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Tunisia-USA: President Bush hails Tunisia’s exemplary reforms


Receiving the new Ambassador of Tunisia to the USA, President Bush who, in a brief speech delivered on this occasion, hailed Tunisia’s exemplary reforms and its sustainable and shrewd economic and social policies under President Ben Ali’s leadership.


“Tunisia’s exemplary reforms in the economic and social fields have enabled it to achieve growth and create for its citizens opportunities which are considered unequalled in the region. The sustainable and shrewd social policy has spared Tunisia the unsettling demographic pressures to which many countries are submitted.”

President Bush added that Tunisia disposes of all the institutions and human resources that are required to achieve its ambitious objectives in the field of reform and that the USA will continue to be Tunisia’s solid partner so as to improve and consolidate its capacity to increase the economic opportunities for the benefit of the Tunisian and the American peoples and create the conditions for prosperity and growth to all peoples of the region.


The American President also expressed his support to Tunisia’s ambitious endeavor to promote the mastery of information technologies and whished the World Summit on Information Society which will be held in Tunis on November 2005, the best conditions of success and a positive impact on the sector of information technologies. 


He added in this context, that he shares President Ben Ali’s concern to deepen in and enhance Tunisia-USA partnership: “We hope that our relations will remain a model of cooperation between civilizations and between two countries which share a long tradition of cooperation, respect of religion’s freedom and human dignity. He commended Tunisia’s numerous achievements which have made the country a model in the Arab world as regards the improvement of the quality of life of its citizens and more particularly its women and children. 
President Bush also hailed Tunisia’s endeavor to promote a peaceful settlement of the regional conflicts and its fight against terrorism at the international level which, he agreed, must address its causes and social, economic and political origins.

Tunisia: Helping Exports


While exports have been a major driving force in the Tunisian economy over the last few years, some sectors are clearly having a better time of it than others. Recent figures issued by the Centre for the Promotion of Exports (CEPEX), total exports for January and February 2005 were up 9.8% year-on-year, reaching TD2.1m ($1.7m). So far this year, most export growth has come from agriculture and agro-food industries (up 32.8%), which have benefited - and are still benefiting - from an exceptionally wet winter. 

The country's burgeoning mechanical and electro-mechanical sectors are also performing well, with exports up 19.7%, whilst textiles - the major worry for the next few years - dipped by 2.7%. 

However, a number of measures are underway to try and stop the rot and promote exports in general. On March 15, CEPEX launched a four-year plan designed to aid companies exporting from Tunisia. Called FAMEX 2 (Access Fund for External Markets), it will help draw up development plans for firms and provide up to 50% of export-related costs, with a total limit of TD100,000 ($80,000) whilst also supplying a maximum of TD50,000 ($40,000) to help companies establish foreign bases. 

With a budget of TD48m ($38m) to play with, the program also aims to raise export receipts to a level whereby they cover 95% of import costs. At present this figure stands at around 90%. It will also try to diversify the export market and reduce the current dependence on the EU, which for now takes around 80% of Tunisia's total exports. In particular, North African and Middle Eastern and Asian markets are being targeted. 

The plan's predecessor, FAMEX 1, was relatively successful. Between April 2000 and September 2004 it generated an extra TD91m in exports - double the objective set by CEPEX - and was subscribed to by over 600 companies. The interest shown by the private sector is particularly encouraging, say some, as it shows both an awareness of the troubles lying ahead and a willingness to do something about it. 

Both schemes are sponsored by the World Bank and are part of Tunisia's second EDP (Export Development Program), which came into effect in June 2004 and is due to last four years. 

The EDP sets three main targets for Tunisian companies: improve knowledge of foreign buyers and markets; provide loans for pre-shipment export costs; and lower create transaction costs for trade logistics. 

FAMEX 2 will give also particular help to traditional handicraft industries, whose potential for growth is seen as quite significant. Currently providing less than 1% of exports, this industry needs further investment and co-operation between workshop-based entities. If such firms could regroup and form an effective exporting block, then the future might look brighter for the sector. 

Several sensible targets have therefore been set: reduce dependency on the EU market, try to pre-empt the textiles slump by diversifying, and get rid of costs and delays associated with exporting goods. Most analysts are now hoping that the pace of change will not leave Tunisian businesses behind before they reach these goals. 

