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S
ince 2011, assistance 
from the European 
Union has been a crucial 
and a continued source 
of support for Tunisia’s 
democratic transition. 

According to the EU, aid to 
Tunisia between 2011 and 2016 
amounted to $2.2 billion in grants 
and macroeconomic assistance, 
while the country received an 
additional $2.8 billion in conces-
sional loans.

Such assistance has been consist-
ently accompanied by affirmations 
of Europe’s “strong commitment” 
to Tunisia, most recently in a joint 
communication from the Euro-
pean Commission and subsequent 
conclusions from the European 
Council. While these communica-
tions outline a number of priorities 
that will guide EU assistance over 
the next several years, they fail 
to demonstrate a more nuanced 
picture of the challenges facing 
continued progress in Tunisia.

The most notable outcome of the 
EU communications is the decision 
to nearly double EU annual bilat-
eral assistance to Tunisia to $330 
million from 2017 to 2020. The 
communications also emphasise 
EU commitment to completing ne-
gotiations on a Deep and Compre-
hensive Free Trade Area by 2019, 
which would significantly integrate 
the Tunisian economy into the 
European Union and give Tunisian 
companies immediate access to the 
EU market.

Finally, the European Union 
announced plans to expand on its 
Mobility Partnership with Tunisia 
by negotiating a visa facilitation 
agreement, from which Tunisia 
would be the EU’s first southern 
neighbourhood to benefit.

While these conclusions are 
major steps in enhancing EU-
Tunisian ties, the European Union 
should be wary of taking Tunisia’s 
continued transitional progress as 
a given.

On the economic front, the EU 
communications place too much 
dependence on Tunisia’s five-year 
development plan as the guiding 
force behind future assistance 
and investment. The plan, which 
is to be unveiled at an investment 
conference in November, sees pri-
vate sector development as a main 
driver of economic growth.

However, the Tunisian govern-
ment has been relatively slow 
to pursue structural economic 
reforms and take concrete steps to 
strengthen the private sector, in-
stead prioritising political progress 
and consensus.

While the European Union 
correctly noted that “structural 

reforms are urgently needed to 
pursue macroeconomic stabilisa-
tion”, its assertion that “successive 
governments have been commit-
ted to speeding up structural re-
forms” downplays the reality that 
such reforms have consistently 
been made secondary priorities, 
a fact demonstrated by Tunisia’s 
dismal growth figures.

The European Union should 
also be wary of possible spoilers to 
the implementation of economic 
reforms. The Tunisian General La-
bour Union (UGTT), a member of 
the Tunisian Quartet that received 
the Nobel Peace Prize in 2015, has 
been hailed for its role in helping 
Tunisia move towards political 
consensus. However, the UGTT 
has also demonstrated a clear will-
ingness to elevate its own interests 
above the economic recovery of 
the country, leveraging strikes 
and demands for more jobs and 
higher wages to stall government 
progress on divisive yet necessary 
economic reforms.

The EU communications failed 
to highlight the challenge posed 
by actors such as the UGTT to the 
realisation of such critical re-
forms. Mere rhetorical support for 
Tunisia’s forthcoming five-year de-
velopment plan, which will surely 
come up against some pushback, 

will not ensure that such reforms 
are carried out.

The EU communications also 
failed to place sufficient emphasis 
on local elections, which have 
been repeatedly postponed but 
remain crucial for the country’s 
overall political and social devel-
opment.

The EU communications ex-
pressed support for the elections 
as a milestone for Tunisia’s demo-
cratic process; however, they took 
for granted previous reports that 
the elections would be in 2017 and 
seemed to ignore acknowledge-
ments from Tunisian officials that 
the elections will not take place on 
schedule.

There have been no clear efforts 
by the government to amend the 
current electoral law or present a 
clear decentralisation strategy. The 
European Union’s hollow state-
ments of support for elections 
represent a missed opportunity to 
pressure the government to move 
forward on this issue.

The European Union’s support 
for Tunisia’s democratic, economic 
and social progress is critical and 
the EU’s sustained focus on the 
North African country amid the 
spread of turbulent crises through-
out the region is laudable. How-
ever, the European Union should 

not take continued progress or the 
existence of political will to imple-
ment reforms as a given.

Indeed, it remains to be seen 
whether the new government led 
by Prime Minister Youssef Chahed, 
who was touted as the bold new 
face Tunisia needed to replace for-
mer prime minister Habib Essid, 
will push through these reforms.

