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US pledges support to Tunisia 
at Strategic Dialogue
Tunis

U 

S Secretary of State 
John Kerry pledged 
support for Tunisia to 
strengthen its economy 
and upgrade its secu-

rity and military capabilities, but 
said the “world’s eyes” are on the 
North African country as it still 
strives to meet challenges.

Compared to the turmoil and 
violence that has swept many 
Middle Eastern and North African 
countries since the “Arab spring” 
uprisings starting in 2011, Tunisia 
has emerged as a relative success 
story with free and fair presiden-
tial and parliamentary elections 
held in 2014.

Tunisia is “a counterpoint to 
those who assert that Islam is 
somehow incompatible with de-
mocracy”, Kerry said during  the 
second session of US-Tunisia Stra-
tegic Dialogue on November 13th.

Kerry and Tunisian Foreign Min-
ister Taieb Baccouche declared in 
a statement “their shared com-
mitment to promoting a secure, 
integrated and prosperous region 
through the warm partnership 
shared between the peoples of the 
United States and Tunisia”.

After meeting Tunisian Presi-
dent Beji Caid Essebsi in Washing-
ton in May, US President Barack 
Obama granted Tunisia major non-
NATO ally status in recognition of 
the country’s democratic progress.

Since 2011, Washington has pro-
vided Tunisia with about $700 
million of economic, development 
and security assistance.

Kerry stressed US support for Tu-
nisia in “addressing the challenges 
facing it in Libya”. Baccouche also 

reiterated Tunisia’s concerns about 
its next-door neighbour.

“Libya is a big cause for wor-
ries as terrorism spreads there and 
where terrorists are arming Tuni-
sian youth to send them fighting in 
zones of conflicts and who some-
times return to threaten Tunisia’s 
security,” Baccouche said.

Analysts in Tunis said Kerry’s co-
chairing the Strategic Dialogue was 
meant as a strong signal of Wash-
ington’s eagerness to see Tunisia 
succeed in its political experiment 
amid continuing upheaval in the 
Middle East.

Kerry obliquely prodded the 
leaders of the small North African 
country to bolster political stabil-
ity and speed up reforms, telling 
his audience “the world’s eyes are 
on Tunisia”.

He also hinted that Tunisia had 
still a way to go to win the sus-
tained trust of the international 
business community. “Investment 
to flow in Tunisia needs investors 
having confidence in democracy, 
confidence in the laws, confidence 
in bankruptcy laws,” Kerry said.

He pointed out the United States 
planned to move forward with 
links between Tunisian univer-
sities and Columbia University, 
the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology and Texas A&M Uni-
versity in high-tech and agricul-
tural research in addition to 12 
programmes to enhance research 
and education exchanges between 
Tunisian and US faculties and in-
stitutions.

The United States has allocated 
more than $25 million to 2018 to 
support opportunities for young 
Tunisians to study in the United 
States.

On the eve of the dialogue, of-
ficials from both governments at-
tended a ribbon-cutting ceremony 
for a police academy modernisa-
tion project, a long-term, multi-
million-dollar plan to renovate the 
training curriculum and physical 
facilities for the Tunisian National 
Police and National Guard.

Kerry also said the United States 
was working to secure resources 
to improve the ability of Tuni-
sia to deter, detect and interdict 
weapons of mass destruction and 
related materials that might come 
across Tunisia’s border with Libya.

He said the United States agreed 
on a declaration of intent regard-
ing a $500 million loan guarantee 
for Tunisia.

The United States is seeking to 
promote development of the pri-
vate sector in Tunisia with the Tu-
nisian American Enterprise Fund 
(TAEF), seeded with $60 million in 
US assistance.

Kerry said the US-funded Busi-
ness Reform and Competitiveness 
Project created 6,564 sustainable 
private sector jobs in 100 Tunisian 
businesses.

He said the two governments 
have set a body on economic coop-
eration to help Tunisia boost eco-
nomic development and ultimate-
ly “uproot radicalism” by offering 
job opportunities and expanded 
prosperity to the population, espe-
cially its frustrated and impatient 
youth.

Kerry announced the launch of 
US-Tunisia Joint Economic Com-
mission, which will supplement 
the US-Tunisian Strategic Dia-
logue, the Joint Military Commis-

sion and the Trade and Investment 
Framework Agreement as centre-
pieces of US policy to help Tunisia.

“With over $1.4 billion in trade in 
2014, the United States already en-
joys an important economic rela-
tionship with Tunisia and the Joint 
Economic Commission will facili-
tate further growth,” a Tunisia-US 

statement pointed out.
The next session of the Joint 

Economic Commission is set  for 
Washington in the spring of 2016. 
The next meeting of the bilateral 
Trade and Investment Frame-
work Agreement (TIFA) Council is 
scheduled for March 2016 also in 
Washington.

