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BASIC INFORMATION

A. Basic Project Data

Project Beneficiary(ies) Operation ID Operation Name
Iraq P510893 Irag: Program for Advancement of Transformational
Higher Education for Jobs - Phase 1
Region Estimated Appraisal Date Estimated Approval Date Practice Area (Lead)
MID EAST,NORTH 20-Jul-2026 10-Dec-2026 Education
AFRICA,AFG,PAK
Financing Instrument Borrower(s) Implementing Agency
Investment Project Ministry of Finance Ministry of Higher
Financing (IPF) Education and Scientific
Research

Proposed Development Objective(s)

The Program Development Objective is to improve equitable access, quality and relevance of higher education,
ensuring alignment with labor market needs in priority sectors.

PROJECT FINANCING DATA (USS, Millions)

Maximizing Finance for Development

Is this an MFD-Enabling Project (MFD-EP)? No

Is this project Private Capital Enabling (PCE)? No

SUMMARY
Total Operation Cost 500.00
Total Financing 500.00

of which IBRD/IDA 500.00

Financing Gap 0.00

DETAILS

World Bank Group Financing

International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD) 500.00
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Environmental and Social Risk Classification Concept Review Decision

Substantial The review did authorize the preparation to continue

B. Introduction and Context
Country Context

1. Iraq is entering a new phase of economic recovery and transformation, marked by a young and rapidly
expanding population. With nearly 60 percent of Iraqis under the age of 25, the country has renewed its commitment to
harnessing this demographic dividend for sustainable growth. The country’s National Development Plan (2024-2028) and
White Paper for Economic Reforms sets human capital development at the center of a comprehensive strategy to reduce
regional disparities, diversify the economy, and ensure sustainable, inclusive growth amid uncertainty. Built through a
participatory process and aligned with Sustainable Development Goals 2030 commitments, the plan prioritizes
investments in quality education and lifelong learning, universal and affordable health coverage, social protection for
vulnerable groups, and youth empowerment, while improving service delivery and infrastructure to support productive
employment and well-being. Targeting 3—4.25 percent annual GDP growth and a 25 percent reduction in oil’s share of
GDP, the plan operationalizes program- and performance-based budgeting across five programs—human capital and
society; economic, administrative, and financial reform; sector-linked infrastructure; diversification via value chains; and
strategic mega-projects—underpinned by governance, decentralization, climate resilience, innovation, and digital
transformation to build a more skilled workforce and reduce poverty.

2. These reforms are beginning to show some results with emerging sectors increasingly driving job creation and
economic diversification in Iraq. While oil remains the backbone of the economy, accounting for over 90 percent of
government revenues, recent years have seen a strong rebound in non-oil sectors and a concerted effort by the
government to diversify the economic base. In 2024, oil GDP declined by an estimated 6.2 percent while the non-oil sector
is estimated to have grown by 5 percent.? Sectors such as agriculture, construction, tourism, and digital economy are
expanding and creating new opportunities for employment and entrepreneurship. Agriculture is being revitalized through
investments in high-value crops and agribusiness value chains, while the construction sector is thriving due to
reconstruction and housing demand. Tourism is generating billions in export earnings and supporting thousands of jobs.
The digital economy is rapidly advancing, with nationwide 4G rollout, broadband expansion, and the rise of ICT, fintech,
and e-commerce. These sectors have the potential to absorb new entrants to the labor market but are demanding new
skills and competencies—highlighting the critical role of education and training in Iraq’s economic future.

3. These opportunities, however, coexist with significant post-conflict recovery needs. Once a regional leader, Iraq
has fallen sharply behind its neighbors and international peers on key human capital outcomes. Decades of conflict and
violence have destroyed valuable public infrastructure and severely eroded human capital accumulation. The World
Bank’s Damage and Needs Assessment, covering the seven most significantly affected governorates of the ISIS-conflict,

1 World Bank. April 2025. Macro Poverty Outlook.
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estimated overall damages totaling 1QD 53.3 trillion (US$45.7 billion), with the most affected social sectors being
Education and Health. Only 38 percent of school infrastructure remained undamaged, while 18 percent was completely
destroyed.? This reflects in the country’s Human Capital Index (HCI) which shows that Iragi children are expected to
achieve only 41 percent of their potential productivity as adults, as compared to what could be realized with full health
and a complete, high-quality education. These low human capital outcomes present considerable obstacles for young
people as they transition into the labor market. Deficiencies in learning, and gaps in health and job-relevant competencies
collectively reduce the ability of young Iragis to secure productive employment, limit firm competitiveness, and ultimately
constrain the country’s capacity to transform its demographic dividend into sustainable economic growth.

