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015 could have been one of 
the most trying years of Tu-
nisia’s modern history were 
it not for the pride and joy 
generated by the distinc-

tion of a Nobel Peace Prize win.
Three jihadist attacks jolted the 

country, wreaking havoc on its key 
tourism industry and humbling its 
leaders who had aimed to make 
2015 a turning point in the effort to 
jump-start economic growth and 
restore hope to the country’s rest-
less youth.

Tunisia ended the year with near 
zero economic growth, its worst 
performance in five decades.

The success of the democrat-
ic transition, epitomised by the 
swearing-in of a new government in 
early 2015, was marred by infighting 
within Nidaa Tounes, the leading 
political party.

But Tunisia’s main challenge is to 
ward off jihadists, many of whom 
received training in Libya and 
fought in Syria and Iraq. In a recent 
report, the London-based Soufan 
Group noted that Tunisian jihadists 
constituted the largest contingent 
of foreign fighters in Syria and Iraq. 
Tunisian Prime Minister Habib Es-
sid described terrorism as “the most 
serious threat facing the state”.

Tunisia has been under a state 
of emergency since a November 
24th suicide bombing that killed 12 
members of the Presidential Guard 
in Tunis. The bombing came on top 
of terror attacks on the Bardo Na-
tional Museum in March and on the 
Sousse beach resort in June, which 
together cost the lives of some 60 
tourists.

But thanks to the Nobel Peace 
Prize, announced in October, Tuni-
sia basked in the world spotlight as 
a rare Arab case of democratic suc-

cess. Its civil society Quartet was 
presented the prize for facilitating 
the country’s peaceful transition to 
democracy in 2013.

The Nobel prize gave the country 
reason to cheer and the world com-
munity an occasion to highlight the 
success of Tunisia’s transition.

In the summer of 2013, the coun-
try was teetering on civil strife as 
Ennahda, the main Islamist party, 
which had won the 2011 elections, 
was challenged by street protests 
after the killing of two leftist politi-
cians. Tunisian National Dialogue 
Quartet mediation and events in 
Egypt, which led to the overthrow 
of Islamist president Muhammad 
Morsi, further convinced Ennahda 
to leave office.

The Quartet, composed of trade 
unionists, businesspeople, lawyers 
and human rights activists, helped 
put in power a technocratic govern-
ment to peacefully oversee the elec-
tions. Nidaa Tounes, a secularist 
party won the legislative vote while 
veteran politician Beji Caid Essebsi 
was elected president.

Although overwhelmingly com-
mitted to the freedoms gained since 
the 2011 uprising, most Tunisians 
see fighting terrorism as their pri-
ority. According to the survey con-
ducted by the Emrhod polling agen-
cy in November, 76.8% of Tunisian 
respondents said the threat of ter-
rorism after that Tunis attack had 
become “very high” and is a “matter 
of concern”.

Tunisians are so worried they say 
they are willing to live with any ex-

ceptional measures deemed neces-
sary to thwart terrorist violence.

Another recent survey, conduct-
ed by the Sigma Conseil polling 
agency, had more than 78% of Tu-
nisians say they were ready to “sac-
rifice some freedom in exchange for 
more security”.

Some of human rights defend-
ers expressed concern over such 
trends.

In a joint statement, civil society 
organisations, including the Tuni-
sian Human Rights League, warned 
against “misconceptions according 
to which restricting basic freedoms 
is the key to victory over terrorism”.

On the eve of the Nobel Peace 
Prize ceremony, Abdessattar Ben 
Moussa, the head of the Tunisian 
Human Rights League, said “the 
best way to fight terrorism is to re-
spect human rights”.

In 2016, and at the same time 
that it needs to overcome terrorism 
to regain the confidence of foreign 
investors and holidaymakers — cru-
cial for badly needed economic 
growth — Tunisia must tackle un-
employment and regional inequal-
ity, which worsened in the five years 
since Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali was 
ousted as president.

The threats of insecurity and 
socio-economic instability are ma-
jor dangers faced by the nascent 
democracy. Some analysts say one 
of the factors explaining the draw 
of the jihadist narrative is the un-
addressed despair of young people 
in the face of unemployment and 
poverty. Unemployment of univer-
sity graduates stands at more than 
32%, one of the highest rates in the 
world.

Economic difficulties have af-
fected the standard of living of dif-
ferent segments of the population. 
According to government figures, 
the country’s middle class shrank to 
53% of the population in 2015, ver-
sus 70% in 2010.

Reversing the trend and allow-

ing the middle classes to thrive will 
require a better security climate 
that allows economic recovery and 
growth. Only then will Tunisia’s 
democratic success translate to 
better lives for the majority of the 

population and allow the country to 
meet the demands of its youth.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis. He has 
covered North Africa for decades.
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Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi takes part in the new 
government swearing-in ceremony with Prime Minister Habib 
Essid (background) at the Carthage Palace, last February.
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A 

bit of Libyan history 
was made in Morocco 
on December 17th with 
an agreement meant 
to usher in a national 

unity government called the Gov-
ernment of National Accord (GNA) 
and an interim but highly complex 
power-sharing system.

