
TUNIS: Tunisian street vendors often complain of offi-
cial harassment, but one sandwich maker-turned-social-
media-star hopes his struggles against bureaucracy will
motivate young entrepreneurs. Habib Hlila, 27, first set
up a food van in the working-class Bab El Khadra dis-
trict of Tunis in early April, selling sandwiches at the end
of each day’s fast during the Muslim holy month of
Ramadan. He quickly became a star of Tunisian street
food, gaining a social media following as he used banter
and theatrics to prepare his signature “El-Bey” sand-
wiches and grills, accompanied by his own special sauce.

As videos on social media helped his name spread,
Hlila started drawing ever bigger crowds. But in late
April, police detained Hlila and seized his truck on the
basis that he had no licence to operate. The operation
was caught on camera and widely shared online, spark-
ing anger among Tunisians who often complain of the
obstacles authorities place in front of small businesses

and everyday life. Hlila rode a wave of public sympathy
and started appearing on television to talk about his
experience.

The story drew comparisons to Mohamed Bouazizi,
the Tunisian street vendor who set himself on fire follow-
ing police harassment in 2010, triggering a nationwide
revolt that toppled dictator Zine El Abidine Ben Ali and
sparked the 2011 Arab Spring uprisings. Hlila rejects the
comparison, despite his own experience coming at a
time that Tunisia faces crippling economic conditions
and a political crisis that some have warned could return
the country to dictatorship.

Inspire unemployed youth 
“I’m not Bouazizi and I would never resort to acts of

desperation in response to crises,” he told AFP. “I’ve
decided to succeed and to be a source of motivation for
the young.” He says he wants to turn his experience into

a positive story to inspire young Tunisians who often
find it impossible to create a successful business in the
face of suffocating bureaucracy.

After a long struggle, he finally managed to procure a
license to organize cooking shows across Tunisia - then
retrieved his van and started up his sandwich business
again. Last Saturday, at an entrance to the Old City of
Tunis, he held a show in a brand-new food truck worth
more than $20,000, which he is paying off in install-
ments. Wearing a black outfit dotted with small Tunisian
flags, he held court for more than five hours in his first
meeting with customers since his arrest.

‘Success story’ 
“Bravo to this young man who kept going despite the

obstacles,” Naziha Bahloul, 51, told AFP as she queued
to buy a sandwich. “He’s a good example to young peo-
ple who only think of leaving the country. It’s a beautiful

success story.” But not everyone is inspired. Bilel, an
unemployed 31-year-old who, like many young
Tunisians, wants to leave in search of a better life in
Europe, said that Hlila “was able to go back to work
because his case got media attention - it’s not the case
for other young people.” But Hlila said he wants “to
prove to the young that you can reach your goals if you
are determined. I want to tell them that you should never
give up, despite the difficulties.”

Hlila’s interest in street food began in 2021 after
helping a friend make sandwiches and he has succeed-
ed despite not completing high school. Handcarts and
vans selling fast food are common in the Tunisian capi-
tal, but Hlila says the sector needs to be brought into
the regular economy - something that could both cre-
ate jobs and contribute to tourism. “I have a lot of ideas
to develop a project that could inspire unemployed
youth,” he said. — AFP
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Tunisian street vendor serves 
success despite bureaucracy

Vendors complain of official harassment

TUNIS: Tunisian street food vendor Habib El-Bey prepares street food using his own recipes for customers
in his van parked along the capital Tunis’ Habib Bourguiba Avenue.— AFP photos

TUNIS: A woman looks while her son eats one of the sandwiches prepared by Tunisian street food vendor
Habib El-Bey along the capital Tunis’ Habib Bourguiba Avenue.

British Airways cuts 
10,300 more flights 
LONDON: British Airways has axed another 10,300
short-haul flights up to the end of October, with the avi-
ation sector battling staff shortages and booming
demand as the pandemic recedes. The carrier, which is
owned by conglomerate International Airlines Group
(IAG), added in a statement that it had now cancelled 13
percent of its total summer schedule. BA has been
among the worst affected by sector-wide turmoil, as car-
riers race to meet soaring demand after the lifting of
COVID travel restrictions.

“The whole aviation industry continues to face into
significant challenges and we’re completely focused on
building resilience into our operation to give customers
the certainty they deserve,” the airline said in a state-
ment, having already announced hundreds of flight can-
cellations this summer. The latest move meanwhile comes
less than two weeks after BA staff at London Heathrow
airport voted to strike over pay this summer as surging
inflation erodes wages and sparks growing UK industrial
unrest. The carrier’s Heathrow ground staff voted by
more than 90 percent in favor of walkouts.

Wednesday’s news also comes after the British gov-

ernment recently offered “slot alleviation measures”
which allow carriers to temporarily reduce schedules
while retaining valuable take-off and landing slots.
“While taking further action is not where we wanted to
be, it’s the right thing to do for our customers and our
colleagues,” BA added on Wednesday. “This new flexi-
bility means that we can further reduce our schedule and
consolidate some of our quieter services so that we can
protect as many of our holiday flights as possible.”

The group sought to reassure customers but conced-
ed it would have a considerable impact on travel plans.
“While most of our flights are unaffected and the majori-
ty of customers will get away as planned, we don’t
underestimate the impact this will have and we’re doing
everything we can to get their travel plans back on
track,” BA added. “We’re in touch to apologize and offer
rebooking options for new flights with us or another air-
line as soon as possible or issue a full refund.”

