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Tunisian president displays frustration
with Islamists, urges constitutional change
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T

unisian President Beji Caid
Essebsi has kept quiet for
almost two years about
his dissatisfaction over his
party’s de facto alliance
with the Islamist Ennahda party in
government.
The show of patience with Islamists was extraordinary from a man
who has described himself as a spiritual son of the modern country’s
founder, Habib Bourguiba, a lifelong
nemesis of Islamists.
Caid Essebsi has had kind words
for the Ennahda co-founder Rached
Ghannouchi, leading many Tunisians to believe the country was
being jointly managed by the two
“sheikhs” — one secularist and one
religious.

The president said
Tunisia needs a “new
social contract” to
further economic and
social development,
political stability and
democracy.
However, on September 6, Caid
Essebsi publicly voiced disappointment with Ennahda for the failure of
its leaders to embrace principles of
a secular and civic republican state.
In an interview with state-owned
Assahafa newspaper, Caid Essebsi
appeared to blame the country’s
problems, including political instability, on Ennahda’s engineering of a
political order that led to the distribution of power between the president, the head of the government
and the parliament and left the most
vital prerogatives in the hands of
parliament.
The constitution, adopted in 2014
by an Ennahda-dominated assembly after the fall of former President
Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali seemed to
provide Islamists with protection

against the risks inherent in political
shifts in the country.
For constitutional experts close
to the ruling party, the fundamental
text proved to be a legal straightjacket limiting the ability of the executive branch to tackle the country’s main woes: Jihadist terrorism,
economic stagnation and unemployment among young Tunisians.
The emergence of independent bodies added to the constraints on the
president and the prime minister.
“This order of things has contributed to the weakness of the ruling
institutions and the erosion of the
state in a manner that threatens the
existence and continuity of the state
itself,” Caid Essebsi said.
The Tunisian president recognised that it was “wrong” presume
he could goad the Islamists into embracing the secular identity of a predominantly Muslim republic.
In August, Caid Essebsi became
the first leader in the Arab world to
publicly back equality between men
and women in terms of inheritance,
still a taboo for most Islamists and
other religious conservatives.
While many Islamists across the
region spurned the proposal as
“un-Islamic,” Ennahda’s top leaders were conspicuously silent. However, in an oblique answer to Caid
Essebsi’s bold move, Ghannouchi
resurrected an Ennahda initiative to
revive the Islamic endowments system, (known as “Habous” in Tunisia
and as “Awqaf” in the Middle East.
The system was scrapped in 1956
by Bourguiba in his drive to build
a modern country after independence.
Secularist intellectuals and religious leaders opposing Ennahda’s
brand of Islamism attacked Ghannouchi’s defence of the Habous system as an attempt to create a wellheeled clergy.
Caid Essebsi indirectly assailed
the alliance with Ennahda, which
is still a partner of Caid Essebsi’s
party, Nidaa Tounes, in the government led by Prime Minister Youssef
Chahed.
“The situation is difficult and

Revisiting the alliance. President Beji Caid Essebsi (R) meets with Prime Minister Youssef Chahed,
prior to cabinet reshuffle, on September 6.				
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fragile even if it does not reach the
embarrassing stage of impasse,”
Caid Essebsi said.
The president added that Tunisia
needs a “new social contract” to
further economic and social development, political stability and democracy.
“We see things are not going on
that way,” he said. “Therefore, readjustment must be undertaken because reversing course when going
the wrong way is better than continuing on the same path.”
Chahed reshuffled his cabinet on
September 6, selecting new defence
and interior ministers, among other
changes, despite Ennahda’s lobby-

ing to keep both unchanged. The
Islamist party, represented by eight
members in the Chahed cabinet
(against 13 for Caid Essebsi’s Nidaa
Tounes), has pledged to support the
new government in the parliament’s
vote of confidence.
Caid Essebsi said he was forced
to forge an alliance with Ennahda
in 2014 to prevent the “worsening
of the situation” and because other
groups dismissed his offer of rapprochement.
“We thought we could at least
draw Ennahda to the civic arena but
it seems that we were wrong in our
assessment,” he said.
“In any way, my constitutional

duties in both regards are limited
but my conviction is that the situation must be rolled back because the
system does not allow the country
to bolster stability and spur growth
and economic development.”
In his interview, Caid Essebsi suggested municipal elections due in
December could be postponed.
Many political parties in Tunisia
support the postponement of the local polls, which could be the flashpoint in a showdown in which Caid
Essebsi would likely be backed by
most political factions.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.

