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EU pledges 
support to Tunisia 
as country faces 
economic, security 
challenges

Brussels

T 

he European Union has 
pledged more support to 
Tunisia as the country 
struggles to cope with the 
repercussions of terror-

ist attacks and continued economic 
slowdown.

Several cooperative measures 
were agreed upon by EU foreign 
ministers in Brussels on July 20th 
during a visit by Tunisian Prime 
Minister Habib Essid.

In a statement, the EU ministers 
expressed solidarity with the North 
African Tunisia.

EU foreign policy chief Federica 
Mogherini said it was in Europe’s 
own interest to assist Tunisia. “We 
have to keep hope alive in a region 
that faces so many difficulties,” she 
said.

“We support reforms, and we 

want to form a real partnership so 
that Tunisia remains a model for the 
future in the region.”

“There is a strong desire to sup-
port Tunisia in its efforts to make 
the transition to democracy and 
with its economy, especially tour-
ism,” she pointed out.

Mogherini said both sides were 
looking at help to Tunisia on border 
controls to prevent terrorist infiltra-
tion of Tunisia’s borders.

Recent terror attacks have made a 
dent in Tunisian tourism revenues. 
A June 26th shooting in the resort of 
Sousse left 38 tourists dead, most of 
them British. A previous attack, on 
March 18th, caused the death of 22 
people at the Bardo Museum in the 
capital city, Tunis.

Since the attacks, the number of 
tourists has dropped after several 
governments, including Britain, 
warned their nationals against trav-
elling to Tunisia.

Trade ties will be improved by 
increasing quotas of this year’s EU 
imports of Tunisian olive oil from 
56,000 to 80,000 tonnes.

Mogherini said the EU would ex-
tend support to Tunisia’s tourism 
sector but gave no details.

The Tunisian premier said he was 
thankful for EU support but noted 
that after the euphoria of the 2011 
popular uprising, people were now 
demanding jobs, which the authori-
ties had so far been unable to pro-
duce.

The Sousse attack has threatened 
tourism, which provides employ-
ment for 400,000 people plus an-
other million in associated jobs, he 
said.

The Islamic State (ISIS) jihadist 
group claimed responsibility for the 
Sousse attack.

“The EU and Tunisia agree to 
step up cooperation in the struggle 
against terrorism. The war will be 
long but it will be won, thanks to 
our friends,” Essid said.

German Foreign Minister Frank-
Walter Steinmeier said “border 
controls with Libya will be cru-
cial in order to keep radical ele-
ments out”, and Britain and France 
 were ready to offer help on that 
front.

The Sousse gunman is believed to 
have been trained in Libya for the 
attack.

European Commission head Jean-
Claude Juncker, who met Essid sep-
arately, said he wanted EU citizens 
to continue visiting Tunisia.

“If these crazy terrorists want to 
harm the tourist sector, it is because 
they do not love Tunisia,” he said.

Juncker announced the EU has 
approved the allocation of  €116 mil-
lion for Tunisia in 2015.

Juncker will be visiting Tunisia 
next September to start negotia-
tions on a Deep and Comprehensive 
Free Trade Area (DCFTA) with the 
North African country. According 
to the EU, the DCFTA would “lead 
to a gradual integration of Tunisia’s 

economy into the EU single mar-
ket”. Trade relations would extend 
beyond the scope of the existing as-
sociation agreement signed in July 
1995.

In 2014, total trade between Tu-
nisia and the EU amounted to about 
€2.1 billion.

The EU’s pledge of support comes 
at a time when the Tunisian govern-
ment is soliciting greater assistance 
from traditional partners with vary-
ing results.

