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Background 

 

The significant changes that have taken place across Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region, combined 

with the continuing effects of the global financial crisis, reinforce the challenges that MENA economies face. 

Given that small and medium-sized enterprises account for up to 90% of businesses and create more than 

half the jobs1, enhancing financial support for enterprise development is thus a key policy priority for MENA 

governments. Further, as women entrepreneurs remain underrepresented in the MENA region2, harnessing 

their potential could lead to new avenues for economic growth.  

The OECD-MENA Women’s Business Forum  

 

The OECD-MENA Women’s Business Forum (WBF) partners with government, private sector and civil 

society representatives to promote efforts to accelerate women’s enterprise development. With more than 

500 members, and local Task Forces established in 17 MENA economies, the WBF has grown into a 

recognised hub for the exchange of knowledge and experience to spur concrete improvements in the 

business climate for women entrepreneurs.  

Objective of the meeting 

Building on the recommendations contained in the 2012 WBF publication, Women in Business – Policies to 

support women’s entrepreneurship development in the MENA region and the conclusions of the 2012 WBF 

meeting, over the course of 2013 the WBF has reinforced its activities to improve women’s access to 

financing and business development services. The objective of this meeting is to review and refine the 

WBF’s outputs which will lead to a follow-up publication to Women in Business. Participants will also shape 

the WBF’s 2014 work programme.  

Documentation for the meeting 

 OECD (2012) Women in Business: Policies to Support Women's Entrepreneurship Development in the 
MENA Region 

 OECD (2013) Gender inequality in employment and entrepreneurship in the Middle East and North 
Africa: a statistical portrait 

 OECD (2013) Entrepreneur’s guide to bank and non-bank financing for women in the MENA region 

 OECD (2013) Exploring bank financing for women entrepreneurs in the MENA region: a preliminary 
analysis of survey data on the financing practices of MENA banks 

 OECD (2013) Analysis of business development service provision and incubation for women 
entrepreneurs in the MENA region 

 

 

 

                                                      
1
 OECD (2013) New Entrepreneurs and High Performance Enterprises in the Middle East and North Africa. 

2
 OECD (2012) Women in Business – Policies to Support Women’s Entrepreneurship Development in the MENA region. 



 

 

Agenda 

8:45-9:00 REGISTRATION 

9:00-9:30 OPENING REMARKS 

 Ms. Amina BENJELLOUN, Advisor to the Chief of Government, Ministry of General 

Affairs and Governance, Morocco  

 H.E. Ambassador Ms. Birgitta HOLST ALANI, Director of the Swedish Institute in 

Alexandria, Egypt, Co-Chair, OECD-MENA Women’s Business Forum 

 Mr. Marcos BONTURI, Director, Global Relations, OECD 

9:30-9:40 NOMINATION AND INTRODUCTION OF THE NEW OECD-MENA  

WOMEN’S BUSINESS FORUM CO-CHAIR 

 Mr. Marcos BONTURI, Director, Global Relations, OECD 

 New Co-Chair, OECD-MENA Women’s Business Forum 

9:40-9:50 GROUP PHOTO 

9:50-11:00 SESSION 1: OPPORTUNITIES AND CHALLENGES FOR WOMEN'S ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 

IN THE MENA REGION 

 Moderator: H.E. Ambassador Ms. Birgitta HOLST ALANI, Director of the Swedish Institute 

in Alexandria, Egypt, Co-Chair, OECD-MENA Women’s Business Forum 

Speaker: Ms. Susan JOEKES, Director, SPJ Consulting, United Kingdom 

Open discussion:  

Following the presentation of a study of women’s economic involvement in the labour 

market and their participation in the economy as entrepreneurs, representatives of MENA 

economies will be invited to deliver updates on the economic situation in their respective 

economies. Representatives will highlight, where applicable, initiatives supporting women as 

economic actors.  

