ‘policy paper on integrated education in institutions of
higher education prepared by a committee in accordance with the Cabinet Resolution No. 04/139/17
dated 14 February 2017’ 87.
Shortcomings and policy gaps
Arguably, it is precisely the lack of a superstructure that prevents the mentioned achievements from
turning into genuine policy change around VET. According to the national report: ‘[d]espite the
existence of the Palestinian Labour Law of 2000, the Law of General Education of 2017 and the
Higher Education Law of 2017 and the provision of some articles therein, this legislation in its entirety
does not contain sufficient tools for the development of the TVET system in all its aspects. Legislation
is still needed to regulate VET in general’. A governance model was finally initiated in 2016 under the
guidance of a TVET Higher Council with a technical arm dubbed the Palestinian Development Centre
for TVET. However, the governance structure lasted only two years and ultimately ‘a ministerial
committee was formed to formulate a vision for developing TVET, by the Cabinet decision dated 13
May 2019’. The expectations for the ministerial committee are high, namely to overcome past failures
so ‘that [it] enables setting the needed policies for a unified system, providing leadership and enabling
implementation of TVET system strategies, and hence providing the Palestinian TVET model’ 88. As a
result, the end of 2020 appears yet again to be an important moment for VET in Palestine, with the
newly revised Labour Sector Strategy 2020–2022 establishing the increased effectiveness and
relevance of the TVET system as one of its main objectives. Last but not least, the Cabinet has
approved the law establishing the new TVET commission, which now awaits countersignature by the
President.

3.1.3 Recommendations
The Cabinet decision of 2020 to revamp the overall governance model of TVET and set up a TVET
commission is reassuring. It could lead to a long-overdue solution that proves sustainable for the
unified, coordinated provision of technical and vocational training. Many improvements in access,
quality and linkage to the labour market are at risk of fading, however, if the issue of fragmentation is
not solved in the foreseeable future. The recommendations in earlier versions of the TVET strategy
(dating back to 1999 and reconfirmed in 2010) remain relevant and significant efforts are needed to
systematically address strategic elements indicated by MAS in 2015, such as system empowerment,
TVET offerings, improved quality training delivery and ownership 89.
Though VET governance is now an urgent priority in its own right, it may also be possible to seize the
momentum by enlarging the scope of the coordination efforts to capture other initiatives that happen
either at the margins of VET or in parallel. The education landscape is changing and the barriers
between VET, CVET, technology training, etc. are fading away. The momentum created by reviewing
the VET governance model in Palestine is a unique opportunity to consider new societal needs
through a comprehensive structure for human capital development on one hand and more individual
learning pathways on the other hand.

NR 2020, p.8.
UNESCO 2019 p13.
88 NR 2020, p.10-13.
89 MAS 2015 p4; NR 2020 p65.
86
87
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Focus on lifelong learning guidance of talent rather than institutions when developing a
comprehensive HCD framework.
Lifelong learning is already a reality in people’s lives, but more is yet to come. While current levels of
CVET and LLL are low in Palestine, it can be expected that Palestinians, as in other countries, will
increasingly have to engage in learning throughout their lives in order to keep their skill set up to date.
In a recent report the European Commission states that ‘individuals now experience numerous
transitions throughout their lives, as occupations change, occupational prospects are less clear and
career pathways have become more diverse’. Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 4 aims to ‘ensure
inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all’. Such a
lifelong perspective provides a more fluid and comprehensive perspective for providing guidance and
relevant training to young people and adults of all ages and for supporting reskilling and upskilling.
In the short term, it will be key to shift the focus to the individual in order to provide guidance and
relevant training throughout life. Such a shift to the individual allows for talent management that fosters
the key competences necessary in a 21st century economy, including adaptability, creativity, selfmanagement, etc. 90 It also allows for a more tailor-made inclusion of vulnerable groups. With the
majority of young Palestinians struggling to find a meaningful pathway into the 21st century economy,
urgent action is required. This starts with scaling up reskilling and upskilling programmes that help
Palestinian youth to develop additional skills and competences in order to enable them to integrate
better into the economies of Gaza, the West Bank and East Jerusalem. For a large contingent of
unemployed university graduates, this might mean acquiring technical skills.
As the boundaries blur, it will be hard to continue organising learning through isolated subsystem silos
(formal, non-formal, on-the-job, etc.). The 2018 European Council recommendation puts it as follows:
learning systems will have to become more comprehensive to ensure a seamless pathway ‘to develop
quality early childhood education and care, to further enhance school education and ensure excellent
teaching, to provide upskilling pathways to low-skilled adults as well as to further develop initial and
continuing vocational education and training and modernise higher education’ 91. In its new Skills
Agenda, the EU puts a strong focus on the creation of a real lifelong learning environment 92. Individual
learning trajectories are increasingly becoming the focal point for learning systems in many countries.
The pioneering of One-Stop Shops in Finland is often cited as a best practice for putting the learner at
the centre without discriminating by age, but other examples include individual training accounts
(‘compte personnel de formation’) in France and career vouchers (‘loopbaancheques’) in Flanders
(Belgium), which both facilitate lifelong learning journeys that put career development at their core 93.
In the medium term, a shift in mind-set is also needed in Palestine. Instead of reforms that focus on
enhancing coordination between VET and the existing subsystems of training providers, efforts should