In July, the US Senate cut the 
foreign assistance to Tunisia in the 
next fiscal year by about $50 million 
below the $134 million requested by 
President Barack Obama’s adminis-
tration and approved by the House 
of Representatives.
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EU foreign policy chief Federica Mogherini talks to Tunisia’s prime minister, Habib Essid, during an 
EU foreign ministers meeting in Brussels on July 20th.
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A midsummer postcard from Hammamet

T
he posh suburb of La 
Marsa, 16 kilometres 
north of Tunis, looked 
unusually calm the 
morning of Sunday 
July 26th. The streets 

of the small picturesque town, 
usually a magnet for foreign 
tourists and local visitors, seemed 
almost deserted. Since the Bardo 
and Sousse terror attacks, the 
number of foreign tourists 
visiting Tunisia has plummeted. 
Many of the Tunisian middle class 
have also been in no mood for 
unnecessary expenses.

Tunisian tourist diehards have 
headed to other destinations, such 
as to the Hammamet resort, about 
60 kilometres south of Tunis. So 
did I. The streets, the outdoor 
cafés and the beaches there were 
crowded. It was mostly Tunisians, 
however. Foreign tourists as else-
where in the country have yet to 
come back. 

Entering the lobby of the hotel 
where I had reserved my stay 
online, it was clear that steps were 
being taken to cut costs due to the 
lack of tourists. The lights were 
slightly dimmed and the air condi-
tioning seemed to be on low.

A Tunisian friend I had told 
about the online rates called the 

hotel and asked for the same price. 
But she was quoted 150 Tunisian 
dinars, per person, per room. Thus, 
a total of 300 Tunisian dinars 
(about $150) a night against the $61 
rate I could book. To salvage some 
of the season and avoid layoffs, 
hotels could have lowered rates 
making domestic travel more ap-
pealing to Tunisians. Many did not. 
Minister of Tourism Selma Elloumi 
admitted in a recent interview with 
a Tunisian paper that “a number of 
hotels did not reduce prices”.

It was about a month ago that 
a lone Tunisian terrorist mowed 
down 38 people on a Sousse beach 
and wounded another 32. A tragedy 
for sure, not only for the wounded 
and those murdered, but for Tuni-
sia’s tourism industry, which em-

ploys more than 400,000 people.
The British Foreign Office in the 

aftermath of the incident advised 
all UK citizens to leave Tunisia, and 
British tour operators cancelled 
all bookings until October. “The 
Sousse attack struck at our most 
growing market, that is the British 
market,” noted Elloumi.

In an interview with the Tu-
nisian weekly Assabah al-Usbui, 
Radouane Ben Salah, the president 
of the Tunisian hotel federation, 
estimated the percentage of hotel 
reservation cancellations in July at 
about 70%.

Hotels in Hammamet and Sousse 
are hoping for an inflow of tourists 
from neighbouring Algeria. 

No less than 1.3 million Algerians 
visited Tunisia last year. “There 

might be more this year,” said 
Elloumi. The head of the hotel 
federation, however, was quoted as 
saying that until now the number 
of Algerians is much less than it 
was last year.

The layoff of workers, already 
taking place, could put Tunisia’s 
economic recovery in jeopardy. 
Skander Mestiri, director general of 
Dar el Marsa in La Marsa, one of the 
newest breed of upscale boutique 
hotels in the country, said: “Un-
fortunately, this summer season is 
already finished.”

But he and other hotel owners 
are hoping tourism promotion 
strategies are rethought in the fu-
ture. Mestiri, for instance, believes 
Tunisia should diversify its foreign 
clientele by “adding more upscale 
offerings”.

Even more important in Mestiri’s 
opinion is implementing an open-
skies policy for airline travel to and 
from Tunisia. “Let’s put Tunisia 
first, rather than Tunisair,” concurs 
an American tour operator referring 
to the state-owned national carrier. 
“It is time that the country ben-
efited from the aggregate increase 
in tourists that open skies has 
shown it has brought to Morocco, 
Malta, Turkey and other countries,” 
he said.

While the authorities review 
their security measures, this is 
clearly the time for more innova-
tive ideas, bold decisions and 
decisive action to save tourism in 
Tunisia.

Jerry Sorkin is founder and 
president of Iconic Journeys 
Worldwide and of TunisUSA. He is 
a frequent contributor to The Arab 
Weekly.
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