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Morocco reaches out to Africa and Asia

K
ing Mohammed VI is 
continuing Morocco’s 
campaign to highlight 
its political and 
economic ties to 
Africa.

The occasion was the August 
20th commemoration of the 
Revolution of the King and the 
People, the beginning of the 
struggle against the French 
protectorate. The king spoke of 
Morocco’s historic ties with 
Algeria, the need for Moroccans 
living oversees to oppose extrem-
ism and the centrality of Africa to 
the Moroccan identify and 
national strategy.

Morocco has been working for a 
decade to cement relations with 
other African countries and gain 
support for its efforts to join the 
African Union (AU). Morocco’s 
strongest tools are the economic 
and commercial benefits that 
come with having strong bilateral 
relations with African nations, 
amply demonstrated by the fact 
that, according to the African 
Development Bank, 85% of the 
country’s foreign direct invest-
ment is in Africa.

Like any wise policy, these 
efforts do not come uncondition-
ally. As the king said in his speech, 
in a clear reference to the AU 
push: “Our decision that Morocco 
should take its natural place, once 
again, within the African institu-
tional family clearly illustrates 
our commitment to continue 
supporting the causes of African 
peoples.”

He went on to point out that 
“for Morocco, Africa means more 
than just being part of a geograph-
ical area or having historical 
bonds with the continent. Africa 
also means sincere affection, 
appreciation, close human and 
spiritual relations as well as 
tangible solidarity. Furthermore, 
Africa is the natural extension of 
Morocco and the embodiment of 
the country’s strategic depth.”

Morocco’s efforts are multidi-
mensional, involving large state 
corporations such as the Cherifian 
Office of Phosphates (OCP); 
government health, social and 
education agencies; counterter-
rorism cooperation; and cultural 
exchanges. Moroccan telecoms 
companies serve more customers 
in a dozen African countries than 
they do at home and Moroccan 
banks play a significant role in 
eight West African countries.

Additionally, OCP, in an 
innovative partnership with 
Gabon, is producing fertiliser 
tailored for African needs and is 
funding a distribution programme 
for small landholders.

The king noted that “what is 
good for Morocco is good for 

Africa — and vice versa. Theirs is 
one and the same destiny. I also 
believe there can be no progress 
without stability, either the two 
go together or they do not exist. 
We see Africa as a forum for joint 
action, for promoting develop-
ment in the region and for serving 
African citizens.”

The efforts are making a 
difference. At the recent AU 
summit, Morocco secured 28 
countries’ backing for a letter 
promoting Morocco’s admission 
to the African Union after its 
withdrawal from its predecessor 
the Organisation of African Unity 
(OAU) over the admission of the 
Polisario-run government 
Sahrawi Arab Democratic Repub-
lic.

J. Peter Pham, director of the 
Africa Center at the Atlantic 
Council, said: “The monarch’s 
remarks reaffirmed a strategic 
orientation with significant 
implications not only for Morocco 
and other countries of the African 
continent but also their global 
partners, including the United 
States.”

The theme has been carried over 
into Morocco’s growing relations 
with India, Russia and China. The 
king had a retinue of 400 business 
representatives and government 
officials when he attended the 
India-Africa Forum in October 
2015. Five pacts were agreed and 
two signed during the forum.

King Mohammed VI visited 
Russia in March, when 24 agree-
ments, protocols and memoran-
dums of understanding were 

highlighted as well as the continu-
ation of the strategic partnership 
agreement that has been in effect 
for ten years.

It was a similar story in China 
during a state visit that began May 
11th. The two countries signed 15 
bilateral agreements, accords and 
memoranda covering education, 
economic, cultural, tourism and 
technical sectors. Most impor-
tantly, from the king’s perspec-
tive, was the signing of a strategic 
partnership similar to that with 
the Kremlin.

While there is speculation about 
the timing of the visits, pundits 
said the Moroccan initiatives are 
not surprising considering the 
United States’ reluctance to fully 
endorse Morocco’s autonomy 
proposal for Western Sahara, 
calling it serious, realistic and 
feasible but not labelling it the 
solution to the conflict. However, 
Russia and China have not called 
for its unqualified endorsement, 
either.

Morocco is playing the long 
game. Whether with the African 
Union or the UN Security Council, 
the kingdom knows it needs 
friends and the US behaviour 
gives Rabat pause, promoting a 
fuller, more strategic vision of 
how to gain friends and influence 
others.

Jean AbiNader resides in the 
Washington area and is a long-time 
participant in US-Arab affairs.
Other articles can be found at
www.jeanabinader.com. Follow 
him on Twitter: @jeanabinader.
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Tunisian parliament 
approves government 
‘of last resort’
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T 

he Tunisian parliament 
overwhelmingly ap-
proved a new government 
to be led by the country’s 
youngest prime minister 

since independence.
Members of parliament voted 

167-22, with five lawmakers ab-
staining, on August 26th to endorse 
the government.