90 In its recommendation of 2018, the European Council states that “nowadays, competence requirements have
changed with more jobs being subject to automation, technologies playing a bigger role in all areas of work and
life, and entrepreneurial, social and civic competences becoming more relevant in order to ensure resilience and
ability to adapt to change. (EC 2018a p.1). While in its report ‘New Vision for Education: Fostering Social and
Emotional Learning through Technology’, the World Economic Forum in 2016 further deepened the notion of 21st
century skills around Social and Emotional Learning that prepares students to be more versatile and agile for
evolving workplaces. (WEF 2016)
91 EC 2018, p. 3
92 EC 2020b, p. 4
93 EC 2020a, pp. 49–54
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be made to address the governance of HCD in a more fluid and comprehensive framework from the
lifelong career perspective of learners 94.
In the long run, letting go of supply-driven training provision and putting the individual at the core of
lifelong learning and lifelong guidance will require the orchestration of a comprehensive HCD
governance model. As the European Commission notes, ‘[i]n an ideal situation, actors would work in
cooperation and coordinate services with the aim of providing a seamless service across an
individual’s life course’ 95. Such an overhaul of the HCD system modelled around individual learning
pathways (e.g. individual learning accounts) will inevitably require a meta-level review of Palestinian
learning subsystems, taking into account initial pre-employment training as well as social issues and
economic requirements.
Rebalance the discussion around (long overdue) enhanced coordination and comprehensive
governance of VET to capture a wider scope of HCD.
The importance of comprehensive VET governance still stands, but in 2020 there are additional
elements that can no longer be ignored in this debate:
■

■

■

The national report describes in detail the cracks in what is currently considered part of the VET
subsystem, which is scattered across a number of ministries (MoE, MoHE, MoL, MoSD, etc.),
subject to various laws and regulations, and provides training that results in a variety of
certifications.
The creative and successful expansion of VET into general education shows that the barriers
between different educational tracks have become more artificial and that their overlap is
increasing, well beyond the long-standing discussion over whether to consider the commercial
stream as VET. This also brings to light the blind spots in the fragmented system. TVET units
within general education suffer from a lack of technical content and training capacity 96, while at
the same time the VET track itself would benefit from ongoing reforms towards student-centred
learning and digitalisation. The difficulties surrounding the positioning of the short-lived
‘technology stream’ 97 are another example of the artificiality of the divide.
A number of pilot projects promoting CVET have started to bear fruit with a series of VET schools
and centres that open up in the evening. Beyond the benefits for learners, they hold great
potential for repositioning VET providers in terms of upskilling and reskilling the workforce and
indirectly enhancing the reputation of VET in general. Despite the positive trends, such as
increasing numbers, the joint development of courses with industry, and the fact that partial
qualification can now be achieved, an overall vision for CVET is lacking. The risk is that a parallel
system will be put in place instead of a more integrated lifelong learning policy for all.

Where earlier recommendations have focused on overcoming the divide between formal and nonformal training within the TVET subsector, the scope of the new review calls for a fresh start. In the

94 In a 2015 study, AWRAD & CARE surveyed VET graduates and found that ‘a majority of graduates say they
received no career counselling in the course of their education, and only half of educational institutions believe
they have such offices’ (AWRAD & CARE 2015, p. 8).
95 EC 2020a, p. 49
96 As a recent unpublished GIZ analysis puts it, ‘the teachers recruited for the TVET exposure by the Ministry of
Education were obviously mostly trained Arabic, Literature or Science teachers with no TVET background. Some
training measures to qualify these teachers were already implemented, but this still bears the risk that the idea of
a TVET exposure to attract students is being implemented in an unrealistic or even demotivating manner’ (GIZ
2020, p. 4).
97 The technology stream was briefly initiated in the education system, but it was recently stopped prematurely.
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short term, ETF recommends making a fresh effort to reassess the scope of comprehensive
governance for the VET ecosystem.
In the medium term, continuing education merits more attention as a full branch of a mature HCD
system in order to confront the key issues described by DVV, namely that the challenge of ‘any
strategic planning for the development of adult education lies in the absence of a unified
understanding of the subject of adult education, and in the extreme weakness of an organised
database that reflects the reality of this education in relation to institutions’ 98. In a first effort, it will be of
utmost importance to review the national strategy on continuing education by ‘drawing on the
experience of work during the past years of the plan's life and developing an executive plan for this
strategy’.
Finally, in the long run, the review of a strategic framework for VET or for continuing education should
be carried out not in isolation but from a broader HCD perspective. This is in order to close the
loopholes in the system, ensure a seamless coordination between the various education systems, and
ultimately provide a comprehensive service to the whole population (from young to old). Even as the
relevant authorities proceed with the implementation of the national TVET Commission to improve the
VET ecosystem, the reasoning of the DVV study remains valid when it flags the need for a dedicated
higher national authority for adult education in Palestine to spearhead continuing education with social
policy in mind. Come what may, a thorough coordination and integration effort will be necessary to
bring together the multitude of providers and programmes in the various HCD subsystems. Ultimately,
it is up for debate how best to unify the approaches in Palestine and implement a comprehensive
training system from a lifelong learning perspective.
Prepare the ground for a flexible HCD system by urgently finalising a National Qualifications
Framework (NQF).
All strategic reviews of the VET system in the past two decades single out the lack of a common
qualifications structure as a major gap. The national report (2020) is clear: ‘VET needs a
comprehensive system of accreditation, quality assurance, and accompanying systems that have
been mentioned in the proposed strategy and the proposed law. The system should include
clarification of standards, structure and reference. As a start, Vocational Training needs a qualification
and accreditation system for the skilled and limited-skill worker levels, and to accredit prior learning
and acquired skills through experience’ 99.
The reinterpretation of the VET subsector within a wider approach to human capital development, as
described above, also means that its rethinking should involve the legal establishment of the entire
education sector as one integral component. As MAS has indicated, ‘this goal can only be achieved if
existing education and training laws are somehow integrated to meet that vision. To that extent, it has
become of utmost importance to acknowledge and endorse at the national level a progression route to
all kinds of education which necessitate TVET skill levels. Accordingly, certifications will need to be
nationally acknowledged within the current education system. This will certainly change the negative
perception of TVET within Palestinian society as a dead-end type of education’ 100.
In the short term, begin rethinking the legal framework and references for the entire education sector.