After more than a year of UN-
mediated negotiations, delegates 
to the Libya dialogue, members 
of the Libya’s parliament in To-
bruk, the House of Representa-
tives (HoR) together with some 
of its rivals in Tripoli, the General 
National Congress, were joined by 
a number of mayors and political 
party delegates in approving the 
Libya political agreement (LPA).

The arrangement calls for a 
nine-member presidency coun-
cil to head the government and 
there will be a record five deputy 
prime ministers plus ministers for 
important areas of public life. The 
other ministers are to be chosen 
by the presidency council by Janu-
ary 16th and it is expected there 
will be many of them. In Libya’s 
present divide, having representa-
tives from all the competing fac-
tions, towns and tribes on board is 
as important as having competent 
individuals to run the ministries.

Legislative powers are in the 
hands of the HoR and a state coun-
cil comprising most of the mem-
bers of the old Congress — again, 
incorporating all the rival players 
into the system has been the aim.

It has been a bumpy ride getting 

to the agreement. As with many 
deals, the devil has been in the de-
tails.

Despite constant declarations 
from Bernardino Leon, the UN 
special envoy who directed the 
dialogue for virtually all the ne-
gotiations, and from his successor 
Martin Kobler that there could be 
no further alterations, there were 
constant changes to the text right 
up to the signing. These were to 
meet objections from either the 

representatives from the GNC or 
the HoR, much of the argument 
being about the powers of the 
advisory (in other words, largely 
powerless) state council, the suc-
cessor to the GNC.

The signing of the agreement 
does not mean that Libya will have 
a government that will bring its 
crisis to a close, even though the 
United Nations, Western and Arab 
states have committed themselves 
to actively supporting it.

GNC President Nuri Abu Sah-
main and his supporters say it 
should be the only legislature in 
the future. It has effectively not 
been part of the dialogue process 
and Abu Sahmain has rejected 
signing the agreement. A majority 
of GNC members are said to sup-
port him and he will not allow a 
vote on the matter.

There is opposition to the agree-
ment also in the HoR, notably 
among some members from east-
ern Libya, mainly federalists, and 
including others who want more 
power for themselves or who fear 
losing power. Among them are 
HoR President Ageela Saleh and 
Abu Bakr Baira, who resigned from 
the dialogue negotiations, piqued, 
it is claimed by his opponents, at 
not being made a deputy prime 
minister.

A further degree of resentment 
across the country was reinforced 
by Leon’s list of names proposed 
for inclusion in the GNA. Disgrun-
tled voices pointed out that it was 
not for him to name government 
ministers but for the presidency 
council. People started talking of 
a “UN-imposed” government, as 
if Libya were no longer independ-
ent, and of the need for an internal 
“Libya-Libya” dialogue to find an 
internal solution to the crisis.

At the end of November, a group 

of east Libyan members from 
both parliaments gathered unoffi-
cially in Tunis and called on Abu 
Sahmain and Saleh to meet. Just 
more than a week later, an official 
GNC delegation and an HoR team 
agreed there should be a joint com-
mittee from both parliaments to 
appoint a separate national unity 
government and amend the 1963 
constitution.

Since then, Abu Sahmain and 
Saleh have met and the country 
now has two “dialogues”, just as it 
has had two parliaments, two gov-
ernments, two military chiefs of 
staff, two central bank heads and 
two of so much else.

However, the Tripoli “govern-
ment” led by Khalifa Ghwell and 
by the GNC and the local militias 
has no intention of resigning and 
making way for Faiez al-Serraj and 
his national unity government. 
Unless forces are deployed to alter 
the situation, the Serraj govern-
ment will not be able to operate in 
the capital. If force is to be used it 
would have to be foreign; the Mis-
ratan forces the United Nations 
was hoping would provide securi-
ty for the new government are not 
strong enough.

But if the Serraj government 
cannot get its hands on the levers 
of power in the Tripoli-based min-
istries, it cannot function. That 
would mean, among other disas-
ters for the people of Libya — nota-
bly an approaching economic col-
lapse — that there would continue 
to be a power vacuum in which the 
Islamic State from its power base 
in Sirte can grow and enrich itself.

Michel Cousins is editor-in-chief 
of the Libya Herald.

Libya’s contentious path to settlement
Michel Cousins

Libya’s General National Congress (GNC) Deputy President Saleh 
al-Makhzoum, the new national government head (R), Prime 
Minister, Fayez al-Sarraj (C) and the head of the Tobruk-based 
House of Representatives Mohamed Ali Shoeb (2ndL) celebrate 
after signing a deal on a unity government on December 17th, in 
the Moroccan city of Skhirat.
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independent.