4, The National Development Plan is being implemented in a context defined by climate crisis. Irag’s Country
Climate and Development Report highlights that it is among the countries most vulnerable to climate change shocks both
in physical (temperature rise, water scarcity, extreme events) and financial terms. Climate variability and extreme
weather, coupled with the lack of provision of basic public services, especially water and electricity, are undermining social
stability. In addition, Iraq’s dependence on oil revenues is also a source of fragility and economic volatility, heightening
the vulnerability of economic growth, public revenue, and exports to oil price volatility and other exogenous shocks.
Moreover, oil dependency continues to undermine export competitiveness of non-oil sectors, which are critical for the
country’s move towards economic diversification. Investments in human capital are essential, both to rebuild trust in
public institutions by improving access to quality services and to pave the way for a climate-resilient, diversified economy.
By equipping young Iraqis with the skills needed for climate adaptation, strengthening readiness for emerging green jobs,
and building national research and institutional capacity, the country can lay the foundation for long-term resilience,
support economic diversification in non-oil industries, and ensure its workforce is prepared for the demands of a rapidly
evolving global green economy.

5. Irag’s demographic potential, ongoing economic reforms, and the urgent need to address post-conflict and
climate-related challenges together present a historic opportunity for growth. Achieving this vision depends on
cultivating a well-prepared labor force equipped with advanced skills necessary for rebuilding human capital,
strengthening public institutions, and fostering innovation in critical sectors. Central to this effort is reforming investments
in human capital to build a workforce capable of meeting the nation’s goals for economic diversification and tackling the
climate crisis. With its young population, Iraq is uniquely positioned to benefit from a demographic dividend, as
productivity gains resulting from a low dependency ratio can significantly boost the economy. To fully realize this potential,
it is essential to ensure that new labor force entrants have strong foundational skills and relevant, job-oriented skills,
particularly in response to the increasing demand for green economy expertise across multiple sectors. This calls for
investing in the education system to ensure Iraqi children have the skills to drive Irag’s future innovation.

Sectoral and Institutional Context

6. At the earliest ages, Iraqg’s children are not building adequate foundations to reach their full potential. Irag’s
Human Capital Index (HCI) of 0.41 means that a child born can expect to be 41 percent as productive as they could have
been with complete education and full health. Only 11 percent of children aged 5 and under attend early childhood
education. Two million Iraqi children are currently out of school, and those in school receive only four years of learning
for every seven years of schooling (learning adjusted years of schooling). Global evidence shows that each additional year
of schooling can yield a steady 10 percent return on investment. In Iraq’s context, raising learning outcomes by just one
year could boost the lifetime earnings of future graduates by an estimated US$55 billion—equivalent to 20 percent of the

2 World Bank. 2018. Iraq Reconstruction and Investment: Damage and Needs Assessment of Affected Governorates
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nation’s 2024 GDP. Investing in education offers Iraq significant and lasting benefits for its economy and workforce, and
failure to invest in the earliest years has far-reaching consequences as subsequent investments build on each other.

7. On top of addressing the early building blocks, expanded access and improved quality in higher education to
meet the demands of a rapidly changing labor market are urgently needed. Using Gross Enrolment Rates (GER), about
19 percent of Irag’s youth in the relevant age cohort attends higher education — far below regional peers such as Tunisia
(32 percent), Jordan (34 percent), Morocco (39 percent), and Algeria (51 percent). At the same time, demand for higher
education is expected to growly rapidly due to the sharp recent increase in secondary enroliment, evidenced by increasing
rates of net enrollment in secondary® as well as increasing numbers of students taking the grade 12 leaving exam to enter
university. Between 2024 and 2025, the number of students taking the grade 12 leaving exam increased from 650,000 to
over 1 million.* There remains a strong rationale to expand university capacity—not only to absorb growing demand but
also to strengthen linkages with the labor market and make higher education more relevant to employment opportunities,
thereby enhancing its attractiveness to students and improving overall economic outcomes. Despite gender equity in
overall enrolment, there remain specific barriers for women, such as social norms and stereotypes that contribute to low
female enrolment in STEM, a lack of career preparation resulting high graduate unemployment among women, and other
barriers.

8. The Iraq National Education Strategy (INES) 2022-2031 sets out a vision for a flexible, responsive, and demand-
driven education system to equip learners with the skills needed for better employment and more economic growth.
At the heart of the INES are three strategic goals that span General Education, TVET, and Higher Education: (1) ensuring
the provision of quality education for all, (2) improving the quality and relevance of education and training to the needs
of the labor market, and (3) developing an effective higher education system that offers pathways for excellence in
teaching, learning, and scientific research. To transform the education system to promote better jobs and economic
growth, the INES sets forth several key targets to be achieved by 2031. These include increasing school readiness of pre-
primary children, increasing primary completion rates, expanding vocational education, ensuring the expansion
of relevant higher education, and improving internal efficiency through decreasing repetition, improving teacher
deployment, and others.