DVV 2019, pp. 77, 78
NR 2020, p. 62
100 MAS 2015, p. 4
98
99
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In the medium term, the NQF should become the backbone of a comprehensive system. Although a
broad consensus exists over the need for the NQF and it has been provided for in all earlier TVET
strategies, it has not materialised in the past two decades. The issues of transparency and mobility are
of key importance for qualifications systems, and the implementation of the NQF will require efforts
that go well beyond the VET subsector. In its strategic plan 2017–2022, the Ministry of Education
indicates that ‘having a National Qualifications Framework (NQF) and the Palestinian Occupational
Classification (POC) constitutes a major milestone in capturing previously unrecognised qualifications
[and] offering much needed recognition and job opportunities for a large number of professionals’ 101.
Though some degree of system integration has been achieved, the recognition of qualifications and
certification is still divided between the various ministries involved and it is still limited to vocational
education and technical education for some tracks 102, specifically where the Ministry of Labour still
needs to develop its qualifications and accreditation for vocational training 103. Despite the limited
progress, the national report (2020) remains hopeful: ‘a draft NQF structure does exist but it needs to
be updated and amended both for VET and for other levels. Upon its completion, one national
framework should facilitate guaranteed permeability between initial VET, academic education,
continuing VET and lifelong learning’ 104.
In the long run, the existence of an NQF would also be the conditio sine qua non for the lifelong career
guidance mentioned above, because it would serve as the common point of reference to enable the
validation and recognition of skills and qualifications acquired through non-formal or informal learning
and act as a benchmark for developing individual flexible learning pathways for further training. Given
the high prevalence of the informal economy in Palestine, the recognition of prior learning and the
validation of informally acquired skills could play a significant role in the formalisation and upgrading of
economic sectors. Hence the urgency, however difficult it may be, to take up the work of creating the
NQF as a backbone for accreditation and certification.

3.2

Will Palestinians surf on the digital wave towards prosperity? To
what extent is digital transformation a reality for the Palestinian
economy and does it present a meaningful career opportunity for
young Palestinians?