Tunisia needs more than rhetoric

U
S Secretary of State 
John Kerry’s recent 
visit to Tunis was 
the latest in a string 
of high-profile 
expressions of US 

support for Tunisia’s democratic 
experience, the most pronounced 
of which was Tunisian President 
Beji Caid Essebsi’s visit to the 
White House in May.

As expected, Kerry was effusive 
in his praise of Tunisia. “Tunisia is 
where the ‘Arab spring’ was born 
and it is where it distinctly con-
tinues to bloom in ways that are 
defining the possibilities for other 
countries in the region,” Kerry said 
after meeting with Tunisian For-
eign Minister Taieb Baccouche.

“Your nation,” Kerry continued, 
“remains a shining example to 
those who claim that democracy 
is not possible in this part of the 
world.”

Beautiful words, indeed. And 
unlike many formal public remarks 
by diplomats, what Kerry said is 
actually true: The United States 
invaded Iraq in 2003 with the 
promise of spreading democracy 
first to that nation and eventually 
to the entire Arab world. Twelve 
years later, only in Tunisia has a 
real democratic experiment been 
undertaken.

But it was not the result of US 
invasion. It was, in fact, purely 

home-grown. As the launching 
point of the “Arab spring”, Tuni-

sians were not motivated by events 
in neighbouring countries. Tunisia 
was the alpha country.

Imagine, if you will, what the 
Middle East would look like if every 
country that experienced an upris-
ing in 2011 had followed the Tuni-
sian route, as difficult as that route 
was. I know the counter-argument: 
Tunisia enjoyed important national 
characteristics that facilitated its 
democratic progress — a fairly ho-
mogenous society, a strong history 
of tolerance and secularism, liber-
ated women and a well-educated 
populace. But Tunisia struggled 
and is still struggling, with some of 
the same phenomena that shat-
tered other countries in the region.

Did Tunisia have certain inherent 
advantages? Yes. But did Tunisians 
also work hard to pursue the type 
of national dialogue and consensus 
that would allow them to benefit 
from their advantages? Abso-
lutely. And does Tunisia still face 
challenges that could ultimately 
undermine its progress and drag it 
into the kind of chaos many of its 
neighbours are suffering? Without 
doubt.

So while the nice rhetoric from 
the West is well-deserved, words 
and Nobel prizes alone will not 
secure Tunisia from extremist vio-
lence, nor energise its economy so 
that young Tunisians can envision 
a better world, nor help Tunisians 
address economic disparity and 
other social problems.

Despite its small size, Tunisia 
looms large over the Middle East 
and North Africa. If Tunisians suc-
ceed in and sustain their democrat-
ic experiment and combine it with 
real economic growth, this small 
North African state will become a 
template for a region in turmoil. 
The stakes are huge and the West 
has been slow to understand this.

To be fair, Kerry announced 
another loan guarantee for Tunisia 
and invigorated security assistance, 
as well as the creation of a new US-
Tunisian Joint Economic Commis-
sion. During Caid Essebsi’s visit to 
Washington, US President Barack 
Obama granted Tunisia the status 
of non-NATO ally and pledged 
to double Tunisia’s economic as-
sistance to $134 million. Congress, 
however, has not approved that 
increase. Just as a comparison, the 
United States is estimated to be 
spending about $9 million per day 
— $2.7 billion over one year — in the 
war against ISIS.

This raises an important ques-

tion: When will the United States 
and its European allies recognise 
that investing in countries such as 
Tunisia and help them build strong 
economies and societies is a far 
cheaper means of fighting extrem-
ism than the cost of fighting end-
less wars against terrorism?

This is not a call to simply throw 
massive sums of money across the 
Mediterranean. Wise economic 
support does not cost anywhere 
near the cost of war. Often, much 
can be achieved by enacting new 
policies and programmes: For 
example, wouldn’t this be an ideal 
time to begin negotiations over a 
US-Tunisia free trade agreement?

And what about funding pro-
grammes hat strengthen ties 
between the two societies, such as 
exchanges of professionals?

A great deal can be done to foster 
an entrepreneurial climate in Tuni-
sia and offer a helping hand to Tu-
nisian youth through scholarships. 
A full-year scholarship at a public 
American university would cost 
around $50,000, which means a $10 
million US government programme 
(slightly more than Americans 
spend every 24 hours fighting ISIS) 
could bring 200 Tunisians to the 
United States each year to pursue 
degrees in engineering, technology 
and business. These kinds of pro-
grammes should be matched, at a 
minimum, by the European Union.

Kerry’s words were heartwarm-
ing but Tunisians need more than 
warm hearts: They need security, 
economic and social stability, and 
genuine faith that they are facing a 
brighter and better future.

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.
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Tunisian Foreign Affairs Minister Taieb Baccouche (R) greets US 
Secretary of State John Kerry, on November 13th, in Tunis.

A shop owner waits for tourists outside his shop 
at the village of Sidi Bou Said, some 20 km out-
side of Tunis, in October.

Kerry stressed US 
support for Tunisia 
in “addressing the 
challenges facing it 
in Libya”.
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