
COLOMBO: A ship is loaded with containers at the Chinese-majority owned Colombo International
Container Terminal (CICT) in Colombo yesterday. The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has agreed a $1.5
billion loan for Sri Lanka to support economic reforms aimed at reversing a two-decade decline in tax rev-
enue and reviving growth, it said yesterday. — AFP
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TUNIS: Political divisions in Tunisia’s ruling
coalition risk undermining economic
reforms and paralyzing the government as
it tries to revive the country’s post-revolu-
tion economy and tackle Islamist militancy.
Until recently, compromise between secular
and Islamist parties in the governing
alliance had helped keep Tunisia’s transition
on track after the 2011 overthrow of Zine El-
Abidine Ben Ali, which inspired uprisings
across the Arab world.

But that consensus looks increasingly
threatened by squabbling among secular
allies and splits within the coalition. When
lawmakers voted for part of an economic
reform package last week, the ruling alliance
managed to force the bill through by just
two votes after many of its lawmakers
opposed the motion or abstained.

The vote on the bill to protect central
bank autonomy was just one of the financial
overhauls Tunisia’s international lenders are
demanding to set the North African state’s
economy on track after five years of
upheaval. But for ruling coalition parties to
muster only 73 votes of the 150 they control
in the 217-member congress underscored
how political splits are starting to undermine
those efforts.

Tunisia is struggling with lower tourism
revenue after three militant attacks last year,
protests over unemployment and slow eco-
nomic revival. “There are some in the coali-
tion that think they can be in the govern-
ment and the opposition at the same time,”
said Ajmi Ourimi, a lawmaker with the
Islamist Ennahda party, which is part of the
coalition. “We’re in a crisis of coordination.”

After elections in late 2014, Prime
Minister Habib Essid’s cabinet, including
ministers from secularist Nidaa Tounes party,
Ennahda and other minor parties, has strug-
gled to make progress on economic reforms

to match Tunisia’s political progress.
The International Monetary Fund this

month reached a preliminary deal to assist
Tunisia with a four-year loan program
worth about $2.8 billion tied to economic
reforms. That came after offers of aid from
European partners.

But IMF Tunisia mission chief Amine Mati
urged the government to start work imme-
diately. Splits in secular party Nidaa Tounes
and its ally Afek Tounes have angered Essid,
who felt the loss of political support as he
seeks to pass more sensitive austerity-style
reforms needing consensus to overcome
any popular reactions. “I feel frustrated after I
saw the result of the vote on the Central
Bank law. I held meetings with the four coali-
tion parties in order to avoid the same sce-
nario,” Essid told reporters.

But it is far from clear whether their posi-
tions will unify for new bills, especially with
widening political divides among the four,
Ennahda, Nidaa Tounes, Afek Tounes and
Free Popular Union UPL party. Nidaa Tounes,
the party of President Beji Caid Essebsi, has
already splintered over a dispute about the
role his son might play in the party and its
secretary-general and a group of lawmakers
broke away to form a new political move-
ment. In a sign of more rifts, Yassin Ibrahim,
the leader of Afek Tounes party, has sug-
gested the formation of a new parliamentary
bloc which includes liberal parties but
excludes Ennahda.

Although Nidaa Tounes leaders rejected
the proposal, Ibrahim’s comments could
further weaken the fragile government.
“There has been a crisis in the coalition
since the announcement of possible new
front in parliament and after the central
bank law vote,” Abd Elaziz El Koti, a Nidaa
Tounes lawmaker. “We’re in talks over bet-
ter coordination now.”

BAD TIMING
Political infighting could not come at a

worse time. Tunisia’s economy has faltered
since the revolt against Ben Ali and prob-
lems have been exacerbated by last year’s
attacks by Islamist militants who targeted
foreign visitors and the tourism industry
which accounts for 8 percent of gross
domestic product. Economic growth in
Tunisia was 0.8 percent last year and officials
expect 2.5 percent this year, but unemploy-
ment stands at 15.3 percent and is far higher
among young people.

Protests and rioting over jobs and eco-
nomic opportunities at the start of the year
illustrated how sensitive any austerity
reforms may be given the simmering social
tensions. The rest of the reform package will
be presented to parliament in the coming
weeks, after a long delay, including the
investment bill, retirement bill and banks
project law.

Analysts say the banks bill may cause
controversy after financial experts criticized
the Islamic finance portion for favoring
Islamic banks over traditional banks. The
government’s proposal to raise the retire-
ment age by five years - part of efforts to
reduce public spending on pensions - is also
facing a strong resistance from the powerful
labor union UGTT.