France and Italy at odds over Libya policy
Justin Salhani

Milan

F

rench Foreign Minister
Jean-Yves Le Drian recently visited Tripoli, an
indication that Libya is
of growing importance
to Europe due to the North Africa
country’s location that makes it
ripe for illegal immigration and
the chaos that, many fear, will be
exploited by extremist groups.
Facing losses in Syria and Iraq,
the Islamic State (ISIS) had found
space for growth in Libya. Its forces
were run out of the city of Sirte late
last year but the group remains a
threat in the country and Libya’s
coast is the hub for migration into
Europe from Africa.
Migration from Libya to Europe
is linked to the country’s political fracture and lack of a central
government. Various militias fund
their operations through human
trafficking. The plethora of vexing
issues in Libya has made it a focal
point for Europeans but there are
no quick fixes to Libya’s complex
domestic problems.
The search for solutions, however, has created conflict between
France and Italy. France, led by
President Emmanuel Macron, has
made security in Libya a priority by
seeming to side with Libyan Field
Marshal Khalifa Haftar, whose forces control much of eastern Libya.
Italy has put its weight behind

the UN-backed regime in the country’s west led by Prime Minister
Fayez al-Sarraj. Italy’s primary goal
in Libya is to stop illegal migration
to European shores. Italy faces parliamentary elections in 2018 and
politicians are aware the electorate will focus on the immigration
issue.
“Sarraj leverages off of Italian
support,” said Jalel Harchaoui, a
doctoral candidate in geopolitics
at Paris 8 University and a frequent
commentator on Libyan affairs,
“and you can be sure Haftar makes
use of the prestige of France’s
rather clear support for his military
campaign. On the ground, the inability of foreign states to coordinate
among themselves on Libya has always generated more chaos.”

Neither Paris nor
Rome appears willing
to take concrete
steps towards
long-term solutions.
This chaos plays out in Libya
when armed factions compete for
land, resources and foreign legitimacy.
“The disjointed nature of foreign
interferences only amplified Libya’s number one problem, which is
the fact that you have hundreds of
armed groups controlling their portions of Libyan territory and pursuing their own agendas,” Harchaoui
said.

France and Italy know this but
neither Paris nor Rome appears
willing to take concrete steps towards long-term solutions. Italy’s
focus is on next year’s elections so
its policy suggestions will likely be
short-term.
“Italy needs a quick-and-dirty
solution now and that is pretty
much what it has been working on
this year,” Harchaoui said.
France has different priorities.
The overwhelming majority of
refugees and migrants who cross
the Mediterranean reach and stay
in Italy, so immigration is less of
a concern in Paris. Thus, Macron
is focusing on stabilising Libya to
prevent it from becoming a terrorist haven, an accomplishment
he apparently feels is most likely
achieved by supporting Haftar.
Macron’s approach to Libya runs
counter to Italy’s. The French president angered Rome when he nationalised a failing French shipyard
that an Italian company had been
on the verge of buying.
Italy has been Libya’s primary
ally in Europe. Scandal-ridden former Italian Prime Minister Silvio
Berlusconi had a good relationship with longtime Libyan dictator
Muammar Qaddafi before the 2011
revolt in which Qaddafi was killed
and which led to Libya’s instability.
Macron’s proactive stance on Libya
caught the Italians off-guard and
raised fears in Rome that France
was trying to replace Italy as Libya’s main European patron.
“Italy has always seen the 2011

Short-term fixes. French Foreign Affairs Minister Jean-Yves
Le Drian (L) holds a joint news conference with his Libyan
counterpart Mohamed Taha Siala in Tripoli, on September 4.
intervention as a French attempt
to take Italy’s place in Libya, both
economically and diplomatically,”
Jean Pierre Darnis, head of the
Security, Defence and Space Programme at the Istituto Affari Internazionali, wrote in a blog for the
Centre for Security Studies.
The lack of coordination among
European countries and their conflicting policies relating to Libya
have left the country in danger of
further fracturing. Competing militias play on this European split for
their own advantage and, without
a united European policy on Libya,
the country likely will face contin-
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ued armed chaos.
“Macron has not really been
leading by example as far as promoting consultation and coordination,” Harchaoui said. “One necessary condition before any progress
can be made is that all EU countries
subscribe to one crystal-clear Libya
policy but in the era of Brexit, in an
era when there is so much polarisation on issues like migration, in
which EU countries refuse to share
the burden, I don’t see that happening anytime soon.”
Justin Salhani is an Arab Weekly
contributor in Milan, Italy.

