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Tunisia wrestles with budget
pressures amid political manoeuvring
Lamine Ghanmi
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T

unisian
Development,
Investment and International Cooperation Minister Fadhel Abdelkefi
warned parliament that,
if progress was not made in revitalising the economy, the country
would be heading to a financial
crisis that would put government
workers’ salaries at risk.
Abdelkefi, who is also interim finance minister, held up a copy of
the treasury current account of the
Central Bank during his July 27 address.
“This document had never been
looked at by any economy or finance minister since the independence of the country 60 years ago,”
said Abdelkefi during the address.
“This sheet of paper has become
the most important document in
the Finance Ministry now.”

Chahed has
acknowledged that
Tunisia has struggled
but he remained
hopeful about the
years ahead.
The treasury current account is a
metric that tracks how much cash
is available for government spending, including funds used for public
salaries.
Abdelkefi has been rallying support from parliament to request a
loan from the European Union to
go towards paying public salaries
for August and September.
“We are in a dangerous zone and
it is time to stand up for Tunisia,”

Abdelkefi said. “Tunisia’s business
model cannot continue the way it
is.”
In the five years leading up to
2016, state spending in Tunisia
grew 50% but economic growth
inched up only 1% per year. This
caused the country’s debt-to-GDP
ratio to jump to 75%, as much of
the government’s borrowed money
went to paying salaries and importing consumer goods.
Resistance inside and outside
parliament to the government’s
efforts to improve growth, fight
graft and ensure security and social
stability is being fuelled by apprehension among some politicians.
They are wary of any successes that
could bolster Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef Chahed’s popularity
and help him upstage rival politicians.
Tunisia’s failure to capitalise on
its economic potential underlines
the challenges ahead: From 2011-16,
worker productivity dropped 20%
and administrative productivity fell
50%, the government-run National
Institute of Statistics stated. In Morocco, administrative productivity
jumped 12% in the same period.
There are some signs of progress,
analysts noted.
“While the situation related to
public finances is not bright, the
part of the economy in which private sector performance is good,
with men and women working hard
and innovating, is rebounding,”
said Abdelkefi, noting that privatesector tourism and the phosphate
sector were growing.
“The growth for (this year’s) first
quarter is promising,” he added.
Chahed acknowledged that Tunisia has struggled but he said he remained hopeful.
“For 2017, we anticipate 2.5%

Rising popularity. Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef Chahed
addresses the parliament on the country’s anti-corruption fight,
last July.
(AFP)
growth, which is not enough but
coming from 1% last year and 0.7%
in 2015, it’s good progress,” he said
in an interview with Time magazine.
“And tourism is back. Almost all
of the European countries have lifted their travel ban on Tunisia so lots
of tourists are coming from France
and from Europe. This is very positive for a country like Tunisia where
tourism is 7% or 8% of GDP.”
Analysts said a major threat to
economic growth is political infighting, which is likely to intensify ahead of the country’s elections in 2019. Rached Ghannouchi,
head of the country’s main Islamist
party, Ennahda, recently criticised
Chahed over what he speculated
were his political ambitions.
“The fear is that Chahed will eye
the presidential elections in 2019,”
Ghannouchi said in an August 1 tel-

evision interview, suggesting that
Chahed should be forced to choose
between continuing as prime minister or planning to run for president.
Opinion polls rank Chahed as the
most popular politician in Tunisia,
mainly due to his war on corruption
that has cracked down on dozens of
powerful business figures suspected of graft.
Chahed’s popularity prompted
concerns from political rivals who
worry about being upstaged by
the young prime minister, analysts
said.
“Only manoeuvring and plotting
for preparations for the post-Beji
Caid Essebsi period dominate the
minds and attention of politicians
whether they are in the opposition or the government,” said Al
Chourouk daily editorialist Khaled
Haddad.
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or Jil Amine, Lebanon is
experiencing a “solar revolution.”
“The growth of the technology has been exponential,” said Amine, the United
Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) Project Manager for the
Small Decentralised Renewable Energy Power Generation (DREG) Project. “The trend that we see going
forward over the next half-decade
should continue the high percentage growth rate.”
For nearly the entire year — other
than the rainy winter months —
Lebanon is a sun-kissed salient, a
resource being harnessed at a rapid
rate to provide electricity for commercial and residential consumers.