Tunisian President Beji Caid Es-
sebsi rallied the main political 
and social forces to form the unity 
government headed by Youssef 
Chahed, 40, to tackle problems that 
threaten to derail Tunisia’s path 
towards a stable democracy since 
the overthrow of president Zine el-
Abidine Ben Ali in 2011.

The Chahed cabinet has 27 min-
isters, including eight women and 
five ministers under the age of 35.

During the debate that preceded 
the vote, Chahed gave a frank as-
sessment of the country’s difficult 
economic situation but promised 
his cabinet would make tough de-
cisions to spur growth and create 
jobs.

Tunisia is struggling with slump-
ing tourism earnings following two 
Islamist militant attacks on foreign 
tourists last year. Youth unem-
ployment is rampant and work-
ers’ strikes have hurt production 
of phosphate, the county’s main 

export. Phosphate production is 
at 60% below capacity, falling to a 
1928 level, Chahed said.

“If the situation continues like 
this, then in 2017 we will need a 
policy of austerity and dismiss 
thousands of public sector employ-
ees and impose new taxes,” Chahed 
told lawmakers before the vote.

He said the country’s gross do-
mestic product (GDP) is predicted 
to increase 1.5% over last year’s, 
short of the official target of 2.5%.

The challenges for the govern-
ment are so daunting that a leader 
in the influential Tunisian General 
Labour Union (UGTT), Bouali Mbar-
ki, called the designated govern-
ment “Tunisia’s last resort”.

The UGTT is joining a unity gov-
ernment for the first time since 
1956 with Mohamed Trabelsi, dep-
uty head of the UGTT, appointed 
Social Affairs minister in Chahed’s 
cabinet.

Abid Briki, a former UGTT 
spokesman, was also selected min-
ister of Governance and Public Ser-
vice, which is in charge of the gov-
ernment’s bureaucracy of 650,000 
employees.

The UGTT is part of the Tunisian 
quartet that won the Nobel Peace 
Prize last year for its role in preserv-
ing Tunisia’s democratic stability 
through dialogue and compromise.

The formation of the new gov-
ernment crowned the efforts of 
Caid Essebsi, who launched the ini-
tiative of a Government of National 
Unity in June amid scepticism and 
talks that extended more than two 
months.

Many Tunisians welcomed the 
nomination of a young prime min-
ister especially when compared 
with other political leaders. Caid 
Essebsi is 89 years old and parlia-
ment Speaker Mohamed Ennaceur 
is 82.

The country’s economic and so-

cial prospects have been compared 
to Greece’s in the summer of 2015 
but experts point out that Athens 
had the European Union to bail it 
out while Tunis has no such sup-
port.

“Our economic structure does not 
stand the comparison with Greece’s 
economy and we do not have its 
integration into the European Un-
ion structure but the impact of the 
crisis and the expectations of the 
Tunisians make our situation worse 
than Greece’s,” said Rachid Sfar, 
a former Tunisian prime minister 
and economist.

He added that “80% of the gov-
ernment’s programme” had already 
been committed by the previous 
government of Habib Essid and “we 
are obliged to implement it”.

Sfar was alluding to a deal signed 
with the International Monetary 
Fund for a $2.9 billion loan linked 
to reforms that include cuts in sub-
sidies, devaluating the dinar, slash-
ing the government bureaucracy 
and streamlining money-losing 
state enterprises.

Chahed said he expected the 
budget deficit to be about $3.2 bil-
lion by the end of 2016.

He warned the government 
would be tough on illegal strikes, 
which have created havoc in the 
economy.

“We will not allow interruption 
of production at any factory and 
we will be firm and severe in deal-
ing with illegal strikes and sit-ins,” 
Chahed said.

Despite fragile stability, econom-
ic problems and the threat posed by 
Islamic jihadists, Tunisia remains a 
beacon of hope in the Arab world. 
The country is a place where civil 
liberties are protected by perhaps 
the most progressive constitution 
in the region.

“Six years after the fall of the 
previous regime, Tunisians found 

themselves in a bottomless pit of 
problems except the freedom of ex-
pression, which does not cure the 
woes of poverty, joblessness, lack 
of development and widespread 
despondency,” wrote Noureddine 
Bettaïeb, the editor of daily news-
paper Echourouk.

“Does Chahed have the ability to 

give hope and bring back dreams 
to the hearts of the common Tuni-
sians who have been exhausted by 
the years of revolution that carried 
to them gloom, distrust and dis-
couragement?” he asked.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.
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Tunisia’s new Head of Government Youssef Chahed speaks at the 
Assembly of People’s Representatives in Tunis, on August 26th.


