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Casablanca

T 

he Moroccan govern-
ment announced it was 
considering a boycott of 
Swedish products and 
companies because of 

Stockholm’s position on Western 
Sahara.

Morocco annexed Western Sa-
hara, a former Spanish territory, 
in 1975. Polisario Front separatists, 
who had sought independence 
from Spain, began to battle Mo-
rocco and Mauritania in 1976 for an 
independent state until the United 
Nations brokered a ceasefire in 
1991.

Rabat has proposed wide au-
tonomy for Western Sahara but the 
Polisario Front rejected the propos-
al and insisted on the right of the 
Sahrawi people to determine their 
own future.

Moroccan Communication Min-
ister Mustapha el-Khalfi said Swe-
den has decided to boycott Moroc-
can companies and products. He 
accused Sweden of trying to ham-
per voting on some agreements be-
tween Morocco and the European 
Union.

“We are heading towards a boy-
cott of Swedish companies, accord-
ing [to] the principle of reciprocity 

after similar campaigns in Sweden 
to boycott Moroccan companies,” 
Khalfi said.

Swedish Foreign Minister Margot 
Wallstrom denied that Sweden was 
boycotting exports from Morocco’s 
southern provinces. She said Swe-
den’s policy on the territory was 
the subject of an ongoing internal 
review but denied a decision had 
been made on recognising a break-
away republic in Western Sahara.

“The government does not want 
to pre-empt this examination. 
Therefore, the issue of recognition 
is currently not on the table,” Wall-
strom said in an October 1st state-
ment.

Sweden enjoyed a $313 million 
surplus in 2013 in its balance of 
trade with Morocco, according to 
figures from Morocco’s Exchange 
Office. Geely-owned carmaker Vol-
vo Car Group and H & M Hennes 
& Mauritz AB are among Swedish 
companies that operate in Morocco.

Swedish furniture retailer IKEA 
may have been a victim of the dip-
lomatic spat as the opening of its 
first store in the kingdom, planned 
for September 30th, was cancelled 
after the Moroccan government 
said IKEA lacked a “conformity 
permit”.

Local media, however, reported 
that Sweden’s plans to recognise 
Polisario Front’s Sahrawi Arab 
Democratic Republic in Western 
Sahara was behind  the Rabat au-
thorities’ decision.

IKEA has not set a new date of 
the opening of its store in Zenata, 
17 kilometres from Casablanca. The 
26,600-square-metre store will cre-
ate, directly and indirectly, 1,400 
jobs as the furniture giant will ben-

efit from cheaper labour costs com-
pared to Europe.

IKEA’s expansion into Morocco 
was previously hampered by pric-
ing strategies in which Moroccans 
noted that catalogue prices in the 
kingdom were significantly higher 
than those listed in Europe.

The prices in IKEA’s catalogue 
are said to be aligned with those 
charged by its main competitors 
in Morocco, namely Kitea and Mo-
bilia. Pricing differences also might 
lie in logistical costs, tariffs and 
currency exchange in addition to 
the forest tax of 12%, which is paid 
by furniture sellers who import 
finished wooden products. IKEA’s 
officials, however, refuted the im-
pact of the tax, which is paid by the 
end user, on pricing.

IKEA Morocco responded to cus-
tomer reviews regarding its pric-
ing policy, stating on its Facebook 
page: “All countries have different 
customs duties and tax regulations 
affecting the final price of IKEA 
products.” However, IKEA’s pricing 
plan prompted some Moroccans — 
even prior to the Morocco-Sweden 
conflict regarding Western Sahara 
— to call for a boycott.

“Wow the price is more than 
double,” said Halima Raoui on the 
Je boycotte IKEA Maroc (“I boycott 
IKEA Morocco”) group on Face-
book regarding some prices.

“It is simply outrageous, theft 
and scam, knowing they had large 
facilities and generosity from the 
Moroccan government on land 
and the development of the Zenata 

area. They want a return on invest-
ment a few months at the expense 
of Moroccan consumers,” wrote 
Saad Soufi.

Others were against boycotting 
the Swedish giant.

“Think of all the jobs this compa-
ny will create… It’s perhaps worth 
a little sacrifice… and if it is too ex-
pensive… no one forces you to go,” 
said Annie Gabana.

Morocco is home to franchises 
such as Zara and Mango, whose 
prices are 10-40% higher than 
those in Europe, suggesting that 
IKEA’s higher prices in Morocco 
should not be a surprise.

Saad Guerraoui is a frequent 
contributor to The Arab Weekly on 
Maghreb issues.
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Outside view of the construction site of the country’s first IKEA store outside Casablanca, Morocco, 
on September 29th.
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T 

unisia’s tourist indus-
try, accounting for 7% of 
gross national product 
with 350,000 jobs directly 
linked to it, has taken a 

hammering since the terror attacks 
in Tunis and the coastal resort of 
Sousse.

