
TUNIS: Tunisia’s crisis-stricken economy needs
“deep reforms” such as slashing its vast public
wage bill, the International Monetary Fund’s outgo-
ing country chief has said as the government seeks
a new bailout.

Jerome Vacher, speaking in an interview at the
end of his three-year term as the global lender’s
envoy to the North African country, said the coro-
navirus pandemic had helped create Tunisia’s
“worst recession since independence” in 1956.
“The country had pre-existing problems, in partic-
ular budget deficits and public debt, which have
worsened,” he said.

Tunisia’s debts have soared to nearly 100 per-
cent  of  Gross Domest ic  Product . I ts  GDP
plunged by almost nine percent in 2020, the
worst rate in North Africa, only modestly offset
by a three percent bounce-back last year. That is
“quite weak and far from enough” to create jobs
to counteract an unemployment rate of 18 per-
cent, Vacher said.

He said young graduates face particular chal-
lenges in finding work, despite the country being
able to offer “a qualified workforce and a favorable
geographic location”. Since dictator Zine El Abidine
Ben Ali was toppled by mass protests in 2011,
Tunisia’s troubled democratic transition has failed to
revive the economy.

President Kais Saied sacked the government and
suspended parliament on July 25 last year, and the
government has since asked the IMF for a bailout
package-the fourth since the revolution. Tunisian
authorities say they are optimistic about reaching a
deal by the end of this quarter.

Vacher said discussions are still at an early stage
and that the IMF first wants “to understand what
they’re planning in terms of economic reforms”. “It’s
an economy that needs very deep, structural
reforms, especially to improve the business environ-
ment,” the French economist said.

Hefty public wage bill 
But Vacher added that the government “under-

stands the main challenges and problems, which is
already a good basis”, urging Tunisia to come up
with a “solid and credible” reform plan. To do
that, it must tackle its huge spending on public
sector salaries. “The public wage bill is one of the
highest in the world,” Vacher said. In a country of
12 million people, more than half of public spend-
ing goes to paying the salar ies of  around
650,000 public servants-a figure that does not
include local authority wages.

Nor does the figure include Tunisia’s hefty
public companies, which often hold monopolistic
positions across sectors from telecoms to air
transport and employ at least 150,000 people at
the public expense. All this drains resources that
the state could be investing in education, health
and infrastructure, Vacher said.

“There needs to be a big efficiency drive in the
public sector (to meet) public expectations in
terms of services,” he said. The IMF has long

called for a restructuring of Tunisia’s system of
subsidies on basic goods such as petrol and sta-
ple foods, which essentially see more state funds
doled out to the biggest consumers-a system
Vacher said was unfair.

The lender recommends scrapping subsidies
and instead creating a system of targeted cash
payments to needy groups. The IMF’s recom-
mendations are important as not only could it
lend billions more to Tunisia, but other bodies
including the European Union have said they

will condition future aid on the global lender’s
green light.

For Vacher, the biggest responsibility lies in
the hands of Tunisia’s decision-makers. “It’s up to
them to act to find solutions, put forward reforms,
a vision and an ambition,” he said.

While many observers have predicted doom
for Tunisia’s public finances, Vacher said the situ-
ation is “not optimal, but manageable”. But “there
is an urgent need to make the public finances
more sustainable.” —AFP
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TUNIS: Jerome Vacher, the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) envoy to Tunisia, is pictured during an interview
with AFP in the capital Tunis, on Friday. 

TUNIS: A Tunisian man waves his country’s national flag during protests against President Kais Saied, on the
11th anniversary of the Tunisian revolution in the capital Tunis. —AFP photos

Libya oil, gas
exports hit 5-year
high of $21.5bn
TRIPOLI: Libya’s lifeline oil and gas exports raised
revenues of more than $21.5 billion in 2021, the highest
level in five years, the National Oil Corporation
announced Saturday. Total net revenues for oil and gas
exports last year amounted to $21.5 billion as well as
30 million euros in non-dollar sales, the state-run NOC
said in a statement.

It said record levels were achieved in November
and December, raising a combined $4.3 billion in the
two last months of 2021. “The end of the year 2021
recorded a recovery, and oil prices achieved their
largest annual gains since 2016, driven by the recov-
ery of the global economy from the state of stagna-
tion” due to the coronavirus epidemic, NOC chief
Mustafa Sanalla said.

Since the 1970s, Libya which sits on the largest
known oil reserves in Africa has been heavily depend-
ent on revenues from its hydrocarbon exports. But in a
decade of violence since the 2011 revolt that overthrew
and killed dictator Muammar Gaddafi, armed groups
have frequently blockaded or damaged oil installations.

