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Tunis

T 

he old Medina of Tunis is 
the site of many architec-
tural gems but it is often 
the artisans’ markets that 
fill visitors with wonder 

as they stroll the alleys looking for 
a chechia (traditional hat), djebba 
(traditional Tunisian dress), or 
shopping for original jewellery.

Tunisian artisans, designers and 
civil society organisations have 
been concentrating on forging 
partnerships and being more crea-
tive to revive the country’s heritage 
after the protests and unrest of re-
cent years.

For Sami Dhehbi, crafting tradi-
tional jewellery saved him from 
unemployment as he set up a small 
workshop near the Zitouna mosque 
where he and fellow artisans work 
on their products.

“I have been working on making 
jewellery for ten years,” he said. “At 
the beginning, I was jobless and 
started working at a jewellery shop 
and that is how I became interested 
in developing my own work. Many 
clients were impressed by the way 
my designs brought back the old 
jewellery lines and features…

“The fine lines are what interest 
me the most. The old fine lines that 
are used in old Tunisian jewellery 
are in demand again as more and 
more Tunisians are trying to revive 
those old styles.”

Dhehbi is among Tunisian arti-

sans whose passion for hand-made 
crafts prompted them to innovate 
and work with designers in com-
bining traditional and modern lines 
by using long-practised sewing and 
manufacturing techniques.

Sofian Fantar specialises in de-
signing products inspired by Tu-
nisian heritage. In his workshop, 
Fantar creates products that draw 
on traditional graphics and meth-
ods while promoting Tunisian 
identity and culture. He said his 
designs strike a balance of fashion 
and tradition

Fantar advocates that Tunisian 
artisans incorporate elements of 
the country’s traditional garments 
and accessories in their work.

“There is a symbiotic relation-
ship between both artisans and 
designers in the sense that each de-
pends on the other for the success 
of the product. Artisan products 
are portraits of identities as they 
translate the beliefs and thoughts 
of our grandparents. They stand for 
the rich tradition that the country 
has to offer,” Fantar said.

“Yet this does not mean we 
should not adapt to the new identi-
ties of the world around us today. 
Identity is ever evolving and needs 
to be adapted to new techniques 
and methods. Artisan products are 
products that carry identity. We 
need to help artisans make the best 
of their products.”

Salah Barka, a renowned Tuni-
sian fashion designer, has been 
working on projects combining 
appealing designs of traditional 
clothes and current fashion trends.

“Artisans today should involve 
young designers to give a fresh 
perspective of their work. There is 
an attempt to delete the history of 
artisans by ignoring their efforts. 
They even ignore the history of the 
details and the work that has been 
put into the fabric and jewellery 
and that is why they need design-
ers to bring their collaboration to 
the front. They create projects that 
are not too different from what de-
signers create,” Barka said.

“It is a completely new world that 
needs to be reintroduced and that 
is only achieved through merging 
it with designer’s vision. Artisanal 
products need recognition. We are 
thinking of creating a mobile mar-
ket that introduces people in the 
regions to the work of artisans.”

Civil society organisations have 
taken on a significant role to pro-
mote Tunisian traditions and herit-
age. A collective of Tunisian wom-
en, under the name Be Tounsi, 
began a campaign to promote the 
work of Tunisian artisans and de-
signers. The collective showcases 
young artisans’ creations, includ-
ing jewellery, artefacts, garments 
and scarves online.

“Tourism was badly affected by 
terrorism, which damaged the ar-
tisans’ market. We wanted to start 
a small campaign that urges Tuni-
sians to dress Tunisian especially 
and it worked more than we ex-
pected. There were so many people 
who liked the idea and committed 
to the initiative to promote Tuni-
sian artisans and designers who 
are inspired by Tunisian tradition,” 

said Faten Abdelkefi, one of the 
founders of the collective.

“The success of the campaign 
drew the attention of Tunisians 
who showed that they are faithful 
to Tunisian outfits. We organised 
our own fair and we provided free 
stands for young artisans. The idea 
was to promote the work of these 
young artisans by providing them a 
space where they can display their 
work.”

In addition to organising fairs, 
the collective uses Facebook to en-
courage Tunisians to use tradition-
al Tunisian garments and jewellery 
in their daily outfits. One of their 
success stories was the promotion 
of the traditional knitted garment 
Maryoul Fadhila that Tunisian 
women used to wear.

“Maryoul Fadhila, for instance, is 
an old piece of our heritage. We can 
appropriate it to our modern style 
and this gained success as people 
started wearing the T-shirt again, 
attending festivals, wearing it casu-
al and even formal,” Abdelkefi said.

