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unisian Prime Minister 
Youssef Chahed has ap-
peared to struggle to meet 
the country’s socio-eco-
nomic challenges since he 

took office 11 months ago and be-
came the country’s youngest head 
of government in decades.

As head of a national unity gov-
ernment, Chahed, 41, was supposed 
to be backed by four important po-
litical groups that have a majority 
in parliament as well as two leading 
social organisations. That support 
was only lukewarm as the prime 
minister was confronted by a tense 
social climate and a sceptical public.

At least twice his office had to is-
sue statements to scotch rumours 
that he was stepping down.

Chahed appeared isolated in the 
face of protesting youths clamour-
ing for jobs and more state funding 
for development in the southern 
region of Tataouine. The protest-
ers moved to El Kamour area where 
the main oil pipelines in Tunisia lie. 
They attempted to choke the flow 
of oil on May 22, triggering alarm 
in Tunis where security officials 
presented evidence on television 
for what they described as the col-
lusion of shadowy businesspeople 
with the protesters.

Chahed huddled with his top se-
curity aides on May 23 to discuss de-
tails of a plan to arrest businessman 
Chafik Jarraya, suspected of sub-

sidising the unrest in the Tunisian 
south and of maintaining ties with 
radical Libyan Islamists.

The arrest by an elite police unit 
was followed by the detention of 
seven other businessmen suspected 
of graft and smuggling. The move 
transformed Chahed’s political 
fortunes and boosted his standing 
in the eyes of many Tunisians. An 
opinion poll showed public support 
for the arrests at more than 90%.

Wealthy women rubbed shoul-
ders with activists from working-
class districts to chant “Chahed, son 
of the Tunisian people” in a rally on  
May 26 near his office in the Kasbah 
district of Tunis. They waved plac-
ards and banners stating “Chahed 
= Courage of the State” or “Sweep,” 
a reference to his promised war on 
corruption.

Sceptics argued that Chahed or-
dered the arrests of Jarraya and 
others in a bid to conceal his gov-
ernment’s failure to jump-start 
economic growth, tackle regional 
marginalisation and address mas-
sive unemployment and rampant 
corruption and nepotism.

“The assessment we made eight 
months ago is that there is a clear 
connection between terrorism, 
smuggling and financial and tax 
corruption,” Chahed told a local 
newspaper on June 4. “The growth 

rate is tied to the fight against cor-
ruption and the state budget rev-
enues are also tied to the same fight 
against corruption.”

Following the overthrow of Presi-
dent Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali in 
2011 at the beginning of the “Arab 
spring,” Tunisia won praise abroad 
for its transition to democracy.

However, key socio-economic 
challenges are still to be addressed 
and the government must manage 
the frustrations of ordinary Tuni-
sians. Mindful that it was poverty 
and lack of economic opportunity 
that led to the fall of the previous 
regime, the government has to heed 
the recommendations of interna-
tional financial backers to launch 
bold reforms that are likely to fuel 
popular unrest.

Beyond the political benefits that 
Chahed could reap from the fight 
against corruption, tackling corrup-
tion is crucial for Tunisia’s social 
and political stability.

“While Prime Minister Youssef 
Chahed’s national unity govern-
ment has expressed its strong de-
termination to fight corruption and 
reinvigorate the economy, it has 
repeatedly run into roadblocks,” 
said an International Crisis Group  
report on May 10.

The report quoted a former prime 
minister’s adviser as saying: “Dur-

ing the 2011-15 period we knew that 
the networks of business people 
were strong but we knew that we 
were on top of them.”

“It is not the case today. A busi-
nessman with plenty of cash is able 
now to blow a political party up. 
The result is a feeling that the state 
is functioning ‘in a mafia manner’ 
that is widespread among the popu-
lation and the confidence of Youssef 
Chahed’s government of national 
unity has been in constant decline,” 
the adviser was quoted as adding.

The report added that “while 
macro-economic indicators are de-
teriorating, struggles are intensify-
ing among businesspeople whose 
hidden influence on the political 
scene and protest movements con-
tinues to grow.”

It cited an expert as saying: “Be-
fore 2011, there was, on one hand, 
the state and its honest representa-
tives who enjoyed respect and, on 
the other hand, there were the ma-
fiosis, namely the Trabelsi family 
who were hated. Today, the state 
itself is perceived as a mafia. There 
is no distinction between the state 
and the mafia.”

Chahed’s campaign has received 
wide public support. “It is too early 
to pass judgment on the campaign 
against corruption but it is a break-
through in the political life as it is 

giving back trust and hope to the 
citizens who had lost hope that the 
government could arrest, jail and 
seize the assets of the symbols of 
corruption,” wrote Nouri al-Sal, a 
columnist with the Arabic-language 
daily Al-Chourouk.

Politicians from all sides ap-
plauded and voiced support. Some 
linked Chahed’s battle against cor-
ruption to his political survival in-
stincts.

“Failure in the war against cor-
ruption will be followed by his res-
ignation from the position of prime 
minister,” said Mohamed Abbou, a 
former minister who leads the left-
ist Democratic Current party.

Mongi Rahoui, a leftist parlia-
ment member, said: “The war 
against corruption has begun and 
the government does not have the 
right to recoil.”

Chahed promised Tunisians his 
efforts would bear fruits in 2019 — 
year of the next presidential elec-
tions.

