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unisian President Beji 
Caid Essebsi put his po-
litical capital and the for-
tunes of the Nidaa Tounes 
party he founded on the 

line by calling for a unity govern-
ment to address the country’s eco-
nomic woes.

Caid Essebsi’s supporters — and 
many of his opponents — expected 
the initiative would within days 
yield a strong government backed 
by main political groups and social 
organisations since the consensus 
about the country’s crisis and the 
need for unity is obvious.

On June 2nd, Caid Essebsi called 
on politicians, trade unions and 
employers’ groups to create a unity 
government.

The government announced a 
number of legislative initiatives 
but has been unable to implement 
many economic reforms. Socioeco-
nomic frustrations, which led to the 
overthrow of Zine el-Abidine Ben 
Ali as president in 2011, had been 
exacerbated by the deepening cri-
sis.

A fragile security situation has 
contributed to economic stagna-
tion. Jihadist attacks in 2015 caused 
an abrupt and deep deterioration of 
the country’s tourism industry. Of-
ficials have pointed out, however, 
that authorities have retaken the 
initiative in combating terrorism.

Several weeks after Caid Essebsi’s 
proposal, talks and meetings of po-
litical groups and influential figures 
showed room for political manoeu-
vring is remarkably narrow.

The talks exposed infighting in 
Nidaa Tounes and a greater appe-

tite for power from Islamist party 
Ennahda, which may block Caid 
Essebsi’s efforts on meaningful 
change.

Caid Essebsi sought to associate 
the Tunisian General Labour Union 
(UGTT) in the proposed govern-
ment but UGTT Secretary-General 
Houcine Abassi rejected the offer 
and put forward a document detail-
ing union demands.

“Without a unity government 
for the salvation of the nation, the 
country is heading towards  bank-
ruptcy and complete collapse,” said 

Zohra Driss, a Nidaa Tounes offi-
cial and parliament member who 
is also the owner of Hotel Imperial 
Marhaba in Sousse where 38 holi-
daymakers were killed by an Islam-
ic State gunman in June 2015.

Some criticise the four political 
parties within the ruling coalition 
for providing insufficient support 
for Tunisian Prime Minister Habib 
Essid.

“Caid Essebsi’s unity government 
initiative is the last chance for the 
president and the parliament be-
cause they are almost halfway on 

their 5-year mandate,” said Riadh 
Mouakher, a leader of Afaq Tounes, 
a member of the government.

Jalloul Ayed, former Finance 
minister, said Tunisia needs a 
strong government to steer it to-
wards a strong growth.

“To reach a higher level of 
growth, the country must get to 
work in earnest to undertake the 
required reforms,” he said on June 
22nd. “For that end, the country 
needs a clear vision and a strong 
political determination.”

Ex-Economy minister Ridha Saidi 

said: “There is consensus about the 
seriousness of the economic crisis” 
but failure to change the situation 
stems from “selfishness” of politi-
cal parties and social groups.

Taoufik Rajhi, a top adviser to 
Essid, warned that the country 
needed to go from “soft reforms” to 
“hard reforms”, citing ailing state-
owned enterprises, heavy state 
subsidies and the deficit of social 
security and health care funds.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.
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ibya’s UN-backed govern-
ment’s deputy chief Omar 
Maetig and his rival Gen-
eral Khalifa Haftar recent-
ly visited Moscow to court 

Russian military and diplomatic 
support.

Haftar met with Defence Min-
ister Sergei Shoygu, the head of 
Russia’s National Security Council 
Nikolai Patrushev and senior offi-
cials at the Foreign Ministry, Rus-
sian state media said.

Arms supplies and Moscow’s 
role in the Libyan conflict were 
said to have been the main topics 
of the talks.

Maetig, who arrived in Moscow 
on June 26th, one day after Haf-
tar, was met by the deputy head of 
Russia’s Security Council and the 
head of Arab and African Affairs 
Department at the Foreign Minis-
try, state media reported.

