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Can Tunisia’s investment conference deliver?

Looking beyond the far right’s rise in the West

Opinion

T
his week, Tunisia will 
hold its long-awaited 
Tunisia 2020 invest-
ment conference, 
which aims to build 
support for the 

country’s economic, social and 
sustainable development. The 
conference’s main event will be 
the government’s presentation of 
its 2016-2020 development plan. 
Tunisia 2020 aims to persuade 
investors that the country is 
stable, open for business and can 
offer competitive investment 
opportunities.

In order to generate financing for 
its five-year plan, the government 
intends to mobilise $60 billion 
in investments over the next five 
years and create 400,000 jobs. 
It will have to restore investor 
confidence in Tunisia’s economic 
stability and security. This will be 
no easy task.

This is not the first time Tunisia 
has sought to bring in significant 
investment in such a way. In 
September 2014, the interim 
government of prime minister 
Mehdi Jomaa held an investment 
conference jointly organised 
with the French government 
entitled Invest in Tunisia: 
Startup Democracy. The rhetoric 
surrounding Tunisia 2020 echoes 
that of the 2014 conference, 
which presented the country as 
embarking on a path to economic 
recovery through a new vision. 
Indeed, the five-year plan that 
will be announced at Tunisia 
2020 is presented as “a true social 
initiative” that “defines a new 

vision of social and economic 
development”.

Tunisia 2020 is markedly 
more ambitious than the 2014 
conference. It will present 140 
public, private and joint public-
private projects to investors in 20 
different sectors and will bring 
together participants from 70 
countries. The 2014 conference 
presented 22 projects to investors 
and international stakeholders 
from more than 30 countries. The 
conference will be an important 
test of the new government of 
Prime Minister Youssef Chahed’s 
ability to bring much-needed 
foreign investment into the 
country.

To be sure, Tunisia has made 
important progress on the 
economic reform front in the 
past year, which may lend some 
confidence to international 
investors. In September, the 
parliament approved a long-
delayed investment law. Earlier 
this year, Tunisia moved to adopt 
sweeping banking reforms and 
passed legislation protecting 
the Central Bank from political 
interference. Tunisia also reached 
a four-year, $2.9 billion loan 
agreement with the International 
Monetary Fund. Earlier this 
month, the IMF praised the 
government’s progress in adopting 
critical economic reforms. The 
European Commission recently 
proposed doubling the European 
Union’s annual aid to Tunisia.

However, the country faces 
significant economic and social 
challenges that have the potential 

to spoil the inflow of foreign 
investment that is expected from 
Tunisia 2020. The tourism industry 
was hit hard by two major terrorist 
attacks in 2015 and is still far from 
recovery. Spillover from growing 
instability in neighbouring Libya 
remains a serious concern for 
Tunisia’s security. And while 
Germany, France and Spain have 
lifted travel restrictions to Tunisia, 
the United Kingdom has yet to lift 
its travel ban. Tourism income fell  
8% in the first nine months of this 
year compared to a year earlier.

The precipitous decline in 
tourism figures has contributed 
to the country’s stagnant growth. 
The growth rate in 2015 was just 
0.8% and this year’s growth rate 
is projected at 1.8%. Tunisia’s 
five-year development plan aims to 
achieve an annual growth rate of 
4% by 2020; however it is unclear 
whether the country will be able to 
meet this goal.

Social unrest threatens to 
derail the Chahed government’s 
planned reforms aimed at cutting 
spending, spurring growth and 
creating jobs. His cabinet, which 
assumed authority in August, 
was presented as fresh-faced and 
inclusive and capable of pushing 
through tough economic reforms. 
However, the government’s 
austerity measures have come up 
against opposition from powerful 
interests. Thousands of lawyers 
went on strike twice this month 
to protest new taxes that are 
included in the 2017 budget, and 
the powerful General Tunisian 
Labour Union has threatened 

to strike over the government’s 
plans to freeze public wage 
increases. Another powerful 
lobby, the Union of Industry, Trade 
and Handicrafts, has rejected 
a proposed exceptional tax 
contribution on businesses that 
the government plans to use to 
generate funds. Tunisia’s teachers’ 
union is also reportedly planning 
a major protest over the austerity 
measures.

