


In Yemen, in support of the Government of Yemen and the 

Yemeni people, UNDP and the Government of Japan:

Bridge the gap between youth 
and the private sector

Tackle the root causes of con!ict in 
creating employment for Yemeni youth

Elections Support for 
Enabling Change

Foster innovation and 
youth entrepreneurship



In Yemen, an innovative UNDP programme is 
helping young people to save money and start 
small businesses, while meeting their immediate 
needs and reducing the chances of a return to 
violence.
Taiz, Yemen: Twenty-!ve year old, Tahani walks along 
a row of trees that she and her work crew planted 
earlier in the day. 
“It is good to have work,” she says. “And planting trees 
makes me feel good. These will be here for many 
years to come.” 
But life hasn’t always been so good for Tahani. Her 
father died many years ago, she must work to support 
her younger brother who has epilepsy - and the 
drugs to treat it are expensive. Although she left high 
school with an 86 percent pass rate she was never 

able to achieve her dream of going to medical school.  
However, a UNDP supported scheme that is contributing to the community, is also helping her to earn an income 
and save for the future. And one day, her dream may become a reality. 
Tahani is part of the UNDP Youth Economic Empowerment Project, which follows the “3x6 approach” that 
proved to be successful in Burundi. The project is providing her and over 1,200 other Yemeni young people 
with two to four months of employment to improve rural access to water through the digging of wells; construct 
markets; contribute to environmental sustainability and reduced water consumption through tree planting and 
the creation of agricultural terraces; and rehabilitate infrastructure, such as school buildings, that was damaged 
by the country’s recent con"ict.    
At the same time, the programme is training Tahani to open a sewing business. It’s not medical school, but she 
says that the income she will make from her new business is a !rst step towards achieving this expensive goal. 
One third of the salary that workers receive through the scheme is paid into a savings account at a micro-!nance 
bank.  When the temporary work ends, they are able to use this money, (which UNDP tops up), along with 
training and start-up advice to partner with other bene!ciaries of the programme and establish small businesses. 
Besides sewing shops, young people are now setting up farms, welding and carpentry workshops, and catering 
kitchens, to name a few of the enterprises that have resulted from the scheme. Many of the businesses are 
giving women the opportunity to work in areas where they couldn’t normally work in Yemen. Graduates of the 
programme have already established over 50 businesses, although the scheme only started seven months ago. 
The scheme is also reducing the chances of further con"ict in Yemen, where recent violence has led to a 
contraction in the economy and an increase in unemployment. Over 50 percent of Yemenis between the ages 
of 18 and 24 are unemployed, which could be a time-bomb for future violence warns Gustavo Gonzalez, UNDP 
Senior Country Director in Yemen.
“The protests and con"ict in 2011 were led by young Yemenis demanding decent jobs, better livelihoods and more 
opportunities,” he says. “Ironically, the short-term impact of the transition has been to increase unemployment. 
The con"ict and instability were bad for the economy – and this of course increases the risk of further instability 
and violence in the near future.”
Mr. Gonzalez’ opinion is re"ected in the street: “People are angry,” says Taiz taxi driver Hassan Mohsen. “No-one 
likes violence – but rampant unemployment 
will set things o# again and this could be a 
disaster for the country.”
It is a repeat of the 2011 violence that UNDP 
is hoping to prevent through the scheme that 
Tahani is taking part in. 
While she is saving for the sewing business, the 
approach has helped her and other women 
gain !nancial independence. “For the !rst 
time in my life I feel that I am not dependent 
on my aunt, as I am able to help with the 
household daily expenditures,” she says. “The 
training I have received opened a new door 
and changed my life.”

Helping young Yemenis to fight unemployment

Now available online: http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/ourwork/povertyreduction/successstories/helping-young-yemenis-to-!ght-unemployment.htmlH
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At the far corner of the rigid walls of the 7 of July Girls 
School, 17 young women with blue jackets painting 
diligently these walls. Young women are engaged in 
a two-months painting activity and they are paid on 
a daily basis as part of a new approach called “3x6””, 
launched by the GoY through its Youth Economic 
Empowerment Project with support from UNDP 
and the Government of Japan, which aims to create 
sustainable employment. 
 “We enjoy our work. We really like painting,” says one 
of the girls.
In Yemen, as in many Arab countries, women and 
men are usually separated and contact is very 
formal. Painting inside any household is not an easy 
process as the male painter has to be escorted at all 
times by another male from the family. It is therefore 
even more unusual to see women painting, an 
activity which is not culturally considered as women 