The shutdowns have forced the NOC to declare
force majeure, a legal move allowing it to free itself
from contractual obligations in light of factors beyond

its control.Oil production has recovered to 1.2 million
barrels per day, as opposed to between 1.5 million and
1.6 million bpd before the NATO-backed uprising of
2011. But Sanalla warned “the ability of the oil sector in
Libya to invest and advance the process of infrastruc-

ture modernization will remain weak in the foreseeable
future, especially in light of the scarcity of budgets”.

“What we need more than ever is to think outside
the box and create initiatives to save the infrastruc-
ture,” he stressed. —AFP

WASHINGTON: The global economic
recovery is facing significant head-
winds amid new waves of COVID-19
infections, persistent labor market
challenges, l ingering supply-chain
challenges and rising inflationary pres-
sures. After expanding by 5.5 per cent
in 2021, the global output is projected
to grow by only 4.0 per cent in 2022
and 3.5 per cent in 2023, according to
the United Nations World Economic
Situation and Prospects (WESP) 2022,
which was launched Friday.

The robust recovery in 2021 - driven
by strong consumer spending and
some uptake in investment, with trade
in goods surpassing pre-pandemic lev-
els - marked the highest growth rate in
more than four decades, the Report
highlighted. Yet the momentum for
growth - especial ly in China, the
United States and the European Union
- slowed considerably by the end of
2021, as the effects of monetary and
fiscal stimuli began to recede and
major supply-chain disruptions
emerged. Rising inflationary pressures
in many economies are posing addi-
tional risks to recovery. 

“In this fragile and uneven period of
global recovery, the World Economic
Situation and Prospects 2022 calls for
better targeted and coordinated policy
and financial measures at the national
and international levels. The time is
now to close the inequality gaps within
and among countries. If we work in sol-
idarity - as one human family - we can
make 2022 a true year of recovery for
people and economies alike,” said
AntÛnio Guterres

Secretary-General of the United
Nations. With the highly transmissible
Omicron variant of COVID-19 unleashing
new waves of infections, the human and
economic toll of the pandemic are pro-
jected to increase again. “Without a coor-
dinated and sustained global approach to
contain COVID-19 that includes universal
access to vaccines, the pandemic will
continue to pose the greatest risk to an
inclusive and sustainable recovery of the
world economy,” noted Liu Zhenmin,
Under-Secretary-General of the United
Nations Department of Economic and
Social Affairs. 

The global economy was projected
to grow 6.0 percent in 2021 and 4.9

percent in 2022 by the International
Monetary Fund. The 2021 global fore-
cast was unchanged from the April 2021
WEO, but with offsetting revisions. 

Prospects for emerging market and
developing economies have been
marked down for 2021, especially for
Emerging Asia. By contrast, the fore-
cast  for advanced economies is
revised up. These revisions reflect

pandemic developments and changes
in policy support. The 0.5 percentage-
point upgrade for 2022 derives largely
from the forecast  upgrade for
advanced economies, particularly the
United States, reflecting the anticipat-
ed legislation of additional fiscal sup-
port in the second half of 2021 and
improved health metrics more broadly
across the group.

The Brega oil port in Marsa Brega, 270 km west of Libya’s eastern city of Benghazi. —AFP

World risks more 
years of high energy 
prices, emissions: IEA
PARIS: The world faces more years of high
energy prices and emissions unless the
electr icity sector changes faster after
demand hit  a record last  year, the
International Energy Agency said Friday.

The economic recovery from the Covid
pandemic, combined with unusual weather
conditions, caused electricity demand to
jump by more than six percent in 2021, the
largest increase since 2010, the IEA said. In
absolute terms, the increase of more than
1,500 terawatt-hours was the largest ever,
the Paris-based agency said in its semi-
annual Electricity Market Report.

This pushed prices to unprecedented lev-
els while emissions from the electricity sec-
tor rose by seven percent in 2021 — an all-
time high after having decreased the previ-
ous two years, the IEA said.

While renewable power experienced
“impressive growth”, electricity generation
from coal and natural gas hit record levels,
the report found. “In the absence of faster
structural  change in the sector, r is ing
demand over the next three years could
result in additional market volatility and
continued high emissions,” the IEA said.
IEA executive director Fatih Birol said emis-
sions from electricity must fall by 55 per-
cent by 2030 if the world is to meet a target
of net-zero carbon emissions by 2050.

“But in the absence of major pol icy
action from governments, those emissions
are set to remain around the same level
for the next three years,” Birol said in a
statement.

“Not only does this highlight how far off
track we currently are from a pathway to
net zero emissions by 2050, but it also
underscores the massive changes needed
for the electricity sector to fulfil its critical
role in decarbonizing the broader energy
system.” Birol also warned that high elec-
tricity prices “have been causing hardship
for many households and businesses around
the world and risk becoming a driver of
social  and pol i t ical  tensions.”  China
accounted for around half of the global
growth in electricity demand last year. The
country experienced power cuts due to coal
shortages-a problem also encountered by
India. —AFP
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