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Tunis

C 

rews have been cutting 
grass and trimming plants 
along roads leading to 
Tunis-Carthage Interna-
tional Airport as part of a 

broad endeavour to spruce up Tuni-
sia’s image for 1,500 foreign leaders 
and financiers expected to attend a 
crucial investment conference.

Tunisian leaders look at the gath-
ering of officials from Western pow-
ers and wealthy Arab countries 
at Tunisia 2020 as an occasion to 
jump-start the country’s economy 
stalled by the tumult of political 
transition since the ouster of presi-
dent Zine El Abidine Ben Ali in 2011.

Tunisia’s economy is enduring its 
most serious crisis in decades, with 
ballooning domestic and foreign 
debt, high inflation and unemploy-
ment rates and a weakening cur-
rency.

While it is praised in the West 
and by civic groups in the region 
as a beacon of democracy, Tuni-
sia has slipped from being an eco-
nomic success with an annual aver-
age gross domestic product (GDP) 
growth rate of nearly 5% for most 
of two decades through 2010 to an 
economically challenged country.

The World Bank ranked Tunisia 
77th this year in its Doing Business 
report compared to 68th for Moroc-
co — Tunisia’s main competition for 
foreign investment and trade.

Tunisia was ranked 69th in 2010 
when Morocco was 97th — an indi-
cation of lost opportunities for Tu-
nisia and a marker to explain why 
many of the 500 foreign firms that 
have left Tunisia since 2010 relocat-
ed to Morocco.

“Tunisia had made big progress 
in democracy and freedoms and it 
is now seeking to do the same on 
the economy. The international 
conference will be the beginning to 
achieve this goal,” said Wided Bou-
chamaoui, the head of the Tuni-
sian Union for Industry, Trade and 
Handicrafts (UTICA).

“The main challenge of the coun-
try is to provide jobs for 650,000 
unemployed,” said Bouchamaoui, 
whose organisation was part of a 
quartet that won the Nobel Peace 
Prize in 2015.

“Only with steady domestic and 
foreign investment can the coun-
try achieve growth. That’s why the 
government drafted a new invest-

ment law that was approved by the 
parliament in September,” said Fad-
hel Abdelkefi, minister of Develop-
ment, Investment and Internation-
al Cooperation.

“The aim of the Tunisia 2020 in-
vestment conference is to bolster 
sustainable economic and social 
development by providing financ-
ing to develop and upgrade the 
economy.

“There is a security climate that 
improves day by day and there is 
political stability with this gov-
ernment. All the attention and 
the focus are on succeeding in the 
economic field and the upcoming 
investment conference,” Abdelkefi 
said.

The government has submit-
ted an economic emergency law 
to parliament, which is expected 
to vote on it before the end of De-

cember. The law aims to streamline 
procedures in granting permits and 
gaining financial support for invest-
ment projects.

“This law provides encourage-
ments and opportunities for local 
and foreign investors with projects 
that employ more than 500 people 

and financial investment worth $25 
million,” Abdelkefi said.

Government ministers and of-
ficials have organised road shows 
to European capitals and visited 
Washington and several Arab capi-
tals to drum up support for the 
November 29th-30th investment 
conference with the message that 
“Tunisia is not begging for money 
but seeking its place on the world 
map of investment and partner-
ship”.

Tunisian officials have been re-
peatedly telling Western backers 
of is democratic experiment that 
providing support to the small 
North African country would send 
a strong message to other Muslims 
in North Africa and the Middle East.

US Secretary of State John Kerry, 
a staunch backer of Tunisia’s re-
forms, and French Prime Minister 

Manuel Valls are among the foreign 
officials expected to attend the con-
ference along with leading bankers, 
financiers and investors.

The Tunisian government will 
present projects and investment 
schemes as part of its 2016-20 de-
velopment plan, which requires 
$60 billion in investments.

The European Union has pledged 
about $327 million per year until 
2020 and France announced nearly 
$1.64 billion in grants to Tunisia.