profession. Jobs for women are usually restricted to gynecology and teaching in girls’ schools. 
The project targets young men and women to support them with a profession and su$cient income to start a 
new business. The project envisions the economic empowerment as an indivisible part of the economic recovery 
of the country’s current transition. 
The young women are glad to have a daily income as it makes a huge di#erence in their lives. The short-term 
impact of 2011 has a#ected the livelihoods of all Yemenis with women being a#ected hardest. The latest report 
of Oxfam International “Still Waiting for Change: Making the political transition work for women in Yemen,”  
found that four out of !ve women from the consulted groups thought their living conditions had deteriorated 
dramatically after the uprising. 
Yemeni women do not only face poor living conditions. Yemen is rated the lowest (130) in the Annual Gender 
Gap Report which measures the disparities between men and women for many critical areas, one of which 
being economic participation and opportunity. Yemeni women have an extra burden to carry when it comes to 
earning a living.  
However, some social norms may sometimes be used to the advantage of young women. “I told some of my 
colleagues that they would be comfortable if a woman paints their houses and would not think to take a day o# 
as an escort in case a man comes,” said Abbas al-Falah, the painting trainer who has been working for 22 years 
in this !eld. 
Another two young students from the schools concurred. They said that they could rent cheap houses, which are 
mostly unpainted, as women were not allowed to hire male painters. “My mother told us she wished we could 
paint,” they say with sorrow. “But this was only a wish and when we saw those women paint; it was the !rst time 
to see something like this. Now, we think we can learn how to paint,” they both said with enthusiasm. 
The school was at !rst cautious and very skeptical of their ability to paint these walls. “We were surprised to see 
all of these beautifully painted walls,” said a young student.
One of the participants is 18-year-old and divorced. “I am happy to learn this new skill so I can take care of my 
3-year-old daughter,” she stresses. She was forced into marriage when she was only 14 and divorced four years 
later. The bad economic conditions of her family pushed her to work to support her child.
Obviously, there were many suspicious and discontented opinions against those women painters. “I do not think 
women can do this job, it is for men, they are too delicate,” argues one of the teachers. Also, some students were 
unhappy with what they took as a step against traditions. One of the participants herself admits that she will not 
take this as a profession but will use the skill for her house and her family. 
The sight of women painting is not common one and regardless of whether they will be able to prove themselves 
in this profession or not, they have already succeeded in breaking a conservative stereotype and promoting a 
new approach. “It was hard to convince people by just talking, when they see them, it is di#erent,” says Sha!ah 
al-Siraji, the principal of the school. 
The sexist suspicious attitude towards women’s capacities only served to spark a stronger feminist attitude.  
Some women believe they can perform any work just as well as men. “Why not, if I am not doing something 
wrong,” says Intisar, a 24-year-old painter. She plans to take painting as a profession anywhere without imposing 
any limits to herself. “I will not stand in the street marketing myself but will do it in more suitable way,” she adds.

UNDP-Supported Women Painters Fight Unemployment and 

Shake Gender Stereotypes by Kawkab al-Thaibani

Woman Painters do not only !ght unemployment, 
they also challenge gender stereotypes 
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She believes women have the potential to upgrade 
this profession. Intisar is a strong feminist who 
studies geology because there are so few women in 
this department.
She constantly aspires to change the common 
perceptions towards “men-only-jobs.” 
“In geology, many female graduates are now in 
high demand and I am sure it will be the same 
with painting,” she says con!dently. Although some 
women still doubt the idea of women taking up 
painting as a source of living, there are others who 
think they will make it. “I know they will !nd work, 
especially now that they have proven themselves in 
the school,” says al-Siraji. 
“Women as painters” is a new challenge implemented 
in Sana’a by the Youth Economic Empowerment 
Project (YEEP) in partnership with For All Foundation. 

“It is the !rst time people see women painting walls to earn a living,” says al-Siraji, “but it supports my arguments 
with many people that women can adapt to any situation. Actions speak louder than words.” 
Along with painting, the young women and men all alike receive regular basis business and life skills training 
to create ideas for their future business projects.  During the current income-generating activity, third of their 
income is saved into a saving account.  In phase 2 of the project, the project triples the savings through a grant for 
feasible business ideas and provides technical support and mentorship to the newly created micro-businesses.
Some of those women painters already identi!ed projects and they are consulting with their trainers to make 
them viable to market needs. 
One of them will open a library and stationary small shop in her remote neighborhood with some daily items. An 
other one, Intisar, plans to open a French fries shop nearby a community park where there are no other similar 
shops. Learning painting is still very useful to them on personal and professional level. Some of them say that if 
they do not work outside, they will utilize it within the family sphere. “When I have my own project, I will not drop 
painting; it is a good source of living. I acquired a skill, why should I waste it,” says Intisar. 
The “3x6 Approach” been successfully implemented by UNDP in post-con"ict Burundi with support from 
the Japanese Government. YEEP is now 
implementing this new approach in Yemen to 
contribute to con"ict prevention by addressing 
demands by youth for immediate and sustainable 
employment through implementation of three 
main components: inclusiveness, ownership and 
sustainability. 
All of the young women participated with the 
aim of improving their living conditions through 
work to secure a sustainable income. 
Thanks to these young women’s determination, 
a new understanding and a momentum seems 
to have developed. “In the beginning we just 
laughed “ha, they think they can work like 
men” but then we saw the beautiful work they 
do,” admitted one of the students, “really, I now 
believe that there is no di#erence between men 
and women.” 
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Intisar believes women in Yemen can work as 
painters exactly like men



