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J 

ordan has been battered by 
economic and social woes 
caused by tax increases, the 
rise of commodity prices, 
the heavy toll of hosting 

refugees and higher government 
expenditures.

The 2018 draft budget previews 
a cash subsidy of $241 million to 
compensate for the rise in the cost 
of living caused by the govern-
ment’s decision to lift subsidies on 
several basic commodities.

The cash subsidy is destined 
to Jordanian families with to-
tal annual income not exceeding 
$17,000 and individuals with an-
nual income less than $8,000. 
Beneficiaries should not own land 
or real estate valued at more than 
$423,000 and more than one vehi-
cle.

More than 5 million Jordanians 
are expected to benefit from the 
subsidy, the government said.

Despite official expectations for 
a better economy in 2018 support-
ed by a strategy to expand to new 
markets, Jordanians are feeling 
the brunt of stagnation. The hike 
in prices compounded with an un-
employment rate of 18.2% in the 
first quarter of 2017 — the highest 
in 25 years — reduced purchasing 
power considerably.

Muhannad Shehadeh, minis-
ter of State for Investment Affairs 
and president of the Investment 
Commission, said the panel was 
working on a new strategy aimed 
at attracting investment and iden-
tifying the opportunities and ad-
vantages that Jordan offers to local 
and foreign investors.

The strategy would seek to es-
tablish Jordan as a centre for the 
provision of services for regional 
and international businesses and 
a hub for reconstruction of Syria. 
It previews strengthening exports, 
opening new markets for Jorda-
nian products, developing the 

tourism sector and reinforcing the 
technology sector.

“According to this year’s ‘Ease 
of Doing Business’ report by the 
World Bank, Jordan has jumped 
15 places to reach 103rd position, 
which is a positive indicator that 
reflects an improvement in the 
investment environment in the 
kingdom,” Shehadeh said.

Jordan is also eyeing new mar-
kets for Jordanian exports in Af-
rica.

“We have an opportunity to en-
ter these markets and attract in-
vestments that will help create job 
opportunities,” Shehadeh added 

in a meeting with Jordanian busi-
nessmen heading to Tanzania, 
Kenya and Ethiopia.

Tax increases of up to 16% on 
many commodities, including 
dairy products, and the removal 
of the state subsidy on bread is se-
verely affecting the daily life of the 
poor and middle class.

The state of the economy has 
forced many businesses to be 
shuttered.

The Jordan Chamber of Com-
merce said approximately 70 
clothes factories, including ten 
Jordanian establishments, aban-
doned the Jordanian market for 

Egypt in the last three years, at-
tracted by better opportunities for 
investors.

“This is not the first time some-
thing like this takes place,” said 
Asad Qawasmi, who represents 
the clothes and garment industry 
in the chamber. “Real estate com-
panies did the same by choosing 
Egypt, which offers many advan-
tages, including tax exemption, 
one window system and cheap 
labour.”

“Jordan ended up importing 
goods produced by these factories 
while it was better and easier to 
keep them here,” he said.

Jordanian garment imports 
from Egypt increased 50% in the 
last three years. In the last eight 
months, the bill totalled $226.8 
million.

Fashion is not a priority for the 
average Jordanian, however. Fi-
nancial burdens and increased 
prices led to a drop in purchasing 
power to a point that some fami-
lies just manage with what they 
have or seek second-hand clothes.

“We have absolutely no choice. 
The second-hand markets provide 
better prices and sell important 
brands so you buy a brand for less 
and this is an excellent way to save 
some money,” said Khalil, a buyer.

“Today, buying clothes is con-
sidered a luxury. I have four chil-
dren who go to school so you can 
imagine the cost of raising and 
feeding them and with the in-
crease in prices things become a 
heavy burden on any employee.”

Jordan has been reeling under 
the burden of hosting Syrian refu-
gees for the past six years. The UN 
Refugee Agency (UNHCR) said 
Jordan is the second largest refu-
gee-hosting country in the world 
relative to its population. There 
are 657,000 Syrian refugees regis-
tered with the UNHCR but the ac-
tual number is believed to be more 
than 1 million.

“It is like rubbing salt in the 
wound,” said journalist Ziad 
Momani, describing the refugee 
situation. “Since the war (in Syria) 
started, hosting refugees has cost 
us more than $10 billion covering 
health care, education, employ-
ment and other services. I know 
it is part of a humanitarian action 
but still, it has had a very negative 
effect on the society and the coun-
try.”

The International Monetary 
Fund said Jordanian government 
expenditures were estimated to 
reach $12.3 billion by the end of 
2017, compared to $11.2 billion in 
2016.

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist 
based in Jordan.
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Lingering woes. Money-changer exchanges currency for custo-
mers at the main market at al-Zaatari refugee camp in the city of 
Mafraq.                                                                         (Reuters)

Jordan seeks to revive its slowing economy

We have an 
opportunity 
to enter [new] 
markets and attract 
investments that 
will help create job 
opportunities.

Muhannad Shehadeh, 
minister of State for 
Investment Affairs

Tunisia is not a tax haven

I
magine the surprise when 
those who know Tunisia well 
discovered that EU finance 
ministers blacklisted North 
Africa’s smallest country as 
one of 17 tax havens.