Tunisia’s financial experts argue 
that without foreign investment 
and steady aid flow, the country 
will find it difficult to ensure eco-
nomic recovery and meet the de-
mands of its youth for quality jobs 
and brighter futures.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Casablanca

M 

orocco’s King Mo-
hammed VI visited 
East Africa seeking 
support for Rabat’s 
claim over Western 

Sahara and its efforts to join the 
African Union (AU).

Morocco officially requested to 
join the AU in September. It was a 
founding mem ber of the Organi-
sation of African Unity (OAU), the 
predecessor to the AU, but left in 
protest in 1984 when the bloc rec-
ognised the Sahrawi Arab Demo-
cratic Republic in the former Span-
ish colony of Western Sahara.

Morocco annexed most of West-
ern Sa hara in 1975 when Spain re-
linquished the territory. Polisario 
Front guerrillas fought Morocco 
and declared the Sahrawi Arab 
Democratic Republic in the strip 
of land it controls in the south and 
south-east of the country. Armed 
conflict came to an end with a UN-
brokered ceasefire in 1991 but the 
dispute over sovereignty of the 
mostly desert country lingers.

Rabat has proposed a form of 
autonomy under Moroccan sover-
eignty for the vast — 266,000 sq. 
km — territory, which has fewer 
than 1 million inhabitants. The pro-

posal was rejected by the Polisario 
Front, which insists on the right of 
the Sahrawi people to self-deter-
mination in a UN-monitored vote.

Morocco’s push to join the AU is 

part of its efforts to gather support 
for its claim over West ern Sahara 
and bolster its political, economic 
and security ties with other Afri-
can countries.

Tanzanian Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Augustine Mahiga on Octo-
ber 23rd said his country support-
ed Morocco joining the AU, point-
ing out the kingdom’s expertise 
was essential to Africa.

Tanzanian President John 
Pombe Magufuli and Moroccan 
King Mohammed VI were on hand 
for the signing of 22 conventions 
and bilateral agreements.

“Tanzania is ready to cooper-
ate with all its strength with you,” 
Magufuli said to the king. The 
signed agreements would contrib-
ute to the industrialisation, trans-
formation and modernisation of 
Tanzania’s economy, he said.

Moroccan Foreign Minister Sala-
heddine Mezouar said the agree-
ments reflected the “model of 
south-south cooperation” advo-
cated by the king.

King Mohammed VI’s first stop 
of his East Africa tour was Rwan-
da, where the countries signed 19 
agreements.

Rwandan Foreign Minister Lou-
ise Mushikiwabo said “the time 
has come” for Morocco to return to 
the AU.

The king was to travel to Ethio-
pia, home of the AU headquarters, 
but that stop was cancelled for 
“unspecified reasons”, local media 
reported.

The king’s trip was an expansion 
and diversification of Morocco’s 
economic and political ties in Af-
rica from mainly French speaking 
West Africa, where most econo-
mies are stagnant, to East Africa 
where economies are vibrant and 
countries have new leadership and 
different visions.

Saad Guerraoui is a frequent 
contributor to The Arab Weekly on 
Maghreb issues.
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(From L-R) Tunisian Development, Investment and International Cooperation Minister Fadhel Abdelkefi, the General-Secretary of the 
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) Jose Angel Gurria, Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef Chahed, Tunisian 
Public Service and Governance Minister Abid Briki and Co-President of MENA-OECD for Governance Jose Ignacio Wert attend a ministerial 
conference to address challenges to improve economic growth and good governance in the Arab world, in Tunis, on October 4th.
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Tunisia had made 
big progress in 
democracy and 
freedoms and it is 
now seeking to do 
the same on the 
economy.”Wided Bouchamaoui,

president of the Tunisian 
Union for Industry, Trade and 
Handicrafts (UTICA).

The King of Morocco Mohammed VI (R) is welcomed by Rwandan 
President Paul Kagame (L) on October 19th, 2016 in Kigali, during 
his first-stage tour of East Africa.

The king’s trip was 
an expansion
and diversification
of Morocco’s 
economic and 
political ties in 
Africa.


