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T
he fall of Muammar 
Qaddafi’s regime in 2011 
saw the emergence of a 
Libyan private sector. Af-
ter four decades of state 

restrictions, entrepreneurs were 
eager to capitalise on new econom-
ic and political opportunities.

Leading the charge for Libya’s 
private business sector is 32-year-
old entrepreneur Almahdi Abdula-
ti, executive director of the Libyan 
Council of Entrepreneurs.

Abdulati passionately lamented 
the inadequate economic poli-
cies in his country since Qaddafi’s 
downfall.

“The successive governments 
in power after the February 2011 
revolution kept using the same sys-
tematic policies against the private 
sector,” he said on the sidelines of a 
recent business conference.

At a discussion dedicated to the 
emergence of the Libyan private 
sector during the June 4th Tunis 
Forum, economic experts and Lib-
yan private sector heavyweights, 
Abdulati included, discussed the 
perspectives of development and 
the obstacles facing free enterprise 
in the country. Panellists agreed on 
priority issues in the way of devel-
opment of investment and private 
initiative, such as barriers to for-
eign investment, including com-
pany and land ownership laws and 
an almost exclusive dependency 
on oil revenues.

Abdulati bemoaned the increas-
ingly inefficient and inept gov-

ernance in post-Qaddafi Libya. 
“Private initiative continues to be 
neglected, and the bloated pub-
lic service apparatus has been re-
stored and reactivated,” he said.

The World Bank Representative 
in Libya Marouane El Abassi, said 
during the Tunis Forum that pub-
lic wages and subsidies ballooned 
in Libya due to the frail transition 
as the government attempted to 
win hearts, minds and loyalties, 
while oil revenues dropped signifi-
cantly due to civil strife and low  
prices. 

The Libyan budget, which en-
joyed large surpluses until 2012, 
has suffered an increasing deficit 
since 2013. Abassi says the diver-
sification of the economy and rev-
enue sources, as well as reforming 
the public sector, is critical.

“The entire public economic 
force of the country, ranging from 
the public sector and companies to 
the national chambers of industry 
and commerce, are in a state of sus-
pension and paralysis,” he said.

Fares al-Hussami, an economist 
with the Organisation for Econom-
ic Co-operation and Development, 
said 60% of Libya’s small and me-
dium enterprises (SMEs) were cre-
ated after February 2011 but the so-
cialist legacy of 42 years of Qaddafi 
rule was difficult for Libyans to 
shed.

Mohamed Raid, chief executive 
officer of Al-Naseem for Food In-
dustries, decried the lack of sup-
port and funding for the training 
of the private sector employees, as 
well the continuing stigmatisation 
of the sector. He and other speak-
ers pointed out that urgent reform 
is needed in the educational sys-
tem, which is chronically churning 
out graduates ill-suited for today’s 
workplace.

However, the greatest hurdle in 
the way of private business and 
that of the Libyan economy in gen-

eral is the chaotic security situa-
tion, the speakers said. 

The United Nations has been 
seeking to bring together into a 
unity government two warring fac-
tions: an anti-Islamist bloc based 
in eastern Tobruk and Bayda led 
by General Khalifa Haftar and a 
coalition of Islamists militias with 
bases in Tripoli and Misrata in the 
west. Exacerbating the situation is 
the rise of the Islamic State (ISIS), 
which over that past month took 
control of the coastal cities of Sirte 
and Hawara after having previous-
ly established a base in Derna.

Despite the bleak security situa-
tion, Abdulati is forging ahead with 
his projects. He organised a meet-
ing in Brussels in March involving 
Libyan businessmen with the in-
tention of creating an organisation 
to promote the private sector.

“We aimed to consolidate and 
coalesce the active economic forc-
es in Libya,” he said. “We would 
like to achieve security and peace 
in the country. That would in turn 
create an auspicious environment 
for national reconciliation.”

Abdulati’s new organisation 
hopes to affect economic policy as 

well. “We also seek to lobby and 
advise the Central Bank and the 
government on best practices and 
policy, like implementing cash 
transfers instead of subsidies, and 
linking the public payroll with the 
private pay level, in order to main-
tain stability and avoid disparate 
salary levels,” he said.

The group met again June 15th in 
Tunis as it is expected to announce 
the launch of a new organisation 
for Libyan businessmen that will 
be, as described by Abdudalti, “the 
uniting umbrella of all active eco-
nomic forces in Libya”.

The uphill battle of Libya’s private sector

A ship unloads cargo at a port in Misrata. Insecurity is the biggest impediment.
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World Bank to help stabilise Iraqi areas recaptured from ISIS
Dalal Saoud

Beirut

T
he World Bank is joining 
efforts to help Iraq’s coali-
tion government stabilise 
newly liberated Sunni Arab 
cities that had been swiftly 

conquered in 2014 by the Islamic 
State (ISIS).

Restoring the trust of the Sunni 
Arabs in the central government, 
securing the return of the displaced 
inhabitants and rebuilding the in-
frastructure in liberated cities could 
constitute a turning point in the 
fight against ISIS.

Ferid Belhaj, World Bank direc-
tor for the Middle East, disclosed 
during an interview with The Arab 
Weekly details of the programme, 
which is to be discussed July 7th by 
the World Bank Board of Directors in 
Washington.