Whatever its faults and 
the corruption that, as in many 
Mediterranean countries, needs 
to be reined in, Tunisia never has 
been a fiscal paradise nor is it one 
today. This is the case despite the 
bumpy political ride the country 
has experienced since its autocratic 
ruler Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali was 
toppled nearly seven years ago.

The reasons given for including 
Tunisia on the blacklist are very 
technical and the ministers sug-
gested that its name could be taken 
off soon. Whatever the ins and outs 
of the technical reasons adduced 
for including Tunisia, the country’s 
reputation as a safe place for for-
eign investors has been damaged 
when it was least needed.

One can only assume the techni-
cal report to the EU finance minis-
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The wave of moralisation 
against tax havens is well and 
good but punishing countries 
such as Tunisia hardly 
speaks of a well-thought-out 
neighbourhood policy
in Brussels.

ters responsible for the decision to 
include Tunisia on the list was the 
result of a misunderstanding.

The decision is most unwel-
come because Tunisia has faced 
down the threat of jihadi terrorism 
two-and-a-half years after attacks 
on the Bardo National Museum 
in Tunis and the beachside resort 
of Sousse led to a huge drop in 
the number of European tourists 
visiting the country. This damaged 
export earnings and employment 
in a sector that is an important 
engine of growth.

The lesser jihadi terrorist threat 
today is a key reason tourists are 
returning and foreign investors 
are, once more, looking at the 
country.

The wave of moralisation against 
tax havens is well and good but 
punishing countries such as 
Tunisia hardly speaks of a well-
thought-out neighbourhood policy 
in Brussels.

At a time when the EU Commis-
sion is trying to craft a common 
approach to the African immi-
grants flooding across the Medi-
terranean from Libya to Italy, one 
might have thought that European 
leaders had the common sense to 
avoid throwing a grenade in the 
direction of Tunisia.

The turmoil in Libya is costing 
Tunisia two percentage points of 
lost GDP growth every year — this 
year it will grow at 1.3% — which 
is considerable. Indeed, were the 
economy able to grow at 3.3% 
annually, the room to enact bold 
economic reforms would be that 
much greater.

Europe — in particular, France 

and the United Kingdom — ap-
pears to have forgotten that it was 
NATO’s use of force, at their and 
America’s initiative, that led to re-
gime change and the disintegration 
of Libya. It was both countries’ dis-
regard for the warnings of Algeria 
that resulted in the near collapse of 
Mali in 2012 and the unprecedent-
ed attack on the Algerian gas field 
of In Amenas in 2013.

When Tunisia faced the threat of 
jihadi groups in 2012-14, it was the 
Algerian Army that, at the request 
of the Tunisian government, lent 
support to the budding democracy. 
It was not France, which had initi-
ated the push to get rid of Libyan 
strongman Muammar Qaddafi 
or the European Union. Algeria 
extended greater financial aid to 
Tunisia in 2012 than the EU.

Context matters and the Euro-
pean Union gives the impression 
of being tone deaf. Having not 
much to show for its endeavours 
in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, 
having been wrong-footed by 
Russia in Syria, having cheered 
the demise of Qaddafi, one might 

have thought that Europe would 
do all it could to help Tunisia grow 
democratic roots.

In no way does that suggest 
the European Union should not 
criticise Tunisia, express concern 
at the “democratisation” of corrup-
tion or argue that the government 
should be bolder in its reforms. 
However, lobbing a grenade across 
the Mediterranean just before the 
Christmas season is hardly an act 
of charity. Indeed, it would ap-
pear to seasoned observers to be 
foolhardy.

The stability of Tunisia mat-
ters to the European Union. With 
Libya in turmoil and unlikely to be 
stabilised soon, a functioning state 
to the west is essential.

Consolidating democracy in the 
country will take time, healing the 
large regional economic and social 
disparities between the coast and 
the hinterland require patience 
and political skill. Creating jobs 
is tough but essential if 
younger Tunisians 
are going to be 
bothered to vote 

and support a democratic experi-
ment that lest we forget is unique 
in southern rim Mediterranean 
countries.

The European Union seems to 
have lost any sense of proportion, 
timing of geopolitical nous. The 
sooner its finance ministers take 
Tunisia off the list, the better.

Instead of tossing unwelcome 
grenades across the sea, it could 
do worse than increase its financial 
support for Tunisia. This would 
hardly be expensive considering 
Tunisia’s size — a population of 
11.4 million.

As he prepares to pay a state 
visit to Tunisia in February, French 
President Emmanuel Macron 
should consider encouraging his 
European peers to repair the dam-
age done by a bunch of technocrats 
in Brussels. Such a gesture would 
comfort his policy of fighting 
jihadist terrorism across the Sahel 
and containing the situation in 
Libya, both of which lie in Tuni-
sia’s deep hinterland and whose 
stability matters to this budding 
democracy.

Two lessons can be drawn from 
this sorry episode. Tunisia must 
count more on its own resources 
and stop pretending that being a 
budding democracy earns it kudos 
in Brussels or Washington. It no 

longer does. Its leaders must 
stop short-sighted politi-

cal infighting  
and be much more 
hard-headed in de-

fending the coun-
try’s 
 interests interna-
tionally.
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