“We want to promote Tunisian 
outfits and show people that ar-
tisans are very talented. It is an 
opportunity to help the sector of 
artisans which is in crisis. Go back 
to dress in Tunisian clothes. Just 
include little details like a scarf, 
the hat, the coat and something to 
encourage the young artisans and 
designers.”

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel 
and Culture contributor to 
The Arab Weekly. She is based
 in Tunis.

Tunisia’s artisans and designers teaming up on the old and new
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Saudi to launch 
multibillion-dollar 
renewable scheme

OPEC oil output 
to come down in 
January

Global shipping 
insurers to resume 
near full coverage 
for Iran oil

Saudi Arabia is set to launch a re-
newable energy programme worth 
up to $50 billion, as it vies to diver-
sify its economy, Energy Minister 
Khalid al-Falih said.

“This is the first time we talk 
about the specific programme,” 
Falih said at the World Future En-
ergy Summit in Abu Dhabi. “I am 
pleased to announce that we will 
be launching in the next few weeks 
in Saudi Arabia the first bid round 
of our massive programme to intro-
duce renewables.”

Falih said the projects -- utilis-
ing solar and wind energy -- are 
aimed to reach a capacity of 10 gi-
gawatts by 2023 and will cost $30 
billion-$50 billion.

He said 70% of the kingdom’s 
utilities would be fuelled by gas.
“Saudi Arabia will become one 
of the leaders of the sustainable 
economy,” he said.
(The Associated Press)

Steeper cuts in OPEC oil produc-
tion are soon likely as producers 
implement a key deal aimed at sta-
bilising oil prices, the International 
Energy Agency (IEA) said.

“Initial indications are that a 
steeper (month-on-month) decline 
may be on the way in January,” said 
the IEA.

Under a landmark deal, aimed at 
reducing a global supply glut that 
depressed oil prices, the Organisa-
tion of the Petroleum Exporting 
Countries (OPEC) is meant to slash 
its output ceiling by 1.2 million bar-
rels per day (bpd) to 32.5 million 
bpd.

The cartel said its oil production 
was down in December but was still 
well above levels envisaged in the 
deal.

Under the agreement, Saudi Ara-
bia is to cut production to 10.1 mil-
lion bpd, Iraq to 4.4 million bpd, 
Kuwait to 2.7 million bpd and the 
United Arab Emirates to 2.9 million 
bpd. 
(Agence France-Presse)

Global shipping insurers have 
devised a way to ensure nearly full 
coverage for Iranian oil exports be-
ginning in February, striking a deal 
that does not involve US-domiciled 
reinsurers, officials in Tokyo and 
London said.

The reluctance of US firms to 
handle Iranian goods limited the 
number of reinsurers but the new 
arrangements should boost the 
number of eligible shipments.

That would provide a boon to 
Iran, which is trying to raise oil 
exports after most economic sanc-
tions were lifted in 2016, though 
banking restrictions that remain 
could cap any major rise in exports.

“There will be no US-domiciled 
reinsurer participation on the 2017 
IG reinsurance programme,” An-
drew Bardot, secretary and ex-
ecutive officer at the International 
Group (IG) of P&I Clubs in London 
told Reuters.

The new arrangements take ef-
fect February 20th, he and other 
officials said.
“This will substantially address the 
potential shortfall in reinsurance 
recoveries in the event of Iranian-
related claims,” Bardot said.
(Reuters)

BriefsAsian oil firms playing important role 
in post-sanctions Iran
Walid Khadduri
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A 

bout a year ago, the Iran 
nuclear deal — officially 
known as the Joint Com-
prehensive Plan of Action 
(JCPOA) — was formally 

implemented. JCPOA was received 
by Iranians with hope of rebuilding 
the country’s energy industry, as 
well as providing an opportunity to 
regain the country’s share in world 
oil markets and access again to capi-
tal and technology.

The withdrawal of most interna-
tional oil companies (IOCs) because 
of the sanctions created a large gap 
in Iran’s energy industry. The JCPOA 
allows for the lifting of some sanc-
tions against Iran in exchange for 
limitations on and greater interna-
tional inspections of the country’s 
nuclear programme.

Since those sanctions ended, the 
Iranian government has tried to in-
crease production rapidly to reclaim 
Iran’s market share, especially in 
Asian markets.

The government also tried in the 
upstream and downstream sectors 
to strike a balance between compet-
ing domestic power groups, while 
working to strike a balance between 
the qualification of Western and 
Asian oil companies in future bid-
ding processes. Much has been ac-
complished. What remains unclear 
is the stand of US President Donald 
Trump on JCPOA, considering his 
strong criticism of it during the pres-
idential campaign.

