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ECONOMIC!ASSESSMENT:!OPPORTUNITIES!AND!CONSTRAINTS!FOR!VULNERABLE!
WOMEN!AND!YOUTH!IN!ZARQA,!JORDAN!
Near!East!Foundation1!

1.!SUMMARY!
Limited access to financial and 
social resources, lack of 
business management skills, 
restricted access to markets, 
and the risk of gender-based 
violence challenge the 
livelihoods of poor Jordanian 
and Iraqi women and youth 
living in the Zarqa Governate, 
a major industrial hub in 
Jordan.  

With support from the U.S. 
Department of State, Bureau 
for Population, Refugees, and 
Migration, the Near East 
Foundation (NEF) is working 
in partnership with Bani 
Hassan Islamic Charitable 
Organization, Welfare Society 
for Family Affairs, Khawla Bint 
Al-Azwar Charitable 
Association for Women’s 
Empowerment, and the Youth 
Society for Self Development 
to safely (1) improve the 
financial and social resources; 
(2) build entrepreneurship 
skills; and (3) establish 
microenterprises for women 

and youth. In support of this 
initiative to improve the 
livelihoods of vulnerable 
women, youth, and their 
families, NEF conducted a 2-
week qualitative assessment in 
late 2013 and early 2014. The 
purpose of this assessment was 
to identify viable economic 
opportunities, significant 
constraints, and associated 
protection risks and strategies 
for these groups. 

The assessment finds that 
home-based enterprises are the 
most practical economic 
opportunities available to Iraqi 
and Jordanian women because 
of cultural restrictions on 
mobility, lack of the right to 
work for Iraqi refugees, and 
women’s preference to stay 
close to home. These 
opportunities, while viable, are 
currently limited due to a lack 
of resources for start up, 
limited knowledge about 
marketing and branding, and 
restricted market access.  

!

2.!BACKGROUND!
In 2008, 57% of individuals 
living under the poverty line 
came from three governorates: 
Amman, Zarqa and Irbid.  
Jordan is not a signatory to the 
1951 Convention or 1967 
Protocol relating to the Status 
of Refugees, as such Iraqis do 
not have the right to work.  
Both Iraqi and Jordanian 
women engage informally 
(41%)2 to earn income, 
predominately home-based 
businesses, which afford them 

the flexibility to care for 
children and reduce their risk 
of gender-based violence 
(GBV) in public spaces. Youth 
unemployment in Jordan is 
61%.3 Consequently, the 
trajectory for the majority of 
young men into adulthood is 
suspended, as they are unable 
to earn income or start families.   

Manufacturing-related 
employment opportunities exist 
but they are generally not 
available to women. Over 5,000 

factories are located in the 
Zarqa Governorate, 
constituting 52% of all factories 
in Jordan, and 50 of these are 
within the city limits.4 
Disruption of imports from 
Syria has slowly resulted in 
Syrian companies establishing 
factories in Zarqa.  

There are 559 factories 
producing agricultural, animal, 
food and dairy products, 244 in 
the garment and leather 
industries, and others 

Economic Opportunities 
The most feasible home-based 
enterprises were found to be: 

1. Food production: cheese, 
mushrooms, vinegar, pickles, 
chili sauce, sweets 

2. Trade/re-sale: clothes, 
blankets, cosmetics, cleaning 
supplies 

3. Non-food production: 
perfume 

4. Outsourcing: garment 
industry/clothes finishing, 
packaging of paper products 

5. Products whose availability 
has been disrupted by the 
conflict in Syria: dried fruit, 
hair removal paste, Halkaoum 
(Turkish delight), Malban 
(squeezed apricot and grape 
paste) 

6. Products available in 
Amman that are not 
available in Zarqa: fruit 
smoothies, sweet corn snacks 
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producing medical equipment, 
IT products, electrical 
appliances, furniture and wood 
products, packaging and paper 
products, chemicals and 
cosmetics, and construction 
materials. A handful of garment 
factories outsource a portion of 
their production and employ 
women from their homes on a 
piece-rate payment system.  

The market in Zarqa is vibrant 
with hundreds of small and 
medium-sized enterprises. 
Homemade products, especially 
in the food sector, appear to be 
both in-demand and viable 
home-based enterprises. Many 
Jordanian and Iraqi women 
already work in the informal 
sector – primarily trade and 
resale of clothing, cosmetics 

and blanket products 
purchased from wholesalers 
and food production (vinegar, 
pickles, cheese, candies, and 
pastries). Most sell to their 
neighbors and friends and this 
small market limits their 
income and business potential.  

!

3.!KEY!FINDINGS!
In an extensive assessment 
conducted between October 6-
13, 2013 and January 7-16, 
2014, NEF interviewed 118 
people: 44 Iraqi women, 46 
Jordanian women, 13 young 
men, and 15 market actors and 
community leaders. Findings 
on the current situation and 
opportunities include: 

Challenges!