The effects can be seen on the 
ground. Hotels have closed in 
Sousse, Hammamet and other tour-
ist centres. Walking along Avenue 
Habib Bourguiba in Tunis, foreign-
ers are noticeable because of their 

absence. You notice those there be-
cause they are so few. What you do 
see on the streets of the capital and 
elsewhere in Tunisia are large num-
bers of vehicles with Libyan and Al-
gerian registration plates.

The groups of Algerians and Liby-
ans are very different. The Algeri-
ans, like Europeans, come for short 
breaks, often just a long weekend. 
They generally visit in larger num-
bers during the summer but, with 
vacations over, they have mostly 
gone back home.

With the Libyans, it is different. 
Falling into groups of visitors and 
residents, they are making a signifi-
cant contribution to the Tunisian 
economy. “We are taking the place 

of the foreign tourists,” one Libyan 
official claimed in Tunis.

There is some truth to the claim.
The number of Libyans staying 

medium to long term in Tunisia is 
put at between 800,000 and more 
than 1 million, depending on who is 
talking. Certain Tunisian and Libyan 
sources think their number is much 
lower. The Libyan community in Tu-
nisia is the result of different waves 
of exiles: those who arrived during 
the Qaddafi era; those who support-
ed Qaddafi and who left Libya after 
the revolution; and those who left as 
a result of clashes or the collapse in 
services and the quality of life over 
the past couple of years. 

It is estimated that in the 16 

months since Tripoli International 
Airport was attacked and the gov-
ernment fled the Libyan capital, 
some 200,000 Libyans have moved 
to Tunisia. 

“We’re renting apartments. We’re 
buying food and clothes. We’re 
spending money, just like the tour-
ists,” said Mustafa, a Tripoli resident 
who arrived with his wife, two sons 
and parents a year ago. “But we’re 
here all the time and we’re bring-
ing in cash from abroad. We’re not 
working here.”

In statistical terms, 200,000 Liby-
ans living for a year in Tunisia repre-
sent the equivalent of more than 3.8 
million weekly tourists — and most 
package tourists stay just one week.

It has to be admitted that the resi-
dent Libyans are not doing much for 
the Tunisian tourist industry but 
others are. In the four- and five-star 
hotels in the Tunis seaside resort 
of Gammarth, Libyans can be seen 
everywhere. In Sfax, too, they ar-
rive in ever larger numbers. Libyan 
short-term visitors to Tunisia — for 
weekend breaks, for health reasons, 
for training courses, for a week-long 
vacation — are many.

Until just a few weeks ago, those 
from western Libya travelled by car 
but at the beginning of August Tuni-
sia again permitted passenger flights 
from Tripoli and Misrata airports. 
Libyan airlines are flying five or six 
times a day to Tunis and another 
two or three to Sfax. Flights are full, 
having been booked up well in ad-
vance.

It is a very profitable route for the 
carriers, so much so that Tunisian 
airlines are about to relaunch ser-
vices to Libya. Tunisair says that it 
will restart flights to Tripoli’s Mitiga 
airport as of October 25th.

With the unintentional help of 

Turkey, the number of Libyan trav-
ellers heading west is expected to 
increase.

On September 24th, Turkey intro-
duced visa controls. It had been one 
of just three countries that allowed 
Libyans to visit without a visa, Tuni-
sia and Jordan being the other two.

Although the Turks announced 
the change well in advance, few Lib-
yans seemed to have been listening. 
Contrary to standard international 
practice, Libyan carriers flew their 
passengers to Istanbul without vi-
sas and then had to fly them home 
when they were refused entry.

It is widely believed that a gre-
nade thrown in late September at 
the Turkish consulate in Misrata, 
was the action of an irate traveller 
who had been sent back because he 
did not have a visa. The consulate, 
now closed, was the last remaining 
Turkish diplomatic presence in the 
country. 

As a result of the visas, which take 
about a month to obtain, the num-
ber of flights from Tripoli to Istanbul 
dropped to two or three a day com-
pared to six in mid-September.

In Tunisia, no government depart-
ment or organisation has put a figure 
on the amount of money Libyans are 
bringing in, whether as short-term 
visitors or long-term residents. But 
the presence of so many Libyans 
suggest it runs into several billion 
Tunisian dinars.

Far more than what Tunisia ex-
pects to lose as a result of conse-
quences of the terrorist attacks, it is 
a major boost to the Tunisian econ-
omy — although it will not help save 
the thousands of jobs being lost in 
the country’s tourism industry.

Michel Cousins is the 
editor-in-chief of the Libya Herald.
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Libyan car at the border crossing of Ras el-Jedir Ben Guerdane, in south-eastern Tunisia.


