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Tunisia has been facing protests across the country at price and tax rises since 3 January – the
anniversary of the “bread riots” which occurred in 1984 under the Habib Bourguiba regime. As with
the current unrest, that uprising was triggered by an intervention into the country’s affairs by
international financial institutions, and the subsequent shock to the livelihoods of Tunisians –
specifically, an increase in bread and grain prices following the adoption of an IMF plan.

It is impossible to understand these latest protests without understanding the role of international
financial institutions, especially the IMF, in imposing austerity on Tunisia since the popular uprising
of January 2011. In the months after the revolution, western governments and institutions were
looking for a way to prevent countries from questioning the neoliberal model. They found a solution
at the G8 summit in Deauville, France in May 2011.

With the Deauville Partnership with Arab Countries in Transition, a coalition comprising the G8
countries, Turkey, the Gulf countries, the IMF and World Bank established a deal to address the
revolutionary processes that were unfolding in Arab countries at the time. Huge loans were offered
to Tunisia, Morocco, Jordan, Yemen, Egypt – “Arab countries in transition” – in exchange for pushing
through a host of neoliberal institutional reforms.
The IMF and others took advantage of the unstable situation and the weaknesses of those countries
to force through the moves.
Tunisia had little ability to renegotiate the terms it was being offered. The Deauville Partnership has
been a cornerstone of the economic reforms adopted in my country during the transition period, but
also in other Arab countries like Morocco, Egypt and Jordan, with the IMF acting as the main driver.

The results of Deauville go a long way to explaining the protests happening today. Since 2011,
Tunisia’s foreign public debt has increased substantially – 41% of GDP in 2010 has become 71% in
2018.

Since 2017, Tunisia’s debt payments have ballooned, with all the loans from foreign lenders who had
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granted grace periods after the revolution now requiring repayment. In 2018, debt service payments
will reach a record 22% of the country’s budget.
Tunisia has needed two more IMF loans in the intervening period, in 2012 and 2016, which came
with further strings attached – including reducing the budget deficit and implementing austerity
measures which increased prices further.
With the second loan, the IMF exerted sustained pressure on Tunisia, and more specifically on the
Tunisian Central Bank, to stop intervening in the currency markets to defend the value of the
Tunisian dinar.
The result of the dinar’s (imposed) depreciation has been to increase imports at a time when the
main exports (phosphates and tourism) are in crisis and cannot offset these new costs. Tunisia is a
net import country, so this measure contributes highly to price increases, raising public debt ratios
and external debt service.

This all culminated in a new law, which came into effect in early January, and which sparked the
protests.
To reduce the budget deficit, the government was asked to reduce spending through
– recruitment freezes, early retirement and wage freezes in the public sector,
– increase state revenues through indirect expenditure taxes.
Price increases have been deepened by a rise in VAT and consumption taxes – the most
unprogressive forms of taxation, paid by everybody no matter what they earn.

This has meant less money in the pockets of the poorest as well as the middle classes who bear the
tax burden.
The most vulnerable in our society are suffering, the middle classes are impoverished – and the
brain drain has been accelerated by the dinar depreciation.

A sense of injustice is growing, fed by the unfair distribution of the tax burden, the absence of a real
effort to tackle tax fraud and evasion, the high unemployment level and the inequality of wealth in
the country.
The current context for change is less favourable than in 2011, but the growing protests are clearly
a signal that the economic situation is no longer sustainable.
Read the words of Warda Atig, a Tunis-based protest organiser : “As long as Tunisia continues these
deals with the IMF, we will continue our struggle. We believe that the IMF and the interests of
people are contradictory.” An escape from the submission to the IMF, which has brought Tunisia to
its knees and strangled the economy, is a prerequisite to bring about any real change.

 Jihad Azour : Grâce aux récentes réformes, la Tunisie est sur la bonne voie,
estime le FMI

30 janvier 2018

Le Directeur du département Moyen-Orient et Asie centrale du Fonds Monétaire International
(FMI), Jihad Azour, a déclaré que les récentes réformes, adoptées par la Tunisie, notamment au
niveau du marché libre et du budget de l’Etat de 2018, mènent « dans la bonne direction ».
S’exprimant à l’agence Reuters, le responsable a souligné qu’il était important d’améliorer le climat
des affaires en Tunisie et de poursuivre les réformes du secteur public, rappelant que la masse
salariale publique représente environ 15% du PIB, l’un des plus élevés au monde.
« Toute réforme a sa phase de transition. Durant cette dernière, ce qui est important est de
s’assurer qu’ils ont les bons facteurs d’atténuation, les bons programmes sociaux », a-t-il ajouté,
indiquant que les fonds publics seront « libérées » pour des dépenses sociales plus ciblées grâce à la
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réforme du secteur public et à la réduction des subventions des carburants.

Le FMI accusé d’avoir « étouffé » l’économie tunisienne

En réponse à un article publié dans The Guardian, intitulé « Le FMI a étouffé la Tunisie. Ce n’est pas
étonnant que les gens protestent » et écrit par la co-fondatrice de l’Observatoire Tunisien de
l’Economie Jihen Chandoul, le Fonds Monétaire International avait réagi.

« La frustration de Jihen Chandoul à propos des conditions économiques en Tunisie est
compréhensible, mais ses allégations sont déplacées », avait annoncé le porte-parole du FMI, Gerry
Rice.
Dans un communiqué publié le 18 janvier, Rice avait expliqué que « la fragilité économique de la
Tunisie n’est pas uniquement la résultante de chocs externes (tels que les attentats terroristes ou la
faible croissance en Europe), mais aussi de son modèle de patronage public : le secteur public
fournit un emploi sur cinq.
« Les emplois et l’équité viendront avec la croissance économique. La croissance s’accompagnera
d’une amélioration de la confiance des entreprises et des investisseurs, qui viendra à son tour une
fois que la Tunisie aura réduit ses déficits et maîtrisé la dette et l’inflation.
C’est justement ce qui sous-tend le budget 2018 du gouvernement qui, en plus de renforcer les
recettes fiscales, vise à financer les retraites sur une base plus durable, à maintenir les niveaux
d’investissements publics et à augmenter les dépenses consacrées aux programmes sociaux.
Le FMI ne préconise pas l’austérité. Nous préconisons des réformes bien conçues, bien appliquées
et socialement équilibrées. Nous avons constamment souligné la nécessité de répartir équitablement
le fardeau de l’ajustement et de protéger les classes les plus vulnérables de ses effets.

Cela comprend :
– le maintien des subventions sur les produits alimentaires de base ; l
– ’augmentation des taxes sur les produits principalement consommés par les plus aisés ;
– le renforcement de la collecte des impôts ;
– la répression de l’évasion fiscale ;
– la veille sur la réduction des salaires via les départs volontaires et les retraites anticipées, et les
licenciements obligatoires », indique le communiqué.

P.-S.

* Jihen Chandoul is co-founder of the Tunisian Observatory of Economy
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