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I would like to start by thanking the National Council on U.S. -Arab 

Relations, the Maghreb Center, and the Peterson Institute for 

International Economics for making this event possible.  I would also 

like to thank and welcome his Excellency, Ambassador Chelaifa, who 

has the honor of representing Tunisia at such an important time in its 

democratic transition.  I am pleased to share the stage with Ambassador 

Chelaifa as we discuss the strong, ongoing partnership between our two 

countries.   

 

In many ways, Tunisia remains the face of the Arab Awakening and the 

ongoing transitions throughout the region.  Its path has been filled with 

many difficult challenges and there are more ahead.  Like many of you 

here, however, we have been encouraged by recent developments in 

Tunisia.  In January, the National Constituent Assembly voted by 

overwhelming majority to adopt Tunisia’s new constitution and swore in 

an independent government under the leadership of Prime Minister 

Mehdi Joma’a.  On the economic front, Tunisia’s progress on its reform 

agenda enabled the IMF to complete the first and second reviews of 

Tunisia’s $1.75 billion Stand-By Arrangement.  This unlocked an 

additional $507 million in IMF financing in January.  These are positive 

steps, and we are optimistic that Tunisia will move forward with a 

successful transition to democracy and political and economic stability.  

 

The United States will continue to be a friend and partner to Tunisia to 

support its democratic transition, to bolster security, and to promote a 

more peaceful and prosperous future.  I’m here today to speak about 

some of the key elements of the economic component of this 

engagement.  First, it’s helpful to take a step back and put some of 

Tunisia’s economic challenges in a regional context.   

 



2 
 

The Arab Awakening was the result of more than just political 

grievances.  One of the underlying causes of the revolutions that swept 

across the region in 2011 was a lack of economic opportunities and jobs, 

particularly for a burgeoning youth population.  An uneven economic 

playing field left those without connections with limited prospects for a 

brighter future.  This was as true in Tunisia as it was in other parts of the 

region.   

 

Tunisia’s new government is focused on addressing these challenges and 

improving economic growth.  To do so, it will have to lay the foundation 

for a thriving economy, with a strong regulatory and policy framework, 

capable of creating jobs and wide-spread economic opportunities.   

 

An important part of meeting this challenge is increasing domestic 

investment and attracting more investment from overseas.  Increased 

trade and investment will be vital to boosting economic growth, 

diversifying Tunisia’s economy, and creating new jobs.  We are 

confident that U.S. trade and investment can play a large role in this 

process.  U.S. companies active in Tunisia not only contribute to U.S. 

prosperity, but also serve to share America’s economic strength.  This 

presents a “win-win” scenario for the United States and Tunisia.  As 

Tunisia takes steps to improve its investment climate and become a more 

attractive destination for foreign direct investment, it will also create a 

more level economic playing field that leads to more job opportunities.  

This will help address one of the biggest economic challenges facing 

Tunisia in the coming years: namely, the growing young population in 

search of quality jobs. 

 

The United States supports the Tunisian government’s ongoing 

commitment to its home grown economic reform program, which is 

supported by the IMF Stand-By Arrangement.  Through this reform 

program, Tunisia is taking steps to address vulnerabilities in its banking 

sector, reorient its budget toward a more pro-growth composition, and 

implement a comprehensive structural reform agenda that will promote 

private sector development.  Following through on this reform agenda 
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will help boost private sector-led economic growth and reduce 

unemployment.  While some of these reforms are difficult, the Tunisian 

government has recognized their importance.  The United States stands 

ready to help along the way.  

 

The trend in the region, and globally, is toward greater transparency and 

accountability in government.  Governments will have to demonstrate 

that they are using public funds responsibly, effectively, and to the 

greatest benefit of their citizens.  One of the challenges is making sure 

that the budget has the right mix of current consumption and capital 

investment.   

