
Yemen’s steely former president of 33 years, Ali Abdullah
Saleh, made his last political gamble and lost on Monday,
meeting his death at the hands of the Houthi movement, his
erstwhile allies in the country’s multi-sided civil war.
Officials in his General People’s Congress party (GPC) con-
firmed to Reuters that the 75-year-old Saleh had been killed
outside the capital Sanaa in what Houthi sources said was
an RPG (rocket-propelled grenade) and gun attack. 

A master of weaving alliances and advancing his person-
al and family interests in Yemen’s heavily armed and deeply
fractious tribal society, Saleh unified his country by force,
but he also helped guide it toward collapse in its latest war.
The Middle East’s arch-survivor once compared running
Yemen to “dancing on the heads of snakes”, ruling with
expertly balanced doses of largesse and force. He outlived
other Arab leaders who were left dead or deposed by upris-
ings and civil wars since 2011.

Cornered by pro-democracy “Arab Spring” protests,
Saleh wore a cryptic smile when signing his resignation in a
televised ceremony in 2012. Saleh waged six wars against
the Houthis from 2002 to 2009 before he made an
impromptu alliance with the group that seized the capital
Sanaa in 2014 and eventually turned on him. The two sides
feuded for years for supremacy over territory they ran
together. The Houthis probably never forgave his forces for
killing their founder and father of the current leader.

Fearing the Houthis are a proxy for their arch-foe Iran,
the mostly Gulf Arab alliance sought to help the internation-
ally recognized Yemeni government win the conflict. Saleh’s
army loyalists and Houthi fighters together weathered thou-
sands of air strikes by a Saudi-led military coalition in
almost three years of war. As the conflict wrought a humani-
tarian crisis, mutual sniping about responsibility for eco-
nomic woes in northern Yemeni lands that they together rule
peaked on Wednesday when the capital erupted in gunbat-
tles between their partisans.

Arch-Survivor
Saleh had seemed unshakeable in one of the world’s poor-

est and unstable countries. He managed to play his enemies
off against each other as tribal warfare, separatist movements
and Islamist militants destabilized Yemen. He survived a bomb
attack in his palace mosque in 2011 which killed senior aides
and disfigured him. As other leaders were toppled by the
Arab Spring uprisings, he found a way to retire peacefully to
his villa in the capital and plot a comeback.

Despite being forced to step down in 2012 under a Gulf-

brokered transition plan following protests against his rule,
Saleh won immunity in the deal and remained a powerful
political player. The ever-nimble Saleh was a pivotal figure in
the war, which has killed at least 10,000 people, displaced 2
million from their homes, led to widespread hunger and a
cholera epidemic. 

Saleh became the ruler of North Yemen in 1978 at a time
when the south was a separate, communist state, and led the
unified country after the two states merged in 1990.
Opponents often complained that Yemen under Saleh failed
to meet the basic needs of the country’s people, where two of

every three live on less than $2 per day. Saleh managed to
keep Western and Arab powers on his side, styling himself as
a key ally of the United States in its war on terrorism. He
received tens of millions of dollars in US military aid for units
commanded by his relatives.

After the Sept 11, 2001 attacks against US cities, Yemen
came onto Washington’s radar as a source of foot soldiers for
Osama bin Laden’s al Qaeda network. Bin Laden was born in
Saudi Arabia though his family came from Yemen’s
Hadramaut region. Saleh cooperated with US authorities as
the CIA stepped up a campaign of drone strikes against key
Al-Qaeda figures, which also led to scores of civilian deaths.

Born in 1942 near Sanaa, he received only limited educa-
tion before joining the military as a non-commissioned officer.
His first break came when President Ahmed Al-Ghashmi, who
came from the same Hashed tribe as Saleh, appointed him
military governor of Taiz, North Yemen’s second city. When
Ghashmi was killed by a bomb in 1978, Saleh replaced him. In
1990, the collapse of the Soviet Union helped propel North
Yemen under Saleh and the socialist South Yemen state into a
unification.  Saleh angered Gulf Arab allies by staying close to
Saddam Hussein during the 1990-91 Iraqi occupation of
Kuwait, leading to the expulsion of up to 1 million Yemenis
from Saudi Arabia. But he then won plaudits from Western
powers for carrying out economic reforms drawn up by the
International Monetary Fund and World Bank, and made
efforts to attract foreign investors. He swept to victory when
southerners tried to secede from united Yemen in 1994 and
drew closer to Saudi Arabia. 

Saleh’s son, Ahmed Ali, lives under house arrest in the
United Arab Emirates, where he once served as ambassa-
dor before it joined ally Saudi Arabia to make war on the
Houthi-Saleh alliance. Ahmed Ali, a powerful former mili-
tary commander whom his father appeared to be groom-
ing to succeed him, may the family’s last chance to win
back influence.  —Reuters

Tuesday, December 5, 2017

10
A n a l y s i s

Established 1961 

Tunisia softening 
economic reforms 
to avoid unrest 
Tunisia plans to launch long-awaited reforms to reduce
its chronic budget deficit, but the measures could harm
investment if the government imposes new taxes and
resists cutting the bloated public sector in order to avoid
social unrest. The International Monetary Fund is in Tunis
this week to review the government’s efforts to fix an
economy in turmoil since President Zine El-Abidine Ben
Ali was ousted in the first of the Arab Spring rebellions in
2011. Tunisia has been praised as the only democratic
success among the Arab Spring nations. But economic
performance has lagged, with phosphate exports hit by
strikes and tourism suffering from Islamist attacks.
Hoping to secure further IMF finance to fund the 2018
budget, Economic Reforms Minister Taoufik Rajhi said
the government would launch “unprecedented reforms”
to cut the deficit to 4.9 percent in 2018 from 6 percent
this year.