“What we are doing now [in Iraq] 
is extremely novel and extremely 
risky but extremely needed,” Belhaj 
said.

The project was meant to help re-
build the infrastructure and restore 
basic services, such as health, edu-
cation, water, sanitation and hous-
ing, in the areas recaptured from 
ISIS.

“We are working with the Iraqi 
government to re-establish the func-
tioning of the basic services… in the 
areas that are being liberated from 
Daesh, like Tikrit and Sulaimaniya.”

Belhaj said he considered the new 
World Bank project “crucial”, saying 

that when ISIS took control Sunni 
cities in Iraq, they “pretended they 
are establishing a new order, a new 
way of managing the place”.

He stressed that the Baghdad 
government must “show the popu-
lation that not only they are doing 
way better but they are legitimate 
and they can secure the place”.

“We are taking big risks but we 
believe those risks are important to 
take,” Belhaj said.

One factor that encouraged the 
World Bank to engage in such a 
project was the establishment of a 
coalition government in Baghdad 
and Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi’s pledge to mend sectarian 
divisions caused by his predecessor 
Nuri al-Maliki, who marginalised 
the Sunni and Kurdish 
minorities.

Iraq’s stabil-
ity is thus the 
issue, although 
it’s going to be 
“very difficult” 
to maintain, 
according to 
Belhaj, who 
explained that 
the “country is 
in very dire need 
of a strong mac-
ro-economic bal-
ance. Oil has gone 
down. Spending is 
going up because of 

many things, including security for 
they need to spend money to train 
soldiers to repel Daesh.” Reforming 
heavily some of Iraq’s extremely 
inefficient sectors, such as banking 
and energy and pension and state-
owned enterprises, is a must to 
boost the country’s economy.

According to Belhaj, economic, 
political and social exclusion were 
main factors that led to the out-
break of the “Arab spring” in many 
countries of the troubled region, 
which is “in very deep transition”.

For years, he explained, the Arab 
region has been stagnant and char-
acterised by “its immobilism”, with 
“nothing happening and strong re-
gimes sitting on the majority of the 
productive economic instruments 
of the country”.

“For years, people seem to be 
okay with that and then all of 

a sudden, you had that accel-
eration of history that really 
nobody saw coming.”

He considered the 2008 
financial crisis to have been 
“a huge destabilising fac-
tor” for the Arab world. 
“People kept on asking their 

governments for free servic-
es and the governments that 

were affected by the finan-
cial crisis could not af-

ford to deliver anymore.” “Arab 
spring” countries, however, differed 
in absorbing the ongoing transition, 
with Morocco adopting a calm and 
gradual change;  Libya, Yemen and 
Syria in outright civil wars; Egypt 
having its ups and downs; and Iraq 
making a “slow and very difficult 
coming back”; while Lebanon and 
Jordan reel under the burden of 
nearly 2 million Syrian refugees.

With no president elected since 
May 2014, a dormant parliament 
and almost paralysed cabinet, Leba-
non became “dysfunctional” but 
strangely still holding.

“All the intelligence people 
around the world have predicted the 
collapse of Lebanon for years but it 
is still going. How much time would 
that be, I don’t know,” Belhaj noted.

He warned that Lebanon risks los-
ing immediately $600 million out 
of $1.1 billion in loans by the World 
Bank to finance projects in educa-
tion, health, water and telecommu-
nications. The projects have been 
approved by Lebanon “but some 
still sitting somewhere” in the par-
liament or Council of Ministers wait-
ing to be ratified.

Belhaj said the World Bank moved 
quickly to help Lebanon and Jordan 
cope with the repercussions of the 
Syrian crisis, now in its fifth year, 
by financing emergency projects to 
“hopefully prevent unrest and ten-
sions” between the local communi-
ties and the Syrian refugees.

With 1.5 million Syrian refugees 
in Lebanon and more than 600,000 

in Jordan, he said “the international 
community was not doing as much 
as it should to help” both countries 
deal with such a humanitarian trag-
edy.

Belhaj, however, called for look-
ing beyond the deadly violence and 
brutal conflicts sweeping the Arab 
world.

“We are today in a ‘Bretton 
Woods’ moment,” he said, referring 
to the UN Monetary and Financial 
Conference that gathered delegates 
from 44 nations in July 1944 in 
Bretton Woods, New Hampshire, to 
agree to a series of rules for the post-
World War II international monetary 
system and the reconstruction of 
Europe.

“We believe we are in the 1943-44 
moment. That’s why we are plan-
ning and preparing for the next step 
because one day things will stabi-
lise,” he said. “Today, what is inter-
esting and quite encouraging is that 
not only we have countries thinking 
about the post-war but we have also 
people putting money on the table, 
investing in the future.”

Preparations for the reconstruc-
tion of Syria are under way, with 
noticeable private sector invest-
ment movement, he noted. Leba-
nese businessmen are investing in 
cement factories while Lebanese 
banks are enlarging the scope of 
their business and expanding to Er-
bil in Kurdistan. “Turkish banks are 
all over the place,” Belhaj said.

“When we see people investing 
their own money in places where 
most human beings don’t see the 
light at the end of the tunnel, I 
would think twice,” he concluded.

Dalal Saoud is the deputy editor in 
chief of The Arab Weekly and has 
been covering the Arab region since 
1990. She is based in Beirut.
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