 

In Tunisia, government spending on wages and subsidies (both current 

consumption) is now close to 86 percent of government revenues.  This 

means that there is less space for the sort of capital investment in future 

productive capacity that can lay the foundation for long-term, broad-

based economic growth.  Unfortunately, capital expenditures likely 

reached record lows last year.  In addition to increasing capital 

investments, there is also a need to increase targeted social spending.  

Part of this transition will include a gradual shift away from a regressive, 

inefficient, and ultimately wasteful energy subsidy model and toward a 

more targeted social safety net that protects the most vulnerable 

Tunisians.   

 

We recognize that some of these reforms are difficult and certainly 

politically sensitive.  But a major challenge in this task simply lies in 

addressing misconceptions.  For example, there is often a misconception 

that subsidy reform is a form of “austerity.”  This is unfortunate and 

misleading, because sound policy reform that reduces general energy 

subsidies will result in improved growth that will benefit all Tunisians.   

 

Particularly in the MENA region, subsidy reform is about targeting 

government resources more effectively.  It is not about cutting spending.  

Rather, it is about changing the composition of spending, making sure 
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that each limited government dollar spent has the biggest impact for the 

people who need it most.   

 

Funds saved from the gradual reduction in energy subsidies can be used 

to increase targeted cash transfers to the poor.  They can also finance 

infrastructure investments to spur broad-based, long-term economic 

growth.  We believe that governments in the region can do more to 

explain to their citizens these tradeoffs of reform.  In order to 

successfully implement reform agendas, governments will need to 

engage their citizens on the economic transition in the same way that 

they engage on political transition.  In large part, economic reform is 

about helping governments fulfill the promise of the political transition.   

 

As Tunisia continues with its economic reform program, the United 

States will continue to be a strong partner.  We have large, signature 

programs that support Tunisia’s economic recovery and development.  

Since the January 2011 revolution, we have committed nearly $400 

million to support Tunisia’s transition, focusing heavily on support for 

peace and stability in the country, civil society and democratic practices, 

and technical and financial assistance to Tunisia’s economy and private 

sector.   

   

The United States has sought to encourage Tunisia’s economic recovery 

and lay the groundwork for market-oriented institutional reforms.  In 

2012, the United States gave Tunisia a $100 million cash transfer as 

direct budget support.  In addition, the United States guaranteed the 

repayment of principal and interest on a $485 million Tunisian sovereign 

bond issuance in 2012 to support stabilization and reform.  This greatly 

reduced the government’s borrowing costs. 

 

The United States provided $40 million in 2013 to the Tunisian-

American Enterprise Fund to help launch small-and-medium enterprises 

and spur additional private sector investment in Tunisia.  The Enterprise 

Fund will infuse capital into Tunisia’s financial system and advance 

Tunisia’s development across the country.   
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U.S. economic initiatives focus on job creation and structural economic 

reform.  In addition to the Tunisian-American Enterprise Fund, our joint 

work with the US Overseas Private Investment Corporation, or OPIC, 

helps to facilitate small loans to small and medium enterprises.  Our 

Information and Communications Technology Competitiveness Project 

develops job skills, increases hiring by improving business efficiency, 

and advises on critical policy reforms to enable the private sector to 

grow.  Our Thomas Jefferson Scholarships promote workforce 

development and benefits hundreds of young Tunisians.   

 

In a more recent initiative, the U.S. launched the Center for 

Entrepreneurial and Executive Development in December 2013.  This 

Center’s Director has already recruited 15 business mentors and is 

working to target 20 entrepreneurs in March.  The U.S. government has 

allocated half a million dollars for grants to small-and-medium-sized 

businesses in 2014 through this Center.  

  

The United States will continue to stand by Tunisia as it works through 

its political and economic transition.  We believe that Tunisia’s future is 

bright, and the region is undoubtedly stronger with a prosperous and 

democratic Tunisia.  In fact, Tunisia’s success can serve as a model and 

inspiration for others in the region.    

 