In a vote of confidence in the aviation sector’s long-
term recovery, IAG last week ordered 11 Airbus
A320neo aircraft and three A321neos worth $1.7 billion.
The London-listed conglomerate recently forecast a
return to annual profit after narrowing COVID-induced
losses as travel curbs were eased. The group collapsed
into annual losses in 2020 and 2021 as COVID ravaged
global demand for international air travel, forcing BA
and its peers to slash thousands of jobs. IAG owns vari-
ous airlines that also include Ireland’s Aer Lingus and
Spain’s Iberia.— AFP 

Price spikes push 71 
million into poverty
UNITED NATIONS: Soaring global food and energy
prices have forced 71 million people into poverty in the
world’s poorest countries, according to a United Nations
Development Program report published Thursday. The
rise in the developing world’s poverty rates over the past
three months “is drastically faster than the shock of the
COVID-19 pandemic,” said the UNDP in a press release,
blaming the price surges in part on the war in Ukraine.

To address the growing issue, the UNDP said “target-
ed cash transfers to households are more equitable and
more cost-effective than blanket energy subsidies,” but
the UN agency added that governments will “need sup-
port from the multilateral system to make ends meet.”
The UNDP also warned in its report that as central banks
raise interest rates to tackle inflation, “there is a risk of
triggering further recession-induced poverty that will
exacerbate the crisis even more, accelerating and deep-
ening poverty worldwide.”

The report examined 159 countries, and found the sit-
uation to be most critical in the Balkans, the Caspian Sea
region and sub-Saharan Africa, particularly in the Sahel.
“Unprecedented price surges mean that for many people
across the world, the food that they could afford yester-
day is no longer attainable today,” said UNDP head

Achim Steiner. “This cost-of-living crisis is tipping mil-
lions of people into poverty and even starvation at
breathtaking speed and with that, the threat of increased
social unrest grows by the day,” he warned. Among the
countries facing the most severe consequences of surg-
ing prices, according to the report, are Armenia,
Uzbekistan, Burkina Faso, Ghana, Kenya, Rwanda, Sudan,
Haiti, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Ethiopia, Mali, Nigeria, Sierra
Leone, Tanzania and Yemen.— AFP 

A long winter: South
Africans struggle
with rolling blackouts
JOHANNESBURG: Unable to switch on lights or
heaters, cook dinner or charge their phones, South
Africans are spending their mid-winter evenings
plunged in darkness and low-tech living. Power out-
ages, known here as load shedding, intensified late last
month after strikes erupted at the nation’s monopoly
energy provider Eskom, leaving coal plants unable to
operate or undergo maintenance.

Electricity cuts in South Africa are a notorious,
years-old problem. But the frequency of power losses-
two to three times per day and lasting up to four hours
at a time-is the worst since a bleak episode in
December 2019, and many people are livid. “It’s like
we’re back to apartheid life, whereby we’re back to
candles, paraffin stoves,” said Rebecca Bheki-
Mogotho, a Johannesburg city employee. Her compari-
son was with life under South Africa’s former segra-
tionist regime, which deprived the black majority of
basic infrastructure and services.

The leading economy on the continent, South Africa
relies on coal to generate more than 80 percent of its
electricity. The country has plenty of coal, but most of
its plants are ageing, need repair or are scheduled to
be decommissioned in the coming decades. “We didn’t
do what we should have done in the past five to 10
years,” energy analyst Clyde Mallinson told AFP.
“We’ve got ourselves caught in a situation where we
are desperately trying to plug what’s broken rather
than get ahead of it.”

101 days of blackouts 
The wage dispute that compounded the crisis con-

cluded Tuesday with Eskom employees accepting a

seven percent increase, which the electricity provider
said in a statement “will be a struggle for Eskom to
afford.” But even with workers back on the job, Eskom
warned it would “still take some time” for the system
to recover due to the backlog of maintenance.

The public entity is already laden with debt and
struggling to recover from years of alleged misman-
agement and corruption, which made it a key entity
investigated during a four-year public inquiry into
state graft. To bridge the severe gap in supply, Eskom
is relying on back-up gas turbines that blast through
14 litres of diesel (3.7 gallons) per second. Seven of
these turbines were in operation Friday.

The cost of using diesel as a substitute fuel has
been stratospheric. Eskom CEO Andre de Ruyter said
the company spent 1.54 billion rand ($93.8 million) in
June alone-more than double its original budget. It has
also spent more than double its annual budget for
diesel only halfway into the year. The big splurge is still
not enough to avoid outages that can cause havoc,
from delays at intersections with downed traffic lights
to faults at substations prolonging blackouts. In April,
the company warned the country could see as many as
101 days of load shedding this year due to break-
downs.

At least 10,000 MW of renewable wind and solar
energy should have been brought online since 2015 to
keep pace with demand, Mallinson said. An intensive
building strategy to make that up in the next two years
would relieve the issue. “We have to build rapidly, like
our lives depend on it,” Mallinson said. The mining
industry, the country’s economic backbone, has begun
investing in self-generation with renewables, Henk
Langenhoven, chief economist at the trade grouping
Minerals Council South Africa, told AFP. “As the prob-
lems... with the core energy supply from Eskom are
rising and the shortfalls are increasing, the pressure
and the inclination to actually move that way is actually
getting stronger,” Langenhoven said. Eskom’s senior
officials have similarly made repeated calls for the swift
development of new energy sources.—AFP

JOHANNESBURG: A city power contractor stands in an underground work area beneath Johannesburg, South Africa.
Blackouts - called load shedding - intensified late last month in South Africa due to ‘illegal’ strike action at the
nation’s monopoly energy provider Eskom, resulting in coal plants unable to operate or undergo maintenance. — AFP 

HAYS, Yemen: Yemenis displaced by the conflict,
receive food aid and supplies to meet their basic
needs, at a camp in Hays district in the war-ravaged
western province of Hodeida.— AFP 