The European Union can play a 
more constructive role by condi-
tioning assistance to clear reform 
benchmarks, such as the imple-
mentation of the country’s new 
investment law and tangible steps 
to set the stage for local elections. 
In order to avoid subsidising the 
current stagnation, the EU should 
complement its rhetorical and 
long-term support for Tunisia by 
leveraging its assistance to help 
the country achieve immediate, al-
beit difficult, reform benchmarks.

Ultimately, Tunisia’s success 
rests on the achievement of spe-
cific reforms and the government’s 
ability, with targeted and thought-
ful assistance from its interna-
tional partners, to respond to the 
needs of its citizens.

Elissa Miller is an assistant 
director at the Atlantic Council’s 
Rafik Hariri Center for the Middle 
East.
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I hope that 
our pride will 
not prevent 
us from 
freeing our 
lives from 
misguided 
ideologies.

O 

n August 12th, 2010, a 
royal decree 
restricted the issuing 
of religious fatwas in 
Saudi Arabia to the 
Council of Senior 

Scholars. It was a wise decision 
that was well-received by most 
but that, unfortunately, failed to 
rein in those who do not believe in 
human rights or respect man-
kind’s basic freedoms, love or 
dreams. The decree was meant to 
check the chaos in issuing fatwas 
but it sadly continues to thrive.

Saudi society has suffered 
enough from fatwas forbidding pic-
tures and television, playing chess, 
improving school syllabuses and 
allowing “breastfeeding of adults”. 
These types of fatwas mushroomed 
during the period of revivalism. It 
was a period of social angst and, 
seeking total domination of the 
society, fatwa-mongers practically 
forbade all natural aspects of hu-
man life.

There is no shortage of exam-
ples of ridiculous fatwas. We all 
recall the fatwa advising Muslims 
against flying over lands inhab-
ited by disbelievers and the one 

forbidding “open buffets” and the 
one affirming the rightfulness of 
killing cartoon characters or the 
one banning women from driving 
motor vehicles. These are just a 
small sample of the armada of strict 
and constraining fatwas unleashed 
on Saudi society during the past 
decades.

Who does not recall the fatwa de-
claring writers and those employed 
in the mass media as infidels? And 
what about the one banning taking 
flowers to sick people? Or the one 
demanding to redesign and rebuild 
the Holy Mosque in Mecca so as to 
segregate the sexes? Arbitrary and 
dictatorial fatwas turned every-
thing into a sin and nipped hospital 
flowers in the bud.

Revivalist stars excelled in writ-
ing fatwas to such an extent that we 
have been living a real fatwa mania. 
How can we forget the fatwa for-
bidding the shoulder abaya or the 
one forbidding exchanging greet-
ings and other social niceties with 
the “people of the Book” or the one 
forbidding physical education for 
girls?

It is sad to notice that even the 
concept of fatwa has been distort-

ed. Some of these fatwas have be-
come binding, God forgive us, just 
like the Quran and the Sunna. To 
make matters worse, news agencies 
have picked up on some of these 
ridiculous fatwas with the purpose 
of defacing us and our religion.

To complete the comical picture, 
they painted of us, foreign media 
pounced on fatwas banning satel-
lite dishes, disallowing saluting 
the flag and standing up for the 
national anthem and forbidding 
hair salons for women. We should 
not really be surprised for we did 
write and direct these burlesque 
scenes.

How do we disentangle ourselves 
from this web of our own weaving?

We should start by breaking this 
malicious vicious circle and stop 
hiding behind automatically ban-
ning anything new in our society.

We need fresh blood in the 
Council of Senior Scholars. We 
need to open it to other sectarian 
and geographic elements so that 
it becomes representative of all 
— and I repeat — all components 
of the society. We must also stick 
to the above-mentioned royal 
decree and simply sweep aside all 

non-council members, including 
the self-appointed TV and satellite 
stars, who did their best to eradi-
cate cultural diversity.

It is high time to start critiquing 
fatwas, particularly those that 
stand in stark contradiction to Is-
lam’s magnanimity and tolerance. 
We must dare to challenge those 
who impose their views outside 
of any official legitimacy. They are 
the ones who opposed criminalis-
ing sexual harassment and refused 
the family law and the national 
unity system and the law against 
marrying minors. How is that for 
“defacing” us and our religion?

I hope that our pride will not 
prevent us from freeing our lives 
from misguided ideologies. We 
should all remember that reli-
gious extremists are the ones who 
bereaved us of our happiness and 
encouraged our children to join 
terrorist groups. It is high time to 
close down the fatwa auction and 
stop the tyranny of fatwa brokers. 
Only legitimate political will can 
make fatwas binding.

Abdullah al-Alami is a member of 
the Saudi Economic Association.
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