3.2.1 The issue
Globally, the digital transformation of economies is considered to be both a threat to the job market
and an opportunity to create new jobs, increase productivity and drive growth 105. In its 2019 report on
jobs, the World Bank cites ‘boosting technology-based services’ as one of the key job creators for
Palestine: ‘[g]iven the small size of the economy and the restrictions on physical trade, the best option
to create more and better jobs […] is to boost tradable services, particularly those based on digital
technologies, such as information and communication technology (ICT) services, whose global
MoEHE 2017, p. 87
‘According to the approved reviewed TVET strategic plan (2010), the system assumes permeability between
different levels. Accordingly, different measures were adopted recently which include accepting the enrolment of
vocational education graduates in all specialisations at universities (with the exception of the medical
specialisation), whereas previously they were accepted only in fields relevant to their studies. In addition to
developing the occupational standards and curricula of a number of professions within the different levels
according to the adopted AOC, vocational training (VT) is still in need of an accreditation and qualification system
to link with the national education and training framework’ (NR 2020, pp. 9–10).
103 NR 2020, pp. 39, 46
104 NR 2020, pp. 8–9
105 WEF 2018
101
102
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demand is rapidly growing’ 106. Though the share of the ICT sector is only 3.2% of Palestine’s GDP
(PCBS, 2018), the expectations during the Torino Process debates in Palestine were high for the
growth potential of the technology sector, which is flagged as a ‘strategic force to achieve high rates of
economic and social development’ 107.
Growth potential of the sector
In order to understand the potential of the Palestinian technology sector as a job generator, a more
detailed breakdown of the sector is needed. In general, the sector is understood to include data-based
and technology-enabled services, such as ICT and business services. Online freelancing is a growing
business not only globally but also in Palestine, which has seen an increase in online freelancers
(especially in Gaza), in terms both of individuals and of small outsourcing companies that service
other countries (mostly in the Arab world). Exact numbers are difficult to obtain. UNDP sees the
number of freelancers varying according to the portal, and puts the range at between 2 000 and
7 000 108. Freelancers now provide a host of digital and administrative and support services (including
accounting, marketing, event organising, data entry, design, programming, etc.) 109.
A better understanding of the trend should allow the Palestinian economy to reap the fruits of digital
transformation and play a part in the global value chains of Industry 4.0, to the extent possible. Online
freelancing is often cited as a subsector with great potential for Palestinian youth to enter the platform
economy, particularly in Gaza. In this respect, the World Bank identifies a global trend (that also exists
to a lesser extent in the Arab world) where ‘[d]igital technologies have enabled large projects awarded
to firms in some part of the world to be broken down into small parts and tasks, which are outsourced
to firms and individuals in other parts of the world. Tasks can be complex (e.g. software development,
graphic design, media production, content development, website design, e-marketing, translation) or
simple (e.g. labelling photos or videos, describing products, data gathering, answering calls), providing
opportunities for high-skill and low-skill youth alike’ 110. A labour market needs assessment that was
conducted by the Belgian Development Agency in 2016 using an employability matrix points to two
pillars of Gaza’s competitive edge in the sector, namely: ‘(i) the outsourcing business model that is
increasingly being recognised as a long-term competitive strategy for business success owing to lower
infrastructure investment, enhanced focus on unique business core functions and overcoming
seasonal workload that does not require employing new staff; and (ii) the backbone for these services
is highly linked and dependent on technology advancement with noted focus on ICT development’ 111.
Between a ‘nascent’ and an ‘advancing’ start-up ecosystem
Palestine is home to a small but growing start-up ecosystem. Certainly, the growth-focused world of
start-ups might have an overall positive impact on the economy and society, but its net value
contribution to the economy and job creation is more ambiguous. In a recent report, the World Bank
investigates the tech start-up scene in the West Bank and Gaza. In terms of growth rate over the
period 2009–2015, the World Bank calculates that ‘on average, each year 19 more start-ups are
created than in the previous year, resulting in a 34 percent compounded growth rate in start-up
WB 2019c, pp. 31–32
NR 2020, p. 31
108 ‘For example, there are some 3 000 Palestinian freelancers to be found at freelancer.com, and around 2 000
more are registered on Upwork.com. Approximately 7 000 Palestinian freelancers are registered on the Arabworld-based portal Mostaql.com.’ Accessed at
https://www.ps.undp.org/content/papp/en/home/presscenter/articles/2018/freelancing-in-the-state-ofpalestine.html on 19 June 2020
109 BTC 2016, p. 2; WB 2019c, pp. 31–33
110 WB 2019c, p. 33
111 BTC 2016, p. 2
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creation [and] about two-thirds of the start-ups surveyed reported hiring at least one employee, with a
median of three jobs per start-up’. This leads to the calculation that over the same period, 1 247 jobs
were created in the ecosystem. This is a small number in comparison to the high expectations of the
technology sector in terms of job creation 112.
To understand the maturity of the ecosystem and identify its main drivers, several hundred Palestinian
entrepreneurs were interviewed in a Global Entrepreneurship Research Network survey between 2016
and 2017 113. Based on the survey results, the World Bank puts the Palestinian ecosystem between
the ‘nascent’ and ‘advancing’ stages. Whereas the community of stakeholders and access to financing
are judged to be at a more advanced level, the skills and supporting infrastructure are still at a nascent
stage 114.
Despite some obvious constraints (such as limited infrastructure), there seems to be a fairly conducive
enabling environment for a tech start-up ecosystem in Palestine. The availability of finance and
facilitation is surely seen as a driver. So is the interconnectedness of the ecosystem. In the specific
case of a highly fragmented society that is subject to physical separation and movement restrictions,
the Palestinian start-up ecosystem is obviously fragmented. The World Bank finds it clustering around
two main poles: Gaza Sky Geeks in Gaza and Birzeit University in the West Bank 115. Despite its
mobility constraints, the Palestinian ecosystem is regarded as ‘highly connected to international
actors, connecting to extensive networks of knowledge from clusters outside of the West Bank and
Gaza’ 116.
The extent of these networks could be reassuring for the start-up scene, since the survival chances of
a start-up are often measured by its connectivity and its ability to interact with the surrounding
ecosystem or network of stakeholders. A recent article in Nature goes even farther, testing the
hypothesis that start-up networks have predictive power and using network centrality as a point of
reference. The article poses a theory that ‘the position of a start-up within its ecosystem is relevant for
its future success’ and ‘the network of professional relationships among start-ups can unlock the longterm potential 117 of risky ventures whose economic net present value would otherwise be difficult to
measure’. More research would be needed to identify the specificities of this international exposure
(e.g. any links to the Palestinian diaspora) or its potential for cross-border economic development and
its eventual influence on job creation 118.