International investors will not 
be blind to the economic, security 
and social challenges that Tunisia 
faces. Should the government 
succeed in bringing in much-
needed investment, it will have 
to prove it can deliver on major 
planned infrastructure projects, 
particularly those in the country’s 
long-marginalised interior 
regions. Neither Tunisia 2020 nor 
the five-year development plan 
will act as a magic bullet that will 
pull the country out of the current 
difficult situation.

While the government 
should aim to take advantage 
of the conference to jump-start 
increased investment in the 
country, the real challenge will 
be keeping to the promises that 
will be made in the five-year 
economic development plan. Only 
time will tell whether the plan 
will deliver and put the country 
on a sustainable path towards 
economic recovery.
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T
here is justifiable 
fear, domestically 
and internationally, 
over Donald Trump’s 
presidency. However, 
had he been defeated 

this time, something even more 
virulent and extreme would 
have likely been fomented in 
time for the next US presidential 
election, feeding further on the 
sense of alienation and anger, 
particularly among the white 
working class that helped bring 
him to power.

That sense was not born during 
this last election campaign.
Its political manifestation 
can be traced back to the Tea 
Party movement, established 
in 2009 on the far right of the 
Republican spectrum. Amidst 
widespread jubilation at the time 
over President Barack Obama’s 
election, the alt-right movement’s 
growth was largely overlooked 
and underestimated until 
Trump’s victory.

With the incoming president 
and the way his administration 
is shaping up, the alt-right has 
attained the highest political 
office in the United States and 
the most powerful office in the 
world. That is truly frightening, 
but Trump’s presidency provides 
an opportunity for it to fail, 
rather than to grow and radicalise 
further in another four years in 
opposition.

The movement can no longer 
play victim. It is one thing to 
make grand promises during 
an election campaign, but quite 
another to implement them, 
particularly because Trump has 
no prior political experience. The 
alt-right may be celebrating, but 
his victory might represent the 
beginning of its eventual demise.

Just weeks since the election, 
Trump’s transition team is 
reportedly already in disarray, 
and there have been U-turns 
on policies that were key parts 
of his campaign. They include 
amending rather than repealing 
Obamacare (despite previously 
saying it “can’t be reformed, 
salvaged or fixed. It’s that bad”), 
conceding that the “great wall” he 
pledged to build along the border 

with Mexico could be “part fence” 
and dropping his repeated threat 
to jail Hillary Clinton (“lock her 
up” became a favourite chant 
among his supporters).

There are also the difficulties 
and costs of implementing a 
host of major and controversial 
policies on trade, immigration, 
taxes, spending and security, 
details of which remain vague.

It is normal for candidates 
to soften and alter positions 
once elected. However, Trump 
whipped up such fervour and 
anger among his supporters 
that changing course on major 
policies could alienate his 
support base, adding to the 
very disillusionment with the 
establishment that got him 
elected.

Such anti-establishment 
sentiment — mixed with the kind 
of xenophobia, Islamophobia, 

racism and nationalism that were 
out in the open during the US 
election campaign — is also on 
the rise in Europe, contributing 
to electoral gains and victories 
by parties at extreme ends of 
the political spectrum. Buoyed 
by Trump’s victory, far-right 
National Front leader Marine Le 
Pen could be among the two main 
contenders to be president of 
France in elections in the spring.

Given the rising popularity 
of such parties, perhaps what 
Europe needs too is for them to 
achieve electoral success, if only 
to show that after years of grand 
promises and alarmist claims in 
comfortable opposition, they too 
will struggle with the realities 
and complexities of national 
governance.

Parallels can be drawn with the 
Middle East post-“Arab spring”, 
where long-repressed Islamist 

parties achieved electoral success 
in countries such as Tunisia, 
Egypt and Morocco on the back of 
resentment and frustration with 
the old order.

To various extents, and 
under different circumstances 
in each country, those voted 
into power showed that they 
did not have all the solutions 
to people’s grievances that 
they had promised, leading 
to disillusionment with such 
parties.

Tectonic plates are shifting 
in American and European 
politics, but the more wildly 
the pendulum swings, the more 
grandiose statements will jar with 
realpolitik, and in democracies, 
what is voted in can just as easily 
be voted out.
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Marine Le Pen, French National Front (FN) political party leader, speaks at an FN political rally in 
Frejus, France, last September.                                                                                                                             (Reuters)


