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T 

unisian President Beji 
Caid Essebsi ordered the 
military to protect the 
country’s oil and gas fields 
and other energy and 

phosphate facilities after protests 
threatened to disrupt production.

“It is a serious decision but it is 
necessary because the main, funda-
mental condition for democracy is a 
state of law and a just and fair state 
for all its citizens,” Caid Essebsi said 
during a nationally televised ad-
dress May 10.

The speech seemed intended to 
reassure the population and foreign 
companies operating in Tunisia that 
measures would be taken to enforce 
government authority throughout 
the country, even while democratic 
expression is safeguarded.

Tunisia lost more than $2 billion 
in potential phosphate exports from 
2011-16 because protests blocked 
production and transport of the 
mineral, which is a key foreign cur-
rency earner.

Political leaders have balked at 
the idea of sending the army to lib-
erate phosphate production sites 
occupied by protesters who are de-
manding hundreds of jobs and more 
financial resources to develop the 
region.

It is the first time that Tunisian 
troops have been deployed to pro-
tect industrial installations key to 
Tunisia’s economic output. The 
army’s role seems to be a last resort 
by a government intent on preserv-
ing newfound economic momen-
tum after social unrest and jihadist 
attacks caused a serious economic 
downturn in the country.

About 1,000 protesters in the 
southern Tataouine province, 

where Italy’s ENI and Austrian firm 
OMV carry out gas operations, have 
since mid-April been demanding 
employment opportunities for the 
region’s young people and an in-
creased share in revenue from the 
area’s natural resources.

Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef 
Chahed was booed when he trav-
elled to the province April 27 to ad-
dress the protesters’ demands and 
announce development and job-
creation projects.

The unrest spread to nearby Ke-
bili, as well as Kasserine, a western 
province, and M’saken, in the east, 
where protesters attempted to oc-
cupy gas and oil facilities.

“Our democratic path has become 
threatened and the law must be ap-
plied but we will respect freedoms 
and provide protection for organ-
ised protests,” Caid Essebsi added.

In Tataouine’s Kamour area, dem-
onstrators have been camping for 
several weeks in the desert, threat-
ening to blockade roads used by oil 
and gas companies unless they see 
more jobs and receive a share of the 
region’s energy riches.

The protesters refused to back 
down May 8 and dismissed claims 
by the authorities that development 
opportunities were lacking because 
of insufficient resources.

“Anyone willing to demonstrate 
and protest has to respect the law 
and the state guarantees such a 
right and provides the protection of 
that right,” said Caid Essebsi, “but 
if these demonstration cause stop-
pages in production of phosphates, 
oil and gas, agriculture and tourism, 
then the state is required to protect 
the resources of the people.”

Energy Minister Hela 
Cheikhrouhou said at a news con-
ference May 8 that the Tataouine 
protests stopped a number of for-
eign companies from producing oil.

Tunisia is a relatively minor pro-
ducer of oil and gas, generating 

about 44,000 barrels per day (bpd).
The protests come at a sensi-

tive time for the country, whose 
leaders are attempting to convey 
a sense of stability and economic 
openness to foreign investors. The 
country is also seeking to build off 
of last November’s Tunisia 2020 in-
ternational investment conference, 
during which foreign investors and 
international financial institutions 
pledged a total of $34 billion in in-
vestments over the next few years.

Cheikhrouhou said oil production 
had declined from 100,000 bpd in 
2010 to 44,000 bpd because of pro-
tests, social unrest, low investment 
and poor energy legislation. Oil rev-
enue fell from $1.24 billion in 2010 
to $1 billion in 2016, she said.

The protests are among the most 
serious challenges to Chahed’s 
government, which is the coun-
try’s seventh in less than six years. 
Critics have called for his removal, 
claiming his government has failed 

to address economic and social 
problems.

Caid Essebsi dismissed such calls, 
saying that having parliamentary or 
presidential elections early would 
be reckless, given the country’s eco-
nomic and security concerns.

“What kind of responsibility does 
it show to demand early elections? 
Do not count on me to back this kind 
of approach,” said Caid Essebsi.

He urged politicians to “respect 
the rules of the democratic game” 
with losers and winners respecting 
the rights of each other.

“Elections in the future will be 
held in time and they must prepare 
for them,” he added.

Caid Essebsi attempted to bol-
ster Tunisians’ sense of pride at a 
time when many are disappointed 
by the lack of economic and social 
progress.

He urged Tunisians to safeguard 
the country’s reputation as the 
rare successful democratic experi-

ment after the “Arab spring” ripped 
through the Arab region early in 
2011.

“All influential states across the 
world welcomed this achievement 
and expressed sympathy and readi-
ness to support Tunisia to pursue its 
path of development and progress,” 
he said, citing Tunisia’s attend-
ance and invitations to major world 
gatherings, including the upcoming 
Group of Seven meeting in Italy. He 
also cited Tunisia’s participation in 
the upcoming Arab-Islamic meeting 
with US President Donald Trump in 
Saudi Arabia.

