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Domestic agenda first.  A kiosk in the Tunisian 
capital, Tunis.
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Washington

A 

bipartisan group of ex-
perts and former US 
government officials 
sent a letter to members 
of Congress calling for 

increased US assistance to Tunisia. 
The 114 signatories of the letter in-
clude former members of Congress, 
former ambassadors, a former 
World Bank president and numer-
ous scholars.

The letter praised Tunisia for “re-
markable progress” since the 2011 
uprising but says that the country 
faces daunting economic and se-
curity threats and “its democratic 
gains remain fragile”.

The letter calls on Congress to 
provide the increased assistance for 
Tunisia that US President Barack 
Obama pledged last May during 
the visit to Washington by Tunisian 
President Beji Caid Essebsi.

Specifically, Obama requested 
that Congress increase Tunisia’s 
economic assistance in 2016 to $55 
million, compared to $30 million 
this year, and more than double the 
level of military and security assis-
tance to $62.5 million. Combined 
with other assistance programmes, 
the total assistance package pro-
posed by the Obama administration 
was $134.4 million.

The US House of Representatives 
granted Obama’s request for the 
money. US Representative Ileana 

Ros-Lehtinen, R-Fla., and chair-
woman of the Middle East Subcom-
mittee of the House Foreign Affairs 
Committee, argued strongly in sup-
port for the increase in aid.

“We need to invest in Tunisia’s 
future if we want to ensure that the 
future will be a democratic one,” 
Ros-Lehtinen said at a hearing in 
July. “They deserve our support 
and, with that support, they could 
one day be the model for other 
countries in the region.”

But the US Senate approved only 
$86.9 million for Tunisia. While 
many senators spoke favourably 
about Tunisia, the Republican lead-
ership argued that the administra-
tion could find additional funds for 
Tunisia on an ad hoc basis, perhaps 
by transferring funds designated 
for Egypt.

The two houses of Congress must 
reconcile the bills’ differences — 
closing the nearly $50 million gap 
between the House and Senate 
measures — and present a single bill 
to the president for signing.

In calling on Congress to grant 
the full administration request, the 
signatories of the letter said that 
“providing increased aid will help 
Tunisia address youth unemploy-
ment, implement vital economic 
and security reforms and strength-
en its nascent democratic institu-
tions. In addition, increasing as-
sistance will demonstrate stronger 
US support for Tunisia and enable 
the United States to lead its interna-
tional partners to bolster their own 
commitments to Tunisia.” 

Among the letter’s more promi-
nent signatories are William Burns, 
former deputy secretary of State; 
former US senators Richard Lugar, 
Joseph Lieberman and Tom Dasch-
le; six former US ambassadors to 
Tunisia; and former World Bank 
president Paul Wolfowitz.

The letter emphasised that “this 
is an important opportunity to fol-
low through on US rhetoric and 

demonstrate that the United States 
will continue to invest in Tuni-
sia’s future” and concluded: “We 
strongly urge you to fully grant the 
requested $134.4 million in bilat-
eral assistance to Tunisia, to stand 
shoulder-to-shoulder with the 
country as it continues the difficult 
but momentous task of consolidat-
ing the Arab world’s first successful 
transition to democracy.”

US Senator Chris Murphy, D-
Conn., said he was not happy that 
the Senate reduced Tunisia’s aid. 
“We made a bipartisan commit-

ment to do everything that Tunisia 
needed to maintain its democratic 
path and then we voted for a for-
eign aid budget that did not fund 
the president’s request,” Murphy 
complained at a recent hearing. 
“There seems to be a separation be-
tween our rhetoric and what we are 
able to deliver.” 

The letter, along with the desire 
by senators such as Murphy to re-
vise their bill, are optimistic signs 
that Tunisia will receive the full aid 
package as requested by Obama.

A prominent Washington lobby-

ist, who wished to remain anony-
mous, told The Arab Weekly: “Tu-
nisia continues to be the favourite 
Arab state and it would be very 
surprising to see any action that did 
not fully support them, with the 
one possible exception of a generic 
across the board budget cut that no 
one escapes.”

Mark Habeeb is the East-West 
section editor of The Arab Weekly 
and adjunct professor of Global 
Politics and Security at Georgetown 
University in Washington.

Calls in United States for more aid to Tunisia

Bipartisan support. US President Barack Obama (R) and Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi during 
White House meeting last May.

Providing increased 
aid will help Tunisia 
address youth 
unemployment and 
implement vital 
economic and 
security reforms.

All politics is local; Tunisia is no exception

A 

n American friend 
who recently visited 
Tunisia asked me 
what Tunisians think 
of the recent flare-
ups between Israelis 

and Palestinians. My response 
surprised him.