Tunisia wants to reduce the public workforce by
20,000 from 800,000, overhaul loss-making state firms,
and increase taxes and social security contributions,
Rajhi told Reuters. Rajhi said the government is serious
about reforms this time, but analysts say Prime Minister
Youssef Chahed is likely to amend the proposals in order
to calm social tensions. That would put Tunisia at odds
with its lenders. Since 2011, nine governments have failed
to cut the deficit and the country needs $3 billion in for-
eign loans next year alone.

“The government is heavily reliant on financial assis-
tance from multilateral lenders - such as the IMF - which
are putting pressure and conditioning their support on
the implementation of structural reforms, notably on the
fiscal front, (and) job cuts in the public sector in particu-
lar,” said Raphaele Auberty, Tunisia analyst at BMI
Research. On the other hand, “risks of social instability in
the country are limiting the scope for fiscal consolidation
without triggering large-scale protests”, she said.

Under pressure from unions, officials have agreed to
increase public sector salaries in 2018 and avoid compul-
sory lay-offs which could provoke protests. The govern-
ment wants to cut the public sector wage bill to 12.5 per-
cent of GDP in 2020 from 15 percent by offering volun-
tary redundancies, although that would be expensive. A
spokesman for the IMF said the fund and Tunisia agreed
urgent reforms were needed, “including tax reforms and
measures to limit the further growth of the public wage
bill that risks becoming unaffordable and is among the
highest in the world.”

Jobs
Tunisian officials also want to raise taxes on bank

profits to 40 percent from 35 percent. Tax on real estate
deals will rise to 19 percent from 6 percent, which busi-
nesses say will undermine their competitiveness. “Taxes
kill investors’ desire to come here,” said Nafaa Naifer of
the business association UTICA, which says companies
will close if the tax plan goes ahead. “We cannot tolerate
more sacrifices if our sacrifices only go to boost the pub-
lic sector salaries ,” he said. Last year, the government
imposed a temporary 7-percent tax on companies to
help finance the budget, 45 percent of which is spent on
public sector salaries. Western countries are keen that
Tunisia should attract investment because high unem-
ployment has forced many young Tunisians to go abroad
in search of better fortune or even war. The number of
boats smuggling migrants to Italy has risen sharply, while
Tunisia has produced the largest number of jihadists
heading for battlefields in Iraq, Syria and Libya.

In April, the IMF agreed to pay out a delayed $320
million second tranche of a $2.8 billion loan to Tunisia
after complaining about lack of progress in cutting the
public sector. Chahed is walking a tightrope, presiding
over a coalition of secularists and Islamists who have
repeatedly clashed over the country’s transition since
2011. He especially needs to listen to the powerful labour
union UGTT, which mediated in 2013 when tensions
between Islamists and secular forces were threatening
Tunisia’s stability. The UGTT opposes deep cuts, saying
people are worse off than before the revolution due to
inflation of around 5.8 percent.

The dinar has fallen by 35 percent since 2011 as
tourists have stayed away. Two big militant attacks almost
killed off the sector in 2015. Tunisia lost nearly $2 billion
due to a drop in phosphate exports when jobless youths
blocked rail tracks near the mines. The IMF wants to cut
subsidies on bread, petrol and other goods but the gov-
ernment plans to keep the bill stable at the equivalent of
$1.4 billion next year. The sensitivity of the issue was
apparent when a minister told Reuters recently that bread
prices would rise by a few cents because the government
could not absorb the cost of an increase in global wheat
prices. Local media jumped on the story and the UGTT
leader met Chahed to press him to keep prices stable.

Protests? 
Opposition parties expect the reforms to cause

protests. “These measures are painful and 2018 will be
the most difficult year for Tunisians. I don’t think it will go
without a popular reaction,” said Jilani Hammami, an offi-
cial in the left-leaning Popular Front movement. The gov-
ernment plan calls for an overhaul of overstaffed state
firms but avoids any mention of layoffs. “We will deter-
mine what should be kept entirely under the state and
what should be a partnership between the public and pri-
vate sectors, and what should privatized,” said Rajhi, the
reform minister, without elaborating. —Reuters

Saleh played his last hand and lost

This file photo taken on Oct 10, 2010 during an Afro-Arab joint summit in the
Libyan coastal city of Sirte shows Libya’s late deposed leader Muammar Gaddafi
(center) leaning on former Egyptian president Hosni Mubarak (right) and Yemen’s
ex-president Ali Abdullah Saleh (left) as they pose for a group picture with other
leaders, including Tunisia’s deposed president Zine El Abidine Ben Ali. —AFP

This file photo taken on Feb 8, 1999 shows (from left) then US president Bill
Clinton, his Egyptian and Yemeni counterparts Mubarak and Saleh, and late
Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat attending the funeral of Jordanian King Hussein
in Amman. —AFP

This file photo taken on Nov 10, 2005 shows former
US President George W Bush shaking hands with
Saleh as the two meet privately inside the Oval
Office of the White House in Washington. —AFP

This file photo taken on Feb 24, 2009 shows then
Russian prime minister Vladimir Putin and Saleh
posing during their meeting in Moscow. —AFP

In this Sept 12, 2000 file photo, then Cuban
President Fidel Castro hugs Saleh during an
official welcome ceremony in Havana. —AP
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