Disturbances in southern Tuni-
sia are linked to grievances about 
development imbalances, accumu-
lated since the country’s independ-
ence in 1956, between the relatively 
rich coastal areas and the rest of the 
country.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.
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T 

he seizure of the Moroc-
can ship loaded with 
phosphate in a South 
African port may be part 
of an effort by South Af-

rica’s scandal-hit President Jacob 
Zuma to save his political career, 
analysts said.

South Africa confiscated the 
ship carrying 50,000 tonnes of 
phosphate bound for New Zea-
land following a complaint from 
the Polisario Front that the vessel 
unlawfully transported cargo from 
the disputed territory of Western 
Sahara in the latest diplomatic tus-
sle between the Algerian-backed 

Sahrawi separatist movement and 
Rabat.

Morocco’s OCP Group — the Of-
fice Chérifien des Phosphates — 
the world’s largest phosphate ex-
porter, said a civil maritime court 
order caused the Marshall Islands-
flagged vessel NM Cherry Blos-
som, carrying phosphate from the 
south-western city of Laayoune in 
Western Sahara, to be held up in 

Port Elizabeth, South Africa.
Andre Bowley, Polisario’s lawyer, 

told Reuters: “We will be seeking 
a final order saying that the cargo 
will remain interdicted from leav-
ing the jurisdiction of the court 
until such time as my client’s court 
case for the return of the property 
is heard.”

Rabat said it did not expect the 
Polisario’s legal challenge to suc-
ceed.

“There have been failed attempts 
to undermine Morocco’s territorial 
integrity in the past and future at-
tempts will fail again,” said gov-
ernment spokesman Mustapha el-
Khalfi.

Morocco annexed Western Saha-
ra, a former Spanish colony, in 1975 
and maintains that it is an integral 
part of the kingdom. The Polisario 
Front started an armed conflict 
with Morocco for an independent 
state that lasted until a UN-bro-
kered ceasefire in 1991.

Tensions flared in April in the 
buffer zone near the Mauritania 
border, prompting the United Na-
tions to demand the Polisario forc-
es’ immediate withdrawal from 
the Guerguerat area.

Analysts said South Africa’s 
stance in the dispute was more po-
litical than legal.

Political analyst Lahcen Laassibi 
blamed Zuma for trying to draw 
South Africans’ attention from the 
political crisis that has gripped the 
country by responding to Polisa-
rio’s complaint.

Zuma has repeatedly been ac-
cused of corruption by the oppo-
sition, which has called for him to 
resign well before the next election 
in 2019. Zuma is expected to step 
down as leader of the African Na-
tional Congress party (ANC) in De-
cember and as South Africa’s presi-
dent in two years.

Last year, a court ruled that 
Zuma should face corruption 
charges over a 1999 arms procure-
ment deal. He is challenging the 
ruling.

Mountacir Zian, director-general 
of the Mediterranean Company of 
Analysis and Strategic Intelligence 
in Rabat, said Zuma was playing 
his “last card to show that he’s still 
a strong leader despite the political 
crisis gripping his nation.”

Laassibi said South Africa was 
the “only country” that answered 
the Polisario’s call to stop products 
and goods originating from the dis-
puted territory.

“Zuma’s South Africa is well 
aware that Morocco is now pene-
trating many countries in the world 
diplomatically and economically, 
especially the Anglophone African 
countries. It seized the cargo to 
curb Morocco’s diplomatic push in 

the African continent and trigger a 
crisis with Rabat,” Laassibi added.

Morocco joined the African Un-
ion in January, despite strong re-
sistance from Algeria and South 
Africa, after a 33-year absence 
from the regional body, which had 
recognised the self-proclaimed 
Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic 
(SADR).

Morocco has also signed a series 
of bilateral agreements with many 
African countries in the last year, 
including with countries that sup-
port SADR.

OCP legal counsel Othmane Ben-
nani Smires told Reuters: “The or-
der issued in South Africa regard-

ing the cargo of the NM Cherry 
Blossom is a standard temporary 
measure made on the basis of only 
one party’s allegations.” He ex-
pressed confidence that a favour-
able resolution would be reached 
once the facts of the case are pre-
sented to the South African court.

Bennani Smires said OCP’s Phos-
boucraa subsidiary and its activi-
ties are in full compliance with the 
UN framework and relevant inter-
national legal norms and stand-
ards.

Saad Guerraoui is a frequent 
contributor to The Arab Weekly 
on Maghreb issues.
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Message of reassurance. Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi delivers a speech in Tunis, on May 10.  
                           (Reuters)

Diplomatic tussle. Mustapha el-Khalfi, the Moroccan government 
spokesman,talking to journalists during a news conference.      (AFP)
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The army’s role seems 
to be a last resort by a 
government intent on 
preserving newfound 
economic momentum.

Analysts said that 
South Africa’s stance 
on the tussle was more 
political than legal.

Rabat downplayed 
the incident, saying 
it did not expect the 
Polisario’s legal 
challenge to succeed.

Caid Essebsi said that 
having early 
elections would be 
reckless, given the 
country’s concerns.