Iran succeeded — rather fast — in 
increasing oil production to nearly 
pre-sanction levels. Production reg-
istered 3.7 million barrels per day 
(bpd) in October, compared to the 
pre-sanction levels of approximate-

ly 4 million bpd. Crude oil exports 
increased to more than 1.7 million 
bpd with the bulk of exports — about 
1 million bpd heading to Asia, ena-
bling Iran to regain market share.

Much of the early crude oil ex-
ports were stored in Iran’s very large 
crude carriers (VLCCs), which acted 
as floating offshore storage during 
the sanctions. The National Iranian 
Tanker Company (NITC) owns 42 
VLCCs, seven of which resumed 
shipment of crude oil as early as last 
December. All of the vessels, flying 
the Panamanian flag, discharged 
their cargoes at Asia-Pacific destina-
tions.

The National Iranian Oil Com-
pany (NIOC) has qualified for work 
in the upstream sector 29 IOCs from 
more than a dozen countries, most-
ly Asian, including Japan, China, 
South Korea, Indonesia, Malaysia, 
Thailand and India. European IOCs 
include France’s Total, Italy’s Eni 
and Anglo-Dutch Shell. Britain’s BP 
did not express interest. US firms 
were prevented from participation 
because of remaining sanctions.

It makes sense for the Japanese 
IOCs to participate heavily in Iran’s 
upstream, as they are traditionally 
large buyers of Iranian crude oil. 
China, for example, is the largest 
importer of Iranian crude oil, with 
about 600,000 bpd. Japan is the sec-
ond largest importer.

Asian oil companies were paying 
Iran with their local currency while 
sanctions were in place, avoiding 
using US dollars and the sanctions. 
Iran used the Asian currencies to 
purchase capital and consumer 
goods from these countries.

The predominance of Asian firms 
provides a new landscape for Iran’s 
energy industry, which was previ-
ously dominated by Western firms. 
This phenomenon will change Iran’s 
energy geopolitics. Asian oil firms 
are expected to provide the technol-
ogy and the capital necessary for a 
take-off of the Iranian oil industry. 
Iranian officials have estimated that 
$100 billion is required for the de-
velopment of the oil and gas sector.

The first two fields to be devel-
oped straddle the borders with Iraq: 

North Azadegan and Yadavaran. Ne-
gotiations for the development of 
phase 2 of these fields are being held 
with China’s China National Petro-
leum Corporation (CNPC) and Sin-
opec. Output level of the two fields 
is estimated at 165,000 bpd.

In addition to these two fields, 
talks are also being conducted with 
Total (in partnership with CNPC) for 
the development of South Pars gas 
field and Shell.

Upstream work for the develop-
ment of new fields is to be undertak-
en under new Iran Petroleum Con-
tracts (IPC). Among the IPC terms, 
an IOC must work with an Iranian 
company. This ensures that Iranian 
businesses and their shareholders 
are directly involved in Iranian oil 
and gas.

Accordingly, the IOCs must rec-
oncile conflicting Iranian vested in-
terests: The reformists advocating 
“international cooperation” and the 
conservatives with the “resistance 
economy” agendas. This is not an 
envious task for the IOCs.

Asian firms, mainly South Ko-
rean, have dominated the down-

stream sector. National Iranian Oil 
Refining and Distribution Company 
(NIORDC) has awarded a $1.91 billion 
contract to Daelim to upgrade Iran’s 
second largest refinery, Isfahan. The 
contract was awarded under a $15 
billion funding deal for “oil, gas and 
infrastructure”. The upgrading of Is-
fahan refinery will increase 20% the 
capacity of gasoline and double liq-
uefied petroleum gas (LPG) produc-
tion at the plant.

With the Daelim contract, South 
Korean firms have three of the five 
refinery agreements signed by 
NIORDC since international sanc-
tions were lifted. It is estimated that 
South Korean firms will undertake 
$12 billion worth of downstream 
projects.

Other contracts won by South Ko-
rean firms include one by Daewoo 
for $10 billion heavy work construc-
tion at the Hormuz refinery and a 
contract awarded to SK for $20 mil-
lion to study increasing gasoline and 
diesel output at Tabriz refinery.

Walid Khadduri is a Beirut-based 
Iraqi writer on energy affairs.

Dwi Soetjipto, chief executive officer of Indonesia’s state energy 
company Pertamina, stands on Very Large Gas Carrier (VLGC) 
Pertamina Gas II as it transports LPG from Iran, last October.      (AP)

The predominance of 
Asian firms provides a 
new landscape for 
Iran’s energy industry.