• Small%and%weak%social%
networks. Poor women 
have small and weak social 
networks. Social networks 
draw on support from 
family, neighbors, and 
friends to find work, build a 
client base, and access 
market information. 
However, social networks 
both within the Iraqi 
community and between 
Iraqi and Jordanian 
communities are weak. 
Women typically sell 
products they see others, 
neighbors and family 
members sell. Products are 
often not marketable. The 
most successful women 
have well-established 
networks for selling and 
procuring supplies, and had 
support from a mentor to 
launch their business. 

• Low3value%products%and%
services. Women and youth 

are often engaged in 
multiple economic activities, 
often infrequent, ad hoc, 
and with low earning 
potential. This includes, 
collecting and crushing 
aluminum cans for recyclers, 
cooking meals for others, 
mixing fragrances for 
perfumes, and disassembling 
computers for re-sale and 
recyclers. 

• Lack%of%financial%resources%
and%literacy. Micro-
entrepreneurs with 
marketable products lack 
financial resources to 
expand production by 
purchasing larger quantities 
of inputs, upgrading 
production equipment, or 
marketing. Microfinance 
options exist in Zarqa, but 
high documentation 
requirements, collateral and 
interest rates make them 
inaccessible. In addition, 
those running small 
businesses could not 
articulate their gross or net 
income and did not keep 
records of expenses, making 
it difficult to plan. 

• Limited%access%to%markets%
and%jobs. Women face 
socio-cultural barriers to 
earning a living. Women 
described a culture of 
“shame” when working 

outside the home. 
Restrictions on mobility 
limit women’s access to 
markets and establishing a 
client base. Iraqi women and 
youth face the additional 
challenge of legal restriction 
to work, which forces them 
to earn a living  ‘under the 
radar.’ 

GenderNbased!Violence!and!
Constraints!

• Mobility. When women are 
unaccompanied in public, 
they experience verbal abuse 
and shame for having to 
earn a living for their 
families. Protection risks 
confronting women engaged 
in economic activities vary 
by nationality and by age. 
While older women are 
allowed greater mobility, 
husbands of young Iraqi 
women are more likely to 
prevent them from traveling 
outside the home. Jordanian 
women perceive that they 
experience less domestic 
violence because they have 
community protection 
mechanisms. To avoid 
verbal abuse and 
harassment, women work in 
pairs and restrict their 
movement to certain areas 
and times of the day. 

• Triple%burden%of%
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responsibility. Women feel 
a heavy burden to take care 
of the home and children as 
well as earn a living for their 
families. While many of their 
husbands do not work, they 
blame their wives for 
working instead of caring 
for their children. Iraqi 
women face high levels of 
domestic violence, as men 
are frustrated they are 
unable to fulfill their 
traditional breadwinning 
roles. 

• Negotiating%power. 
Women and youth have 
weaker negotiating power 
when interacting with other 
market actors. Women 
report being overcharged by 
wholesalers, and under paid 
by factory owners for their 
work. This discrimination is 
heightened for Iraqis. 
Jordanian women who are 
accompanied by a male 
family member get better 
rates when buying from 
wholesalers. Young Iraqi 
men are unable to find 
work, except for casual 
labor, and report being 
under paid or having paid 
withheld. Many preferred to 
run small businesses. 

Economic!Opportunities!

• Homemade%food%products. 
Consumers prefer to 
purchase homemade food, 
which is perceived to be of 
better quality and freshness 
compared to store bought 
items. Recognizing this 
consumer pattern, 
supermarkets sell homemade 
products made by local 
women. Marketable food 
items include: cheese, 
mushrooms, vinegar, 
pickles, chili sauce, and 
sweets. Dried fruits, 

halkaoum, and malban 
products have been 
disrupted by the Syrian crisis 
and may be potential niche 
markets.  

• Outsourcing%to%garment%
factories. Garment 
companies outsource to 
women working at home 
using piece-rate payment 
systems. For example, 
Alsamah Collant, a baby 
clothes company with three 
factory locations in Zarqa is 
employing 60 women home-
based businesses (with 
potential to expand to 200 
home-based businesses) 
providing an average 
monthly income of 200-250 
Jordanian Dinar (JD). This is 
above the monthly 
minimum wage of 190 
JD/person.5 Other garment 
factories that outsource 
include: Ghassan al-Hiddeh 
Garment Factories, Ilham al-
Nimr Garment Factories, and 
Hirfet al-Ibrah Factory. 

• Petty%trade. The trade and 
re-sale of clothes and 
blankets purchased from 
wholesalers and from the 
Aqaba Special Economic 
Zone (ASEZ) is also a viable 
home-based enterprise. 
Some wholesalers allow 
women to purchase on 
credit. They then re-sell the 
products for a markup 
outside of the commercial 
districts. Other income 
generation activities that 
have proven lucrative for 
women working out of their 
homes include mixing and 
selling perfume, re-sale of 
cosmetics and cleaning 
products, and running child 
care nurseries. 