World Bank 2018b, pp. 3–9
‘For this analysis, 423 entrepreneurs were surveyed in the West Bank and Gaza between December 2016 and
February 2017 and relevant data were collected on 142 start-ups and 196 start-up founders.’ Although it is one of
the largest survey samples of start-ups ever seen in Palestine, the ‘data set is not exhaustive and only represents
a subset of the ecosystem’s start-ups. Moreover, it is subject to survivorship bias and does not include start-ups
that were no longer in business’ (WB 2018b, pp. 2, 3, 29).
114 World Bank 2018b, pp. 3–9
115 East Jerusalem is not considered as a separate entity in the World Bank study. While it is more closely
connected to the West Bank, it is also subject to other administrative and financial frameworks imposed by Israel.
116 ‘These international actors are both regional (MENA region) and international (primarily US actors), including
many university networks […] which suggests that there is a large proportion of the start-up ecosystem with
foreign experience or that floats between the West Bank and Gaza and another international residence’ (WB tech
2018, p. 20).
117 ‘For instance, skilled employees moving across firms in search of novel opportunities can bring with them
know-how on cutting-edge technologies; advisors who gained experience in one firm can help identify the most
effective strategies in another, while well-connected investors, lenders and board members can rely on the
knowledge gained in one firm to tap business and funding opportunities in another’ (Nature 2020, p. 1).
118 Nature 2020, pp. 1, 4
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Traditional skills
Referring to recent international literature, the World Bank argues that beyond the start-up
entrepreneurial ecosystem, ‘new technologies also generate new job opportunities for workers with
skills that complement technology, including cognitive and socio-emotional skills. Recent work shows
that countries that invest more in these skills and ensure a supportive environment for firms to do
business, innovate, and adopt new technology stand to gain the most from technological changes,
while those who do not [do so] risk falling behind’ 119.
In theory, Palestine with its overall high educational attainment should be well positioned to reap the
fruits of the booming technology sector. Its highly skilled youth are often cited as one of the main
drivers of technology-driven growth. The question, however, is whether Palestine is investing in the
provision of the right skill set. From the above example of the start-up ecosystem, the answer seems
to be no as skills are not necessarily seen as a key driver. According to the World Bank, ‘[e]ducation is
especially high among founders in the West Bank and Gaza, with over 55 percent having a university
degree, and over 19 percent with graduate degrees (masters, professional or doctorate). […] [T]he
majority of founders (52 percent) have a degree in science, technology, engineering or mathematics
(STEM), 21 percent have a degree in business, and 11 percent have both STEM and business
degrees’. However, the skill set of entrepreneurs (founders and team members) are found to be too
traditional and lack both creativity and due financial capacity. As a result, for many investors, skills are
considered a drawback 120.
Similar skills gaps seem to exist for other technology-based services, impeding their ability to expand.
For the platform economy to flourish, certain preconditions need to be met. As a result, limited skills
training and a lack of mentorship opportunities are flagged as among the main constraints for the
development of the technology sector as a whole. For the tech sector’s potential to be fulfilled, the
Solutions for Youth Employment report of the World Bank warns that certain preconditions are required.
Countries should ‘overcome economic, social and institutional barriers’ and invest in order to ‘alter their
education and training systems to provide the more advanced technical and soft skills needed, and
rewarded, by the new economy. This will be particularly important for youth entering the labour market
for the first time’ 121.
Connection to VET
Expanding the scope beyond the tech service sector and assessing the extent of the advances in
digital technology that are transforming other sectors, the stakeholders of the national Torino Process
also raise caution by stating that ‘the digital transformation contributes to skill mismatch’. Further skills
anticipation will be required to understand the changing needs arising from digital transformation
processes. To understand the needs, however, labour market analysis processes will require
revamping and more collaboration with private-sector actors will be needed to accommodate any
changes in industrial processes. As a result, the Torino Process national report indicates that the ‘VET
ability to meet technology skills mismatch is affected by methods of identification of new vocations and
curricula development that have limited labour market contribution and [are] in many cases led by the
government’ 122.
On the training provision side, a full-scale review and relevance check will be required. This is the
case not only for general education, but also for VET. It is not clear to what extent the profiles that the
WB 2019c, p. 31
WB 2018b, pp. 12–14
121 WB 2019c, p. 33; S4YE 2018, p. 8
122 NR 2020, p. 36
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Palestinian VET system currently delivers at the semi-skilled level are still relevant and sufficient for
the technology sector or the automation process of the digital transformation across sectors. One key
will be to understand whether the initiatives to diversify VET provision (as described under HCD
issue 1) can provide the required skill set, including the necessary foundational skills (problem-solving,
creativity, etc.), entrepreneurial learning, and flexible initial and continuing VET adapted to sectors
disrupted by digital transformation.

3.2.2 Policy responses
Priorities and effectiveness
In the problem statement of the recent STEM strategy, the Ministry of Education makes the case for ‘a
qualitative shift in the teaching and learning process in Palestinian schools […] thereby improving
human capital in order to meet the current and future needs of society in the knowledge economy and
the labour market’. The strategy evokes a sense of urgency to ‘solve problems of economic
development, such as low employment rates, unemployment and poverty among young people, as
well as the huge gap between rich and poor, as it is concerned with providing the labour market with
qualified high-tech workers’. Though focused on teaching STEM subjects only in general education,
the proposed pedagogical approach also addresses broader issues such as: a) integrating scientific
method into daily life; b) transversal implementation of 21st century skills in the curriculum, including
logical thinking, decision-making, teamwork, etc.; c) a multidisciplinary approach recognising the
strong link between STEM education and the arts that promote design, creativity and innovation; and
d) organising the learning around experience-based activities through discovery, investigation, manual
activities, etc. The level of implementation of the strategy is to be further investigated as is its ability to
disrupt the previously mentioned traditional learning culture 123.
In addition, the Covid-19 outbreak has pushed the relevant ministries, schools, teachers and students
to move ahead with digitalising the learning experience. In this respect, several efforts have been
made in cooperation with different partners, including the provision of electronic learning platforms by
the MoE (https://i2.elearn.edu.ps/), the development of an e-learning manual led by the Ministry of
Higher Education and Research, and the delivery of online short courses in solar energy and hybrid
automotive technology by the MoL in cooperation with the local chambers of commerce 124.
Shortcomings and policy gaps
In 2016, a technology stream was launched as a track in general education. The stream rapidly
managed to attract close to 4 700 students in 170 schools. The stream was deliberately set up outside
the VET track as a positive career choice for students with ambitions in the technology sector. Despite
its success, the stream was short-lived and taken out of the Palestinian curriculum in 2019. A lack of
clarity on where to position its qualification has been cited as one of the main reasons for its removal
from the educational calendar. It fell into the cracks, so to speak, between general education and VET.
Without neglecting the importance of ongoing VET reforms in Palestine, a 2018 concept paper by the
TVET Department of the Ministry of Education (and Higher Education), which describes the way
forward, makes no reference to the technology of digital transformation. It focuses solely on improving
VET quality, governance and enrolment figures. Its merits in terms of increased enrolment have been
discussed under HCD issue 2, as have its breaking down of barriers between VET and general and
higher education.
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MOE 2019, pp. 2–11
ETF 2020b, pp. 61–63; ETF 2021, p. 3
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The abovementioned STEM strategic plan (though currently limited only to STEM courses) would
actually constitute a golden opportunity to review and future-proof the Palestinian curriculum for all
educational tracks, including VET. The plan already makes explicit reference to coding, electricity and
digital electronics. Other subjects, such as mechanics and transport technology, design, and electronic
design, to name but a few examples, have a clear overlap with VET in a 21st century setting. With the
digital transformation gradually making its way into all sectors and all skills levels, it would be
paramount to enlarge the perspective of the strategic plan to cover the education system more
broadly. The strategy mentions the formation of a national team for the gradual adjustment of the
curriculum and raises collaboration with higher education. However, VET is not mentioned in the
strategy nor is there any description of divergent educational pathways that would lead to VET either
at secondary-school age or at tertiary level.