SANAA, Yemen — Elham Sarhan wears a badge 
of courage underneath her hijab. A small bump 
sits atop her forehead. It is a scar that is indicative 
of the reality faced by women here in Yemen, 
and the conviction that Mrs. Sarhan brings to her 
work as head of the Women’s Unit at the Supreme 
Commission for Elections and Referendum. 
The story of the scar is in many ways the story of 
the struggle for women’s rights in Yemen. Mrs 
Sarhan in coordination with UNDP set about a rural 
governorate tour last January 2012 prior to the Early 
Presidential Elections scheduled for February 21, 
2012, in order to prepare women for the !rst crucial 
electoral event after almost 33-years of Ali Abduallah 
Saleh rule.  She found herself in Mahaweet with a 
group of women, whom at the time believed, they 
were meant to write-in “Ali Abduallah Saleh” on the 
new ballots. 

Mrs. Sarhan with her soft yet commanding tone told the group that in fact their ballots would be discounted if 
that indeed took place and explained to the women that the Gulf Cooperation Council Agreement had planned 
for a one-man vote and it had been agreed that then Vice-President Abd Rabbuh Mansour Hadi would be that 
candidate as the country transitioned. The women took note and thanked Mrs. Sarhan for the information and 
the outreach bags !lled with information on what identi!cation would be needed for the vote, and how the vote 
would happen. 
As Mrs. Sarhan stepped out of the training session, representatives of the General People’s Congress, Saleh’s 
party, and incidentally Abd Rabbuh Mansour’s, approached her. They were angered by the information that 
Mrs. Sarhan had imparted on the women, and just as she was preparing to leave, one threw a rock at her head, 
injuring her and scarring her forehead with a bump that still exists to this day.  Rather than discontinuing work for 
the day, Mrs. Sarhan pressed on to other trainings in the area, where she led more training sessions with women.
“Nobody stops me,” said Mrs. Sarhan. “This isn’t just a job, this is a rights issue. I take these issues very personally, 
not just because I’m a woman, but because they are human rights as well as women’s rights issues.”
Women in Yemen face a myriad of complex issues barring them from partaking in the public sphere like their 
male counterparts. Women in rural areas, and particularly areas very dear to Mrs. Sarhan’s heart, face even 
more compounded issues. More than 65 percent of rural women are illiterate, and educating them is often 
empowering them. Through programs supported by UNDP, and run by Mrs. Sarhan the goal is to educate as 
many women as possible to seize their rights and enfranchise them for elections. 
“Education is key,” said Mrs. Sarhan. 
More than 4 million women are registered voters in Yemen, and more than a quarter of those voted in the 
Early Presidential Election of Feburary 2012. It was much of the hard work of Mrs. Sarhan and the Women’s Unit 
that propelled many women to the ballot boxes. A directed campaign through the Joint Electoral  Assistance 
Programme and the project for Support to Elections during the Transitional Period targeted women with 
television, radio, billboards, bags, and outreach activities that were unseen and unheard of in previous electoral 
events. It was often men and women lumped into one category, Mrs. Sarhan said, and in a country like Yemen 
“women need to be empower through direct, rather than indirect messaging.” 

The Struggle for Enfranchising Women for Yemeni Elections
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Early Presidential Election of 2012

An elderly woman casts her ballot in a voter registration in Marib, as part 
of the UNDP-supported Early Presidential Elections in Yemen for 2012.
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YOUTH ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT PROJECT
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Within just 45 days from the signing of the GCC Agreement in November 2011, UNDP was 
able to assist the national body in charge of the elections – the Supreme Commission on 
Elections and Referendum – and establish a Multi-Donors Basket Fund (MDBF) to conduct 
the elections and support Yemenis in their transition to democracy.

Support to elections during the transitional period

MDBF
Multi-Donors Basket Fund
in support of Elections in Yemen
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UNDP-JAPAN

Partnership in Yemen



Japan present in the field to support youth 

employment generation in Yemen
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Elections Support for Enabling Change
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