Relationship to CPF

9. The proposed operation is fully aligned with the World Bank’s Country Partnership Framework (CPF) for Iraq
(FY22-FY26). Pillar 2, “Strengthened Human Capital” of the CPF emphasizes the need to improve education quality,
enhance learning outcomes and skills, and expand economic opportunities for youth and women. By increasing access to
education, the proposed operation contributes to CPF Objective 2.2: “Improved Education Quality, Better Skills and
Economic Opportunities for Youth and Women.” It supports the Government of Iraq’s reform agenda, as outlined in the
White Paper for Economic Reforms,> by linking educational outcomes with future labor market needs and enhancing
efficiency and equity in education governance and spending. By equipping young Iragis with relevant high-level skills, the
program lays the foundation for improved economic opportunities, reduced unemployment, and a more inclusive and
prosperous future for the country. The proposed operation is also fully aligned with the World Bank’s 3-5-7 Jobs Agenda.
It contributes to Pillar 3 (Infrastructure — Human Capital) by investing in the essential infrastructure needed to build skills
needed for businesses to thrive and for people to find work.

C. Proposed Development Objective(s)

3 World Bank. 2023. Irag Human Capital Review: A Roadmap to Human Capital Recovery
4 lraq News Agency, July 6, 2024, https://ina.iq/ar/local/210406--650-.html; Alsabah, July 12, 2025, https://alsabaah.iq/115957-.htm
5 Government of Irag, May 7, 2020.
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10.  The Program Development Objective is to improve equitable access, quality and relevance of education in Iraqg.

D. Concept Description

11. This investment will support the Government of Iraq to implement the education development goals of the
INES. INES has an overarching objective to strengthen educational institutions and build systems that foster scientific
and creative thinking, align graduates’ skills with labor-market needs, and advance a diversified knowledge economy.
The proposed program aligns closely with the strategy, representing a significant investment focused on equipping
students with education and skills to contribute Iraqg’s future growth. It will do so through expanding access to high
quality education programs for Iragi children and youth that build strong foundational skills that allow them to pursue
lifelong learning and advanced skills that enable them to meet the skills demands of Iraq’s priority sectors to power
growth now. The program will address important infrastructure gaps created by years of conflict, and upgrade facilities
to enable modern teaching and high-quality skills acquisition, with a focus on underserved areas of the country. In
addition, it will reform the education system to ensure it is agile in responding to the needs of the labor market and to
global megatrends and adept at preparing Iragi children and youth for the jobs of the future.

12. Iraq faces an urgent need to invest in early childhood and foundational learning to strengthen human capital,
as children currently achieve only four years of actual learning for every seven years of schooling and two million remain
out of school. Evidence shows that Early Childhood Education (ECE) yields a 13 percent annual return per child, and
every additional year of schooling delivers a 10 percent return, underscoring the high payoff of investing early. The
project will support Iraq to equip young children with the skills needed to enter primary school ready to learn and stay
on a path toward later academic success, helping Iraq progress toward its INES 2031 goals of universal primary
completion and improved learning outcomes.

13. Irag’s rapidly growing youth population with more than 320,000 young Iraqis enter the labor market each year
and 50 percent of citizens under 19, offers a unique opportunity for economic renewal, but only if the country can close
its widening skills gap. 37 percent of young people are not engaged in education, employment, or training (NEET) and
48 percent of firms cite an inadequately educated workforce as a major constraint, reflecting deep misalignment
between higher education and labor market needs. Investing in skills for jobs—by expanding access to higher education
that is relevant through modernized infrastructure and curricula in areas relevant for Irag’s growth including green, and
digital skills will be supported by the project to help Iraq meet its INES 2031 goals and ensure young people acquire the
competencies needed to drive productivity, competitiveness, and inclusive growth.

Legal Operational Policies

Policies Triggered?
Projects on International Waterways OP 7.50 No
Projects in Disputed Area OP 7.60 No

Summary of Screening of Environmental and Social Risks and Impacts
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Huma Ali Waheed
Senior Economist
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Implementing Agencies
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FOR MORE INFORMATION CONTACT

The World Bank

1818 H Street, NW

Washington, D.C. 20433

Telephone: (202) 473-1000

Web: http://www.worldbank.org/projects
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