During the last few years I have 
thought the Palestinian-Israeli 
issue and other regional issues 
— be it the fate of hundreds of 
thousands of Middle East refugees 
flowing into Europe or that of the 
many Syrians and Iraqis dying 
every day — have ceased to be of 
great interest to Tunisians, with 
the exception of political elites 
who still make a point of follow-
ing regional and international 
news closely. Media surveys show 
Tunisians get most of their news 
from local TV channels and not 
from pan-Arab or foreign channels 
as they used to.

Tunisians, like many in the Arab 
world, have definitely turned 
inward. It is what is happening at 
home that counts, with most deep-
ly worried about the economy, 
terrorism and security. Polls about 
the attitudes of Tunisians and their 
reactions to recent events bear this 
out.

Tunisians learned that the 
Quartet, the group that facilitated 
negotiations that led to Tunisia’s 

elections at the end of 2014, 
would be given the Nobel Peace 

Prize. Truly a great honour for Tu-
nisians, many felt. But for the aver-
age Tunisian, a Nobel prize is only 
as good as the tangible dividends 
it can bring to the country and its 
people.

The same applies to democracy. 
Even in Tunisia, which is consid-
ered to have achieved the most 
peaceful political transition among 
“Arab spring” countries, questions 
remain.

The results of an International 
Republican Institute (IRI) survey 
published in August found that for 
58% of Tunisians democracy is sec-
ondary to stability and prosperity.

Badreddine Badreddine, an exec-
utive with a French company with 
stores throughout Tunisia, said 
he does feel life is better for him 
since the revolution. He has moved 
up in the professional ranks of his 
company but he has one major con-
cern — terrorism. He is not alone in 
that concern. The IRI survey found 
that 21% of those polled said they 
felt Tunisia was going in the “right 
direction” while 72% said it was go-
ing in the “wrong direction”.

Several days ago, I met Rafiq, a 
working-class Tunisian who upon 
hearing my non-native Arabic was 
surprised to learn I was Ameri-
can. “What do you think of our 
revolution?” he asked. I turned the 
question around and asked him 
if life is better for him now? “No, 
life was better before the revolu-
tion,” he said. “What has it brought 
me? I work more than ever. I am 
not earning any more money than 
years ago.” He raised his fist and 
said: “Before, there was authority. 
We are missing this now!”

Again, the IRI poll underscores 
Rafiq’s thoughts. Of those polled 
60% described the economic situa-
tion as “very bad”, with 17% saying 

it was “somewhat bad”. When 
asked if one had to choose between 
a stable and prosperous Tunisia 
that was ruled by an authoritar-
ian government or a democratic 
government that led to an unstable 
and insecure country, 50% said 
they would choose the authoritar-
ian government.

People in Tunisia treasure their 
democracy and their finally earned 
freedoms; it is just that they think 
bread and security come first. They 
also are sceptical about the ability 
of the political class to deliver.

This may also bear out why the 
recent elections in Egypt resulted 
in a turnout of only about 17% of 
voters. As some Egyptians noted, 
they are tired of the revolution. 
“We want bread” was a chant 
heard in Egypt.

Despite the turn from demo-
cratic policies that the Egyptian 
revolution of January 2011 was 
meant to bring, a majority of Egyp-
tians are seeing that with President 

Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, there is more 
stability and not the chaos of daily 
demonstrations that were taking 
place under the short-lived rule 
of deposed president Muhammad 
Morsi.

This also explains the popularity 
of Russian President Vladimir Pu-
tin in many parts of the Arab world 
where he has impressed quite a 
few with his well-cultivated image 
of a strong leader. This is high-
lighted by one of the most popular 
Facebook posts among Iraqi Shias: 
a Photoshopped image of “Sheikh 
Putin” dressed as an Arab tribal 
leader. Many Tunisians feel he 
might be able to rid them of their 
fellow citizens who have joined 
jihad in the Levant.

The late US speaker of the House 
Tip O’Neill famously said that “all 
politics is local”. This certainly 
seems to be the case in many parts 
of the world, with Tunisia being no 
exception.

Returning to the unpleasant im-
ages that we all see on television of 
the hundreds of thousands of refu-
gees walking in the rain to board 
trains to a better life in Europe or 
the nearly 4 million refugees in 
camps in Lebanon, Jordan and 
Turkey, one has to wonder if they 
could turn back the clock to the 
times before January 2011 in Syria, 
Libya or Iraq, would they prefer 
the stability, albeit strong author-
ity and lack of democracy, to the 
present situation?

They probably would like to have 
it all: Democratic freedoms but 
also bread and security.
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Tunisians, like many 
in the Arab world, have 
definitely turned inward.