3.2.3 Recommendations
The digital transformation of the global economy comes with both challenges and opportunities. As
described above, many sources agree that the Palestinian technology sector has the potential to play
a key role in economic development and job creation. Currently, however, skills are seen more as an
impediment than as an enabler. With human capital as its main resource, the Palestinian economy
has no option but to seize the opportunity. In addition to other required policy changes to improve the
business climate (e.g. the reduction of red tape) 125, a review of the skill set of Palestinians could
contribute significantly to Palestine’s participation in a global digital value chain.
Maximise the potential of technology-based services as a job generator by revamping training
provision.
In the short term, the education system should review the relevance of various educational tracks both
to provide the adequate skill set needed to enhance the Palestinian contribution to a technology value
chain and to allow for skills to become a main driver within the Palestinian tech ecosystem and boost
technology-driven services. Such a review should be based on a thorough skills anticipation or
occupational analysis of the sector (see recommendation b) and will inevitably result in a set of new
and adapted profiles at various occupational levels. The education system’s response to provide the
respective qualifications cannot be limited to a single educational track, because the skills and
competences required by the technology sector are spread over various levels. Rather, the response
of the Palestinian education system should build on previous policy work around STEM in general
education, the hybrid pilot of the technology track (which fell between the cracks of VET and general
education), and incubation pilots and reinforced collaboration with industry in the realm of higher
education.
In addition, the VET track (including at the lower skills level) should give attention to the pilot
experiences of non-formal learning in boot camps (not only for coding but also for entrepreneurial
education and life skills), because ‘they have proven successful at rapidly assessing market gaps and
demands in tech start-up ecosystems [and] can serve to include the low-educated population in the
125 In terms of infrastructure or the enabling environment, Palestine obviously has a number of constraints that
hamper its ability to promote technology-based services as one of its key job creators. While some of the
constraints lie beyond the control of the authorities (‘3G mobile networks were only introduced in 2018 (in the
West Bank) and suffer from insufficient mobile spectrum’), other conditions could be enhanced (e.g., the lack of a
secure online payment platform). According to the World Bank, ‘it also requires institutional and regulatory reform
to improve competition and oversight in the telecom industry’. Also, in terms of business environment, nothing
less than a Big Bang regulatory reform will be needed to remove cumbersome business regulations. This is the
case for all businesses (see HCD issue 1), but particular attention should be paid to enhancing the digital
economy (WB 2019c, pp. 31–32, 37).
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ecosystem by providing a basic set of skills connected to the ecosystem demand’ 126. Where the VET
system is too traditional, it could benefit from the experience of the STE(A)M (science, technology,
engineering, arts and mathematics) tracks in general education with their focus on 21st century skills,
such as creativity, problem-solving and teamwork, to bring innovation and initiative into the practical
courses of VET. Actors such as Al Nayzak 127 have been focusing on sparking innovation and creativity
in Palestine through the organisation of fairs, innovation or maker spaces, and fabrication labs or fab
labs. While these initiatives belong to the non-formal sphere, formal education (not least in VET) would
benefit from the experiences to update its training offer. Also, the incubator mentoring method for
start-ups, which includes access to start-up capital and guided practical entrepreneurship training, has
strengths that could be applied to a low-tech incubation stream for a variety of VET profiles. Formal
education should look into capitalising on best practices and mainstreaming key competences
(including entrepreneurial and digital skills) as learning outcomes across various educational tracks,
including VET. The Covid-19 crisis has shown the importance of developing digital skills among
students and teaching staff, and steps have been taken in this direction.
In the medium term, a pragmatic focus is required to update training provision continuously to
enhance the relevance of education for a technology-driven value chain in close cooperation with the
private sector. It will be key to go beyond the divide between various educational tracks and look into
cross-fertilisation between VET; the science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM, or
better yet STEAM, where the A stands for arts) provision 128 in general education; and commercial and
industry-oriented technology studies in higher education beyond the diploma level. The actors in the
tech start-up ecosystem have high educational attainment, but their schooling is regarded as too
traditional. In this respect, the experience of the VET stream in work-based learning can prove
essential for the review of learning in other educational tracks. As the World Bank points out, it is
crucial to ‘[e]xpand practical education in universities and through rapid skills training programmes and
accelerators connected with public education programmes’. The general lack of financial literacy
(identified as a major constraint by investors) can be addressed in a similar manner. Finally, to
enhance the relevance of the training and ‘address the shortage of quality mentors and strengthen
support services’, mentorship programmes need to be strengthened through the fostering of angel
networks in order to professionalise accelerators, facilitate the entry of international talent (e.g.
mentors, entrepreneurs or capacity builders) into the ecosystem, and enhance its
interconnectedness 129.
Finally, in the long run, it is worth considering investment in Level 5 certificates for engineering
technicians. In countries where the digital transformation is disrupting the labour market 130,
engineering technician graduates with a (lower) Level 5 certificate are a sought-after niche group 131. In
World Bank 2018b, p. 26
https://www.alnayzak.org/
128 In the STEM Education Guide, the difference is explained as follows: ‘[t]he new element being championed
today is arts. Those in favour of STEAM recognise the ability of the arts to expand the limits of STEM education
and application’. This approach brings another core competence – creativity – to the table, which is included in
the list of key competences needed for the 21st century. Accessed at http://stemeducationguide.com/stem-vsteam/ on 19 June 2020
129 World Bank 2018b, pp. 4, 26
130 Including the Israeli economy
131 The Skills Panorama for the EU Member States assesses the need for science and engineering technicians as
follows: ‘[they] will probably be more sought after in the labour market. […] [T]his could be attributed to the
increased need for high-level skills in the sectors employing both these occupational groups. […] In 2018,
53 percent of science and engineering professionals held a medium-level qualification. This is projected to fall to
45 percent in 2030. In contrast, the share of workers with a high-level qualification is expected to increase from
36 percent to 45 percent. The share of workers with a low level of qualification will remain more or less
126
127