The industrial sector is
showing the most rapid
growth in conversion
to solar energy.
As technology drives prices down,
and government subsidies and loans
become readily available, solar power is providing a meaningful alternative to the endemic power blackouts
that occur throughout Lebanon.
From the large-scale Beirut River Solar Snake — a 9,750 sq. metre solar farm suspended over the
river — to the roofs of the American
University of Beirut (AUB) engineer-

Qatar Airways
reverses decision
to buy into
American Airlines
Qatar Airways will not proceed
with its proposed financial investment in American Airlines Group
Incorporated, reversing a decision
to build a stake of up to 4.75% in the
US carrier.
“Further review of the proposed
financial investment, taking into
account the latest public disclosure
of American Airlines, has demonstrated that the investment no
longer meets our objectives,” Qatar
Airways said in a statement.
The statement did not elaborate
but in its most recent financial disclosure American Airlines posted
profit and revenue that exceeded
analysts’ expectations.
(Reuters)

Iraq in market to
raise $1 billion,
first standalone
bond in over
decade
Iraq is marketing $1 billion in
bonds, its first international debt issuance as a standalone credit since
2006 and an attempt to put decades
of turmoil behind it.
With huge oil reserves supporting
it, the bond was seeking to tempt
emerging market investors with alluring profits — necessary to offset
concerns over a history of war and
the recent rise of the Islamic State
militant group.
(Reuters)

Solar revolution in
Lebanon could offer
meanigful alternative
to power blackouts
ing school, solar energy installations
have increased among municipalities and residential users.
A recent plan to expand solar usage by state-owned Electricité du
Liban drew 265 proposals from local and international companies
to develop solar farms in Lebanon.
The Ministry of the Environment is
seeking to produce 180 megawatts
(MW) of solar power throughout the
country with approximately 12 solar
farms.
A survey released at the end of
last year reported that the local
photovoltaic solar energy market
saw a triple-digit percentage increase from 2014-15, with the rate of
growth year over year forecast to be
even faster.
The “Solar PV (Photovoltaic) Status Report for Lebanon 2015″ report
stated that there are robust solar usage trends across all sectors of the
economy. The study was conducted
by the Small Decentralised Renewable Energy Power Generation Project, a joint endeavour of UNDP
Lebanon and the Ministry of Energy
and Water.
The survey reported that, in
terms of usage, the top four sectors
in the solar PV market are the commercial sector with 2 megawatts
peak (MWp) at 22%, the residential
and agricultural sectors with 1.7
MWp at 18% each and the industrial
sector with 1.6 MWp at 17%.
The industrial sector is showing
the most rapid growth in conversion to solar energy.
“Private investors are growing
more comfortable with the busi-
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Egypt’s Suez Canal
revenues fall to
$427.2 million in
June

Robust trends. Photovoltaic panels are seen above the Beirut
River.
ness,” Amine said.
Kamel Rajeh, the managing
partner of Al Nahda Trading and
Industry Company in Baakleen,
south-east of Beirut, reported that
converting to solar power two years
ago has made a large cost differential in running the company’s stone
business.
“It’s great in terms of cost efficiency if you are using electricity during
the day. If you need to store power
for the night, it becomes a whole different equation. The batteries are
very expensive and their lifetime is
only seven years,” he said.
While the upfront cost for powering an entire factory was large, Rajeh said the system ultimately covers its cost.
“The system cost us $84,000 but
has a payback period of only eight
years,” he said. “It generates the
equivalent of 39 [kilowatt hours]
per day. The cost is covered by savings from not paying electricity bills
and by the subsidies we receive
from the government.”
The cost to install and operate
PV systems has been steadily dropping. The average cost of installing

(AFP)

has dropped from $7.20 per watt of
electrical power generation in 2010
to $2.70 per watt in 2015, representing a marked drop of 63% during the
period.
Amine noted the important role
Lebanon’s National Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy Action (NEEREA) plan played in the
growth of solar power since its introduction in 2010. With the help of
soft loans provided under NEEREA,
Lebanon’s cumulative investments
in solar power grew from $2.3 million in 2010 to $9.4 million in 2013
and $30.5 million by the end of 2015.
The growth is expected to continue in a virtuous upward spiral
over the near term as residences,
municipalities, factories and retail
operations find the lowering cost
attractive and become more familiar with the technology.
“The growth year-over-year is expected to continue at an exponential rate,” said Amine.
Timothy Kinahan Maloy is a
contributor to The Arab Weekly and
deputy editor and correspondent at
An-Nahar English.

Egypt’s Suez Canal revenues
fell to $427.2 million in June from
$439.8 million in May, a cabinet
statement said.
The canal is the fastest shipping
route between Europe and Asia and
one of the Egyptian government’s
main sources of foreign currency.
Egypt has been struggling to revive
its economy since a 2011 uprising
scared away tourists and foreign
investors, key earners of hard currency.
(Reuters)

Saudi Arabia
initiates Red Sea
resort projects
Saudi Arabia announced the beginning of a massive tourism project that will turn 50 islands and a
string of sites on the Red Sea coast
into luxury resorts.
The plan is part of efforts to diversify the kingdom’s oil-dependent economy following a slump in
energy prices. It covers more than
180km on Saudi Arabia’s western
coastline, stretching from Umm
Lajj to Al-Wajh.
Initial investments will be provided by the Public Investment
Fund before the project is opened
to international investors, state
news agency SPA reported.
(Agence France-Presse)