Background document: 

 Gender inequality in employment and entrepreneurship in the Middle East and 

North Africa: a statistical portrait 

11:00-11:30 COFFEE BREAK  

11:30-12:45 SESSION 2: ACCESS TO BANK AND NON-BANK FINANCING FOR WOMEN-LED BUSINESSES 

 Moderator: Ms. Neveen EL TAHRI, President and Director, Delta Shield for Investment, 

Egypt, Co-Chair, OECD-MENA Women’s Business Forum 



 

 

Speaker: Ms. Nicola EHLERMANN-CACHE, Deputy Head, MENA-OECD Investment 

Programme  

Discussants:  

 Ms. Audra SHALLAL, President, Boss Consulting, France 

Open discussion: 

During the 2012 annual meeting, it was agreed that the Secretariat, in partnership with the 

Union of Arab Banks (UAB), would continue research on the access to finance challenges 

women business owners encounter in the MENA region. To this end, two studies will be 

tabled: 1) a guide to the bank and non-bank financing options for women-owned 

businesses, and 2) an analysis of the financing practices of MENA banks with respect to 

women-owned businesses.  

The preliminary findings of these studies were discussed during an expert meeting in Beirut, 

Lebanon, in November 2013, co-organised with the Union of Arab Banks. These findings will 

be submitted for discussion and further fine-tuning by meeting participants. 

Background documents: 

 Entrepreneur’s guide to bank and non-bank financing for women in the MENA 

region 

 Exploring bank financing for women entrepreneurs in the MENA region: a 

preliminary analysis of survey data on the financing practices of MENA banks 

12:45-14:15 LUNCH  

14:15-15:45 SESSION 3: WOMEN ENTREPRENEURS' ACCESS TO BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT SERVICES 

Moderator: Ms. Neveen EL TAHRI, President and Director, Delta Shield for Investment, 

Egypt, Co-Chair, OECD-MENA Women’s Business Forum 

Speaker: Ms. Lois STEVENSON, President, Lasma Consulting, Canada  

Discussants:  

 Ms. Iman AL DAMEN, Vice President, Forum for Business and Professional Women, 

Jordan 

 Ms. Effat EL SHOOKY, Chief Technical Advisor, Women's Business Development 

Centre, Egypt 

Open discussion: 

In 2013, the Secretariat engaged in a stocktaking of business development services for 

women entrepreneurs across 17 MENA economies. Surveys on business development 

support services, general business incubators and women business incubators, were 

complemented by desk research and three fact-finding missions in Egypt, Morocco and the 

United Arab Emirates.  

Participants will be invited to consider the findings of this research, advise on latest 



 

 

developments, discuss policy recommendations and propose actions to enhance women’s 

access to such services which could subsequently be included in the final report. 

Background document: 

 Analysis of business development service provision and incubation for women 

entrepreneurs in the MENA region 

15:45-16:15 COFFEE BREAK 

16:15-17:30 SESSION 4: WBF FORWARD WORK PROGRAMME AND 2014 PRIORITIES  

Moderator: H.E. Ambassador Ms. Birgitta HOLST ALANI, Director of the Swedish Institute 

in Alexandria, Egypt, Co-Chair, OECD-MENA Women’s Business Forum 

 A. WOMEN’S REPRESENTATION IN THE PUBLIC AND PRIVATE SPHERES  

Speaker: Ms. Amina BENJELLOUN, Advisor to the Chief of Government, Ministry of General 

Affairs and Governance, Morocco 

Open discussion: 

Women have equal voting rights in all MENA countries. Though some MENA countries have 

introduced quotas to increase the political participation and representation of women in 

political institutions and parties, the MENA region has the lowest representation of women 

in parliament in the world. What can be expected if quotas are introduced in the business 

world as a means of increasing women’s economic participation in the MENA region? The 

presentation will involve a brief debate and will help determine whether this issue warrants 

further analysis in 2014. 

B. INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGIES AS A MEANS TO DEVELOP 

WOMEN’S ENTREPRENEURSHIP 

Speaker: Ms. Nicola EHLERMANN-CACHE, Deputy Head, MENA-OECD Investment 

Programme 

Open discussion: 

There is a need to better understand the impact of information and communication 

technologies (ICTs) on employment and entrepreneurship. Recent developments illustrate 

opportunities associated with the use of ICTs in facilitating flexible employment 

opportunities, arrangements and organisation (e.g. flex time), as well as sectorial and 

professional developments (eg. ebuy, services, finance etc.). This discussion should trigger a 

short debate of current practices and opportunities, plus help decide whether this issue 

warrants deeper analysis in 2014 and the methodology to adopt if such issues were to be 

further investigated. 

C. OTHER THEMES 

Participants will be invited to raise other themes that could warrant deeper analysis in 2014. 

 



 

 

17:30-17:45 CONCLUSIONS OF THE CO-CHAIRS 

Speakers: 

 H.E. Ambassador Ms. Birgitta HOLST ALANI, Director of the Swedish Institute in 

Alexandria, Egypt, Co-Chair, OECD-MENA Women’s Business Forum  

 Ms. Neveen EL TAHRI, President and Director, Delta Shield for Investment, Egypt, 

Co-Chair, OECD-MENA Women’s Business Forum  

18:00-19:30 JOINT COCKTAIL RECEPTION WITH THE MENA-OECD INITIATIVE STEERING COMMITTEE, 

Golden Fish Restaurant, Sofitel Hotel 



 

 

About the OECD and the MENA-OECD Investment Programme 
 

The OECD is a unique forum where 34 member governments work together to address the 

economic, social and environmental challenges of globalisation. The OECD is also at the forefront of 

efforts to understand and help governments address emerging policy issues such as finding new 

sources of growth, building skills, and restoring public trust in government and business. The OECD 

provides a setting where governments can compare policy experiences, seek answers to common 

problems, identify good practice and work to co-ordinate domestic and international policies. It 

increasingly engages with a number of non-members who have become important actors in today’s 

global economy.  

 

The MENA-OECD Investment Programme was launched in 2005 at the request of Middle East and 

North African (MENA) governments to support investment policy reform for growth and 

employment in the region. Participating economies include Algeria, Bahrain, Djibouti, Egypt, Iraq, 

Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Mauritania, Morocco, Oman, Palestinian Authority, Qatar, Saudi 

Arabia, Tunisia, United Arab Emirates and Yemen. Today, the Programme convenes representatives 

of these 18 MENA governments, OECD member countries and emerging economies to exchange 

good practices in a wide range of policy areas, leveraging the OECD model of policy dialogue and 

peer learning. It provides a platform for dialogue with civil society, the business community and 

academia to collectively identify priority business climate reforms and support their implementation.  

 

About the OECD-MENA Women’s Business Forum 
 

The OECD-MENA Women’s Business Forum (WBF) was created in 2007 to support the 

implementation of the Declaration on Fostering Women's Entrepreneurship in the MENA Region and 

to mainstream the issue of equality in business within the MENA-OECD Investment Programme. The 

WBF is an inter-regional network of government, private sector and civil society representatives 

which promotes efforts to accelerate women’s enterprise development in the MENA region. The 

WBF works with governments to improve policies and legislation impacting women’s economic 

integration, but also with businesses, NGOs and academia to facilitate an exchange of experiences 

and good practices for providing concrete support to women entrepreneurs. 

 

The significant social, political and economic changes that have recently taken place in the MENA 

region have further reinforced the need for continued dialogue on business climate reform. It has 

highlighted the urgency of addressing pressing policy challenges, such as promoting economic 

growth, supporting employment, fighting corruption, strengthening the rule of law, and fostering 

private sector and entrepreneurship development. It also appears essential to support the 

enhancement of women’s inclusion as economic actors.  
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Ms. Nicola EHLERMANN-CACHE 
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OECD 

Email: 
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Ms. Parmjeet BOUFFAY 

Junior Policy Analyst 

MENA-OECD Investment Programme 

Global Relations Secretariat 

OECD 

Email : Parmjeet.Bouffay@oecd.org 

Tel.:+33 1 45 24 74 23 
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Junior Legal Analyst 
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