POLICIES FOR HUMAN CAPITAL DEVELOPMENT IN PALESTINE | 60

Palestine, graduate unemployment reigns among university alumni, including those from the
engineering department. Similar to international demand, the creation of a more technical profile could
also provide an opportunity for VET in Palestine. Discussions with a focus group from the technology
sector held in East Jerusalem in early 2020 132 indicate that the discontinuation of the more hybrid
technology track in general education has left a vacuum that needs filling in the VET stream, either
within the vocational education track or within technical education (diploma level). Not only might this
be an opportunity to fill a niche in the global technology value chain (to be confirmed by more in-depth
skills anticipation), but it could also contribute to raising the public image of a 21st century-oriented
VET in Palestine.
Invest in real-time skills anticipation to assess the impact of digital transformation on all
economic sectors to understand the new requirements in terms of HCD.
Digital transformation produces a skills mismatch that is not limited to the technology sector but to a
large extent affects all economic sectors. Understanding the change in skills needs is key.
In the short term, investment is needed for more frequent skills anticipation exercises in Palestine,
based on proven methods, such as surveying sector actors and using big data and other more
creative methods, in order to capture the trends that are transforming sectors through the introduction
of disruptive technologies or the reconfiguration of value chains as a result of technological
advancements. These changes are exponential and increasingly the result of unpredictable factors 133.
Hence real-time information on skills demand should allow education and training to formulate an
adequate response. Beyond initial training, it is crucially important to allow sectors to upskill and reskill
employees to maintain or improve their relevant competences and boost productivity. As a result,
digital transformation is inevitably a key driver towards lifelong learning systems (see HDC issue 1).
In the medium term, active labour market policies (ALMPs) should aim towards inclusion in order to
ensure the increased participation of vulnerable groups in global value chains. In the case of Gaza, for
example, this would translate into enhancing the participation of highly skilled women in the digital
environment. Gaza Sky Geeks offers a best practice here: ‘about half of the founders of the start-up
companies mentored by Gaza Sky Geeks are women. In an effort to overcompensate for the current
gap between males and females in the tech world, the goal is 80 percent. Moreover, the organisation
has been supporting efforts to introduce young women to coding and web development skills, with the
hope of integrating more women into the tech industry that has been growing rapidly in the Palestinian
territories and providing job opportunities for them’. Upward trends in microwork and online freelancing
in the platform economy create the conditions for, for instance, a large group of unemployed skilled
women (in Gaza but also in other parts of Palestine) to gain access to global value chains from their
home, giving them ‘the flexibility they need to overcome social norms and barriers’ that otherwise work
to prevent them from accessing the labour market 134.
Finally, in the long run, the focus of assessing the changes should go beyond the technology sector,
because the digital transformation is expansive in scope. One key is to understand how the various
unchanged over the 2018–2030 period – moving from 11 percent to 10 percent’. Accessed at
https://skillspanorama.cedefop.europa.eu/en/analytical_highlights/science-engineering-technicians-skillsopportunities-and-challenges-2019
132 As part of an ongoing ETF study on the relevance of VET in East Jerusalem
133 In 2020, ETF is working on new methods to explore how technological change and innovation – and other
drivers of change – affect jobs and the demand for skills in specific sectors in its partner countries. Accessed at
https://openspace.etf.europa.eu/pages/skills-future-country-studies-emerging-skills-demand-specific-economicsectors
134 WB 2018a, pp. xii–xiii and 41–42; WB 2019c, p. 43
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tech ecosystems can work hand in hand with more traditional sectors and create tech verticals in order
to expand innovation and creativity beyond the ICT sector, addressing niches in other sectors and
entering traditional sectors including agriculture and crafts. Grounded in a solid understanding of
global trends and the local labour market, the ‘[p]olicy actions can be applied to catalyse industry startup innovation through open innovation and service co-development processes’ 135.

135

WB 2018b, p. 27
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CONCLUSIONS
Human capital is the main resource for Palestine and should, in theory, be a motor for the growth of its
economy. Locked into the status quo of its geopolitical situation, Palestine has not been able to post
economic growth figures in recent years. Its archipelago economy is segmented into a set of island
economies (Gaza, the West Bank including Area C, and East Jerusalem), which all have to deal with
their own constraints. The Palestinian economy, which survives on external funding and has a private
sector that is mostly dominated by non-productive sectors, has not been able to create the necessary
jobs to absorb the annual numbers of graduates entering the labour force. This excludes a growing
group of well-educated Palestinians from actively engaging in the Palestinian economy.
The issues of graduate unemployment and female discrimination in accessing the labour market have
their roots in social norms that prevail across the entire region, but the degree to which young men
and especially young women are increasingly excluded from playing an active role in society is
worrisome. The first to be affected are individuals, their families and their household economy, but
Palestine’s overall human capital and economy are also at stake.
As in many countries, the policy realm around initial education is disconnected from the economy.
With a graduate unemployment rate of 31.5% (47.6% for women and 19.0% for men), Palestine
cannot afford to ignore skills mismatch. Global shifts in education and training systems in the direction
of flexible individual learning pathways provide an opportunity to revisit the overly traditional education
system in Palestine. A comprehensive approach to learning is necessary for a society where technical
upskilling and vocational reskilling pathways can be expected to become sorely needed lifelines for
the bulk of unemployed university graduates.
Constrained by the status quo of its geopolitical predicament, Palestine’s fragmented archipelago
economy has little choice but to make the most of its human capital’s ability to play a role in global
value chains. As a result, an agile, well-educated (and reskilled) workforce could be a motor for
growth, either within the technology sector or through the digital transformation of traditional sectors.
An expanded version of the VET training system (including continuing training) could play a pivotal
role in boosting the contribution of human capital to updated value chains, but a more comprehensive
lifelong learning perspective on human capital development might be even better equipped to do so.
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ANNEX 1. SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS
Human
capital
development
and use
problem