Haftar shares Russia’s opposition 
to Islamist groups, often branding 

them as “terrorists”. His secular-
ist vision of the country’s political 
process appeals to Moscow, which 
is suspicious of political forces that 
use Islamist slogans.

Considering his extensive mili-
tary background and Soviet-era 
training, Haftar may be a perfect 
Russian ally in Libya, even though 
he resided in the United States 
for two decades after the early 
1990s and was connected to CIA-
supported movements opposed to 
despot Muammar Qaddafi.

Egypt also supports Haftar and 
France is said to be embedding 
troops within his forces.

Haftar’s trip to Russia came after 
his forces defeated Islamist mili-
tias, including the hard-line Ansar 
Sharia and Majliss Shura groups, 
in Benghazi and Derna this spring 
after a stalemate of about ten 
months.

Rival militias aligned with the 
Government of National Accord 
(GNA) authority led by Faiez al-
Sarraj had failed to make a tangi-
ble progress against Islamic State 
(ISIS) fighters entrenched in the 
central city of Sirte. The militias 
have lost more than 300 fighters in 
the battle against ISIS since early 
May. Almost one-third of the loss-
es occurred in the last two weeks 
of June.

Maetig played down his low-
level meetings in Moscow when 
compared to Haftar’s. “I met the 
officials whom I wished to meet 

with,” he said.
“The talks of Haftar in Moscow 

may announce a change in Rus-
sia’s positions towards the crisis in 
Libya. It could be the beginning of 
a turn for the worst in the conflict,” 
said a Libyan former minister who 
asked not to be named.

Other analysts said Russia’s 
intention in backing Haftar was 
not to reject his rivals but to have 
him inside the political consensus 
backed by major Western powers 
and Libya’s neighbours. They said 

talks with Haftar and Maetig re-
flected Moscow’s desire to follow 
its own path in the Libyan conflict.

Moscow recognises the Presi-
dential Council and Sarraj as its 
head and has voted for it at the UN 
Security Council. Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergei Lavrov, who in 
March described Libya as a “black 
hole”, has insisted, however, that 
Russia will only recognise the GNA 
and Sarraj as prime minister once 
the Libyan House of Representa-
tives has approved a cabinet.

The House of Representatives is 
seeking an official role for Haftar in 
the future national Libyan military.

Analysts said it was unlikely that 
any weapon supplies would flow 
to Libya soon despite Haftar’s trip 
to Moscow. Without proper main-
tenance since 2011, Libyan weap-
onry has considerably degraded, 
especially its military aircraft.

Just before the overthrow of 
Qaddafi in 2011, Moscow had 
signed a $10 billion in arms deals 
with Tripoli. In 2008, Russia wrote 
down $4.5 billion of Libyan debt to 
secure the accords of multibillion-
dollar contracts with Russian de-
fence manufacturers.

After the first major Libyan-So-
viet arms deal in 1974, the Libyan 
National Army almost entirely re-
lied on Soviet-produced weapons 
and hardware. The army depended 
on Soviet defence instructors for 
training, which resulted in almost 
all senior Libyan command officers 
being trained in the Soviet Union.

As a result of its traditional 
military links, the Haftar-led Lib-
yan National Army relies on So-
viet training and weapons, making 
Russia an ideal candidate to pre-
pare the future army that the GNA 
plans to build.

Despite Russia’s obvious in-
terests in Libya, Moscow is un-
likely to repeat in North Africa its 
military incursion in Syria in sup-
port of Syrian President Bashar  
Assad.
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Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi (L) meets with the Secretary-General of the Tunisian General Labour Union Houcine Abassi in early 
June.
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“Without a unity 
government for the 
salvation of the 
nation, the country is 
heading towards  
bankruptcy and 
complete collapse.”

Zohra Driss, a Nidaa 
Tounes official

Libyan troops loyal to Khalifa Haftar sit on an armoured 
personnel carrier in the eastern Libyan city of Benghazi.
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Analysts said Russia’s 
intention in backing 
Haftar is not to reject 
his rivals but to have 
him inside the political 
consensus.