Labour union protests have already
forced the cabinet to act. The government
scuppered an attempt to apply a fiscal law
obliging thousands of doctors and lawyers
to give details on their income after their
unions threatened strikes. “Prime minister
Essid is now without partisan support, he is
alone engaged in small and large wars,” local
newspaper Tunisie Telegraph newspaper
said in a column. “Two lawmakers saved the
central bank law and perhaps the country
from early elections.” — Reuters

Political splits threaten 
Tunisia economic reform
Central bank autonomy law only first in package

Iran snags more
European oil buyers in
slog for market share

LONDON: Two European refiners are set to receive their first oil
cargoes from Iran since international sanctions were lifted in
January against the country, which is ramping up crude exports
in a battle to take back market share. Iran has pledged to
increase production following sanctions lifting, and it declined
to participate in a meeting on April 17 of producer group OPEC
and non-member nations aimed at reaching a deal to freeze
output to prop up prices. The talks collapsed.

Italy’s IPLOM booked a 1 million barrel cargo of Iranian crude
that is sailing towards the country aboard the Poetic, industry
sources told Reuters. It will be the first post-sanctions cargo to
arrive in Italy. Oil trading and shipping sources said Greek refiner
Motor Oil Hellas would also receive its first post-sanctions deliv-
ery of Iranian crude aboard the Kriti Breeze, which loaded at
Kharg Island on April 20.

The company did not respond to a request for comment.
Both refiners bought Iran’s oil before sanctions against the coun-
try’s nuclear program effectively halted its shipments to Europe,
which had accounted for more than a third of its exports. France’s
Total, Spain’s Cepsa and Greece’s Hellenic Petroleum have
booked Iranian crude for their European refineries this year.

Others, including Italy’s Saras and ENI, have expressed inter-
est in buying. But exports have been much slower than Iran tar-
geted due to struggles with shipping and insurance. Iran’s
exports peaked at just over 2.5 million barrels per day (bpd) in
2011, making it the second-largest exporter that year after Saudi
Arabia. Its exports fell to a little more than 1 million bpd after
tougher sanctions in 2012.

According to data from Energy Aspects, global imports of
Iran’s crude rose in March to 1.90 million bpd, from 1.51 million
bpd in February. “Buyers are gradually finding ways to handle
the issues with shipping insurance and banking transactions,
which in the end are hurdles rather than insurmountable barri-
ers,” said Richard Mallinson, an analyst with Energy Aspects.

“As more buyers join in we could see flows to Europe
increase, which is certainly a goal for Iran.” — Reuters

Libya outlines ambitious 
plans to restore oil output
LONDON/TRIPOLI: Libya’s National Oil Corporation has ambitious
plans to restore output to pre-2011 levels after years of violence and
disruption, officials said. Oil output is now less than a quarter of the
1.6 million barrels per day Libya pumped before Muammar Gaddafi
fell in 2011, and the National Oil Corporation (NOC) in Tripoli hopes
to ramp it up swiftly with the backing of a new unity government.

Full recovery could take years because of shutdowns by disgrun-
tled workers, political rivalry and attacks by Islamic State militants.
Militants hit the al-Ghani, Mabrouk, and Dahra fields in the Sirte
basin over a year ago, forcing the NOC to declare force-majeure on
11 fields, and there have been further attacks since then. An NOC
official in Tripoli told Reuters that at least 200,000 bpd of capacity
had been damaged in attacks on oil fields in the western Sirte basin,
Libya’s most prolific.

It may take the NOC until late 2017 or 2018 to bring those fields
back to full capacity, the official said, if it can afford the repairs.

The first phase of a three-stage recovery plan can be implement-
ed within three months, a second NOC official in Tripoli said, allow-
ing fields like El Sharara and Elephant, with a combined capacity of
around 430,000 bpd, to come back on stream.

But other fields, including those that have been directly attacked
and others that feed via pipeline to Libya’s largest export terminals
at Ras Lanuf and Es Sider, may take longer to bring back online, he
added. Phase two covers six to eight months down the line while
the final phase covers fields that will take between eight months
and several years to reopen.

Infrastructure damage at the ports could take years to repair and
will delay the restart of the fields feeding to them.  Another big fac-
tor is the cost of the repairs. “All those plans depend on security. If
proper and robust security at the oil facilities is not in place, then our
plans will be in jeopardy,” the second official said.

Earlier this year militants attacked Ras Lanuf and Es Sider, which
can handle 600,000 bpd of crude exports. The two terminals had
been closed since December 2014, after an attack on Es Sider.

The latest assault left just 12 out of 32 storage tanks at the termi-
nals operational, NOC chairman Mustafa Sanalla told Reuters in
February. It may take NOC “many years” to rebuild damaged “long
lead items” at the ports, he added. —  Reuters 