“When 2019 dawns upon us, we 
will have put Tunisia on the path 
of growth, definitely won the war 
against terrorism and done the 
same with corruption,” Chahed told 
Essabah daily.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.
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Wide support. Tunisians hold flags during a demonstration in solidarity with Prime Minister Youssef Chahed in his fight against 
corruption, on May 26.                                                                                (AFP)
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espite sharp divisions 
between Algeria and 
Egypt, foreign ministers 
from Libya’s three North 
African neighbours dis-

played diplomatic unity following 
a meeting in Algiers, affirming the 
“significance of the mechanism of 
Libya’s neighbours and their ap-
proach to resolving the Libyan cri-
sis.”

There was concern that the dip-
lomatic spat between Qatar and 
Arab powers would derail the 
North African countries’ mediation 
efforts but the ministers pledged to 
prioritise “the preservation of ter-
ritorial integrity, sovereignty and 
unity of Libya.”

The Gulf crisis has further polar-
ised Libya, with leading factions in 
the east siding with Saudi Arabia 
and Egypt and main rivals in Tripo-
li following Algeria’s neutral stance 
in the dispute.

Diplomats from Algeria, Egypt 
and Tunisia said they were com-
mitted to a political solution in Lib-
ya as “the only way to resolve the 
crisis is through inclusive dialogue 
[and] the rejection of interference 
and military options,” said a state-

ment released by Algerian state 
media after the June 5-6 meetings.

“After they praised the efforts of 
Algeria, Egypt and Tunisia in rec-
onciling the viewpoints among Lib-
yan parties and bringing all actors 
towards expanding [their informal 
alliance], the ministers of the three 
countries reiterated their full com-
mitment to supporting Libya and 
accompanying it in the process of 
achieving a political settlement,” 
the statement said.

Earlier this year, the three coun-
tries suggested they were under 
pressure to mediate a solution to 
the Libyan conflict to avoid “for-
eign military intervention.”

Algiers, Cairo and Tunis pledged 
to urge their allies and contacts in 
Libya to reach a political settle-
ment. Their efforts included a Feb-
ruary meeting of the three foreign 
ministers in Tunis, during which 
they adopted what has become 
known as the Tunis Declaration.

The Tunis Declaration was not 
mentioned in the most recent 
statement but the latest meeting 
reportedly represented more of a 
“diplomatic entente” between Al-
geria and Egypt than three-state-
mediation.

Algeria, which has had concerns 
about Cairo’s interference in Lib-
ya since the 1970s, is said to have 
deployed intelligence resources 

inside Libya and built up military 
forces across the border.

Egyptian Ambassador to Alge-
ria Omar Abu Eich was quoted by 
Algerian newspapers ahead of the 
ministerial meeting as saying that 
“Egypt`s military intervention will 
remain within the eastern parts of 
Libya, far away from the borders 
with Algeria.”

Cairo has yet to announce an end 
to its air strikes on Islamists’ camps 
in eastern Libya. That campaign 
began May 26 in retaliation for the 
massacre of 29 Christian Copts in-
side Egypt.

Security experts said the strikes 
would help Libyan forces loyal to 
eastern-based Field Marshal Khal-
ifa Haftar, who is seeking to ex-
pand his power across the country 
and ultimately control the capital 
Tripoli.

Haftar consolidated control of 
the strategic Jufra military base on 
June 3 after rival factions pulled 
out. Jufra is 500km south-west of 
Benghazi and about the same dis-
tance south-east of Tripoli.

Haftar met with the head of the 
UN-backed Government of Nation-
al Accord (GNA) early in May in Abu 
Dhabi and pledged to calm ten-
sions in southern Libya and renew 
hopes of a political deal that could 
end the violence in the country.

Two weeks after the break-

through meeting, however, vio-
lence escalated in Jufra and Sabha 
after dozens of fighters loyal to 
Haftar were killed by Islamists in a 
raid on Brak El-Shati Airbase near 
Sabha.

A force operating under Libya’s 
UN-brokered government, led by 
Fayez al-Sarraj, secured Tripoli’s 
main airport, which has been closed 
since it was damaged in fighting in 
2014. It was under the control of a 
rival faction until June 1.

Reacting to the violence in Libya, 
the foreign ministers of Algeria, 
Tunisia and Egypt called on all of 
Libya’s factions to “embrace dia-

logue, reject foreign meddling and 
avoid violence.”

Haftar and his allies lashed out at 
Qatar for backing Islamists in Libya 
only a few days before the erup-
tion of the Gulf crisis, while Libya’s 
eastern government aligned with 
Haftar and based in the city of To-
bruk announced it had severed ties 
with Qatar.

“In doing so, the government in 
Tobruk staged a coup d’état against 
Fayez al-Sarraj’s government and 
obviously took the risk of widen-
ing the fracture between east and 
west,” said Sadek Sahraoui, an Al-
gerian analyst.

Common concern. Algerian Minister of North African Affairs 
Abdelkader Messahel (L), Tunisian Foreign Minister Khemaies 
Jhinaoui (C) and Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh Shoukry before 
a meeting in Tunis on the Libyan conflict, last February.            (AFP)

The growth rate is 
tied to the fight 
against corruption 
and the state 
budget revenues 
are also tied to the 
fight against 
corruption.”
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