Recommendations
Recommendation

Description
■

Focus on lifelong
learning guidance of
talent rather than
institutions when
developing a
comprehensive
HCD framework.
Barriers
between
educational
tracks are
fading away
and training
has become a
lifelong
learning
phenomenon,
but the
overarching
common HCD
vision is
lagging
behind.

■

■

■
Rebalance the
discussion around
(long overdue)
enhanced
coordination and
comprehensive
governance of VET
to capture a wider
scope of HCD.

■

■

■
Prepare the ground
for a flexible HCD
system by urgently
finalising a National
Qualifications
Framework (NQF).

Will
Palestinians
surf on the
digital wave
towards
prosperity?
To what extent
is digital
transformation

■

■

■
Maximise the
potential of
technology-based
services as a job
generator by
revamping training
provision.

■

In the short term, shift the focus to the individual to provide
guidance and relevant training throughout life, starting with
urgent action to support reskilling and upskilling programmes.
In the medium term, change the mind-set from achieving better
coordination of VET provision to addressing the governance of
HCD in a more fluid and comprehensive framework from the
lifelong career perspective of learners.
In the long term, undertake a meta-level review of Palestinian
learning subsystems to facilitate an overhaul of the HCD system
modelled around individual learning pathways, taking into
account initial pre-employment training as well as social issues
and economic requirements.
In the short term, make a fresh start to reassess the scope for
comprehensive governance of the VET ecosystem. There are
additional elements that can no longer be ignored in 2020.
In the medium term, review the strategies for VET or for
continuing education from a wider HCD perspective in order to
close the loopholes in the system, ensure seamless coordination
between the various education systems, and ultimately provide a
comprehensive service to the whole population (from young to
old).
In the long term, consider unifying various approaches to training
in Palestine and implement a single comprehensive training
system with a lifelong learning perspective.
In the short term, begin rethinking the legal framework and
references for the entire education sector.
In the medium term, update and amend the existing draft NQF
structure to become the backbone of a training system that
facilitates guaranteed permeability between initial VET, academic
education, continuing VET and lifelong learning.
In the long term, develop accreditation and certification to cater
for individual flexible learning pathways that enable upskilling
and recognition of prior learning to validate informally acquired
skills and help in upgrading economic sectors.
In the short term, review the relevance of various educational
tracks to adequately provide the skill set needed to enhance the
Palestinian contribution to a technology value chain, by
capitalising on best practices in non-formal learning (e.g. boot
camps) and mainstreaming key competences.
In the medium term, update training provision in close
cooperation with the private sector and by bridging the divide
between various educational tracks including VET, the STEM
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a reality for the
Palestinian
economy and
does it present
a meaningful
career
opportunity for
young
Palestinians?

■
■
Invest in real-time
skills anticipation to
assess the impact
of digital
transformation on
all economic
sectors in order to
understand the new
requirements in
terms of HCD.

■

■

provision in general education, and commercial and industryoriented technology studies in higher education.
In the long term, consider investing in Level 5 certificates for
engineering technicians.
In the short term, start investing in real-time skills anticipation to
enable education and training to formulate an adequate
response to the digital transformation of sectors in terms of initial
training and upskilling.
In the medium term, ensure inclusion through active labour
market policies (ALMPs) that enable vulnerable groups (including
highly skilled women) to participate in global value chains
through microwork and freelancing within the platform economy.
In the long term, go beyond the technology sector and work hand
in hand with more traditional sectors to create tech verticals in
order to expand innovation and creativity.
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ANNEX 2. THE EDUCATION AND TRAINING SYSTEM
OF PALESTINE

University

Tawjihi

Community
College
Gen. Sec. Stream

Voc. Sec.
Stream

Voc.
Training

General Education
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ACRONYMS
ALMP

Active labour market policy

AOC

Arab Occupational Classification

AWRAD

Arab World for Research and Development

BTC

Belgian Development Agency

DVV

German Adult Education Association

EC

European Commission

ETF

European Training Foundation

EU

European Union

FAO

Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations

FDI

Foreign direct investment

HCD

Human capital development

ICT

Information and communications technology

ILO

International Labour Organisation

ISCED

International Standard Classification of Education

LFS

Labour force survey

LLL

Lifelong learning

MoE

Ministry of Education

MoEHE

Ministry of Education and Higher Education

MoHE

Ministry of Higher Education

MoL

Ministry of Labour

MoSD

Ministry of Social Development

NEET

Not in education, employment or training

NGO

Non-governmental organisation

NQF

National Qualifications Framework

NR

Torino Process national report

NRF

National Reporting Framework
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PA

Palestinian Authority

PCBS

Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics

POC

Palestinian Occupational Classification

PT

Palestinian territories

SME

Small and medium-sized enterprise

TVET

Technical and vocational education and training

UNCTAD

United Nations Conference on Trade and Development

UNRWA

United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East

VET

Vocational education and training

VTC

Vocational Training Corporation

WB

World Bank

WBL

Work-based learning
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