Tunisia : S.M.E.


This week saw the much-trumpeted launch of the National Campaign for the Creation and Development of Small-and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs), a major government initiative for domestic firms.


A number of high-level speakers gathered in Tunis on April 26 to kick-start the scheme, which is jointly financed by the European Union(EU) and the Tunisian Government.


This is a decisive period for Tunisian companies, Afif Chelbi, Minister for industry, energy and SMEs, said. With the lifting of trade barriers between Tunisia and the EU, as well as the emergence of Eastern European economies, firms here are facing an increasingly competitive international environment. The question, Chelbi continued, is nothing less than how to preserve and modernize the fabric of Tunisian industry.


A total of some 64.8 millions USD has been put towards the ultimate target of creating 14,000 jobs and training 500 new entrepreneurs. Between now and 2007, a wide range of initiatives are being brought into force to achieve this goal, including the creation of four new incubator centres to foster the early growth of start-ups and support their owners.


Databases, sectoral studies and market research surveys will all be at the disposal of potential entrepreneurs, whilst quality standards such as ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 are also planned to be implemented in up to 600 companies.


SMEs dominate the industrial make-up of Tunsia, They comprise 90% of Tunisia’s 5562 companies. Of these, according to Chelbi, some 3000 employ a workforce of less than 30 people. 


Between 2005 and 2007, the scheme will ship in European experts to train personnel in up to 400 SMEs-a total of some 8000 working days are promised.


Meanwhile, a key home-grown component of the overall plan has been the creation of a specific lending entity, the “Banque de Financement des Petites et Moyennes Entreprises” (BFPME). This new state bank, launched earlier this month, is attached to the Ministry of Finance and will finance companies whose initial investment costs – such as equipment and offices – lie between TD100,000($80,000) and TD4m($3.2m). Up to 50% of these expenses will be covered, which are later repayable at favorable interest rates.

Tunisia-EU


Prime Minister Mohamed Ghannouchi received the European Trade Commissioner, Mr. Peter Mandelson who was heading a delegation on an official visit in Tunisia. 


In a statement to Tunis Afrique Presse News agency, Mr. Mondelson said his visit in Tunisia ties in with the close relation between Tunisia and the European Union and the efforts made to increase trade exchanges and partnership between them.


My meeting with the Prime Minister, he added, focused on three main subjects, namely the approach adopted by the Tunisian government for the development of the economy, means to develop partnership between Tunisia and the European Union especially in the field of services and boosting this sector within achieving economic growth and creating jobs and reaching solutions to reduce the impact of multi-fibre agreement’s dismantling on Tunisia’s textile sector. 


In a press conference, Mr. Mandelson reiterated the European Union’s pledge to support the Tunisian textile and clothing industry in the face of the Chinese export’s surge following  the dismantling of the multi-fibre agreements. If the Chinese exports become inacceptable, he continued, we have the power and competence to act against unfair practices. We do not have the right to return to the quota’s system but we can limit the Chinese exports if they ever disturb the flow of our markets.


In this same context, Mr. Mandelson indicated that Tunisia and the other Mediterranean partner countries will continue to benefit from the “preferential right” to access the European market.


The European Union’s Commissioner was keen to praise the Tunisian government’s efforts to achieve deep economic reforms in order to allow Tunisia’s integration into the European economy.

Woman promotion


Mrs. Saloua Ayachi Labben, Minister for women, family, childhood and elderly, conferred in Tunis, with Mrs. Borrego Izquierdo Juana, president of the Spanish Federation for Rural women and member of the Spanish Senate.


The discussion focused on ways to develop the bilateral cooperation in the promotion of women’s conditions in general and more particularly rural women.


On this occasion, Mrs. Labben outlined the important achievements made within the process of women and family’s promotion and referred to the national action plan initiated by President Ben Ali to improve the conditions of rural women and strengthen their role in contributing to the family’s income and encourage them to integrate into the political life.


For her part, Mrs. Izquierda highlighted the Spanish experience regarding the same issue and underlined the need to intensify the exchange of experiences and know-how between the two countries, pointing to Tunisia’s successful achievements under President Ben Ali’s initiatives.