• Business%expansion. In 
order for a business to 

expand it must be registered 
and certified to sell to larger 
retailers, such as 
supermarkets. IRADA 
assists those producing food 
products become certified 
by having the products 
tested for quality control by 
the Royal Scientific Society 
for Safety. Once certified, 
supermarkets and shopping 
centers can display and 
market the products. 
IRADA helps women 
register their home-based 
businesses, applicable only 
for Jordanians, but necessary 
for businesses if they start to 
grow and hire employees. 

The success of home-based 
entrepreneurship is limited by 
women’s restricted market 
access and product quality. The 
establishment of weekly 
women’s bazaars, such as a 
permanent space at the Friday 
market, the ‘Jara’, was 
suggested to be means of 
expanding both their market 
access and their social and 
business networks. Results of 
previous efforts have been 
mixed. Food products tend to 
sell well; handicrafts do not. 
Women who have participated 
state the most successful 
outcome has been the 
opportunity to network with 
other women and expand their 
client base. 

Product quality and an 
emphasis on low cost, high 
potential new products need to 
be emphasized. Additionally, as 
many products are seasonal, 
diversifying income sources 
based on demand and 
availability of raw products will 
be critical. Teaching women to 
buy in bulk (often unfeasible, at 
present, due to limited 
resources) and preserve 
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products for their off-season can also enhance profits. 

4.!WHAT!NEF!IS!DOING!ABOUT!THE!SITUATION!
This effort is the first of its 
kind to offer livelihood support 
to vulnerable Jordanian and 
Iraqi women and youth living 
in the same communities. It is 
unique in its holistic approach 
to engage not only the women 
themselves, but their families 
and community members, in 
order to both increase women’s 
capacity to earn and to earn 
safely.  Working with 700 
participants, which includes 
50% Iraqis, 50% Jordanians, 
and 30% young men), NEF is: 

Strengthening!Business!
Management!Skills!

• NEF and CBO partners will 
train participants in business 
management skills - geared 
towards financial literacy, 
market analysis, marketing, 
and business plan 
development specific to 
home-based businesses. 
NEF will encourage 
participants to sell identified 
marketable products. Iraqi 
participants, given 
restrictions on work, will be 
provided with life skills, 
business skills, and informal 
technical training for starting 
micro-enterprises.   

• Participants will work with 
experienced mentors for 
one-on-one coaching.  

Building!Financial!and!Social!
Resources!

• NEF will provide start-up 
grants for marketable and 
feasible business 
development plans. NEF 
and CBO partners will 
encourage joint or linked 
businesses, and facilitate 
business registration where 
appropriate. For Iraqi 
participants, NEF will 
provide cash assistance. 

• CBO partners will host 
weekly women business 
support networks to provide 
a safe space for women to 
learn from peers, share 
successes, challenges and 
ideas, and to access market 
information.  CBO partners 
are trained in GBV and have 
established protocol for 
referring cases.  

Increasing!Access!to!Markets!

• NEF will facilitate linkages 
with distributors, retailers, 
and suppliers for 
entrepreneurs. NEF has 
identified and will continue 
to identify potential 
distributors and retailers.  

• NEF will work with the 
Directorate of Labor in 
Zarqa to expand the number 
of factories engaged in 
outsourcing as a means of 

supporting women and 
youth’s home-based work. 
NEF and CBO partners will 
negotiate with factories on 
behalf of women and youth 
to ensure fair treatment and 
pay. CBOs will continue to 
play an intermediary role to 
ensure continued mediation.  

• NEF will coordinate with 
the Department of Labor to 
include project beneficiaries 
in their Bazaars and other 
outreach initiatives.  

Reducing!the!Risk!of!GBV!

• NEF and CBO partners will 
engage male family 
members, by getting their 
buy-in and support for the 
project, conducting in-house 
family follow-up meetings, 
and conducting quarterly 
outreach events to facilitate 
discussions on women’s 
roles.   

• Women will have the choice 
to market their products 
using their respective CBO’s 
logo, which will establish a 
visible link between women 
and the community. 

• CBO partners and NEF 
field agents will conduct 
regular follow-up visits to 
women’s businesses to 
assess and mitigate risks in 
partnership with women. 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1!!This assessment was prepared by Jina Krause-Vilmar (NEF), Dale Buscher (Women’s Refugee Commission), and Varazdat 

Karapetyan (NEF), with contributions from Khaled Waleed and Rania Sweiti. Inquiries can be sent to: jkrause-
vilmar@neareast.org.  

2  WID Tech. “Women’s economic activities in Jordan.” 1999. http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/Pnacg525.pdf.  
3  Youth Employment Generation Program in Arab Transition Countries, Jordan Component, http://www.undp-

youthjo.com/content/youth-jordan.  
4  Chamber of Industry – Zarqa.  
5  According to Jordan’s 2010 Poverty Reduction Strategy Report, the poverty rate is 67.8JD per month per individual, or 366 

per household per month. The minimum wage is: 190JD. The Jordanian national aid fund provides 160JD per poor family. 


