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tunisia is easily the most overlooked 
dictatorship in the arab World. Presi-
dent Zine El-abidine Ben ali’s regime 
competes with its homologues in 
Libya and syria for the doubtful honor 
of being the most repressive authori-
tarian incumbency in the Mediterra-
nean. however, unlike its neighbors, 
tunisia has also been commended as 
a rare island of stability, economic dy-
namism and social modernity, quali-
ties appreciated by Western policy-
makers and investors alike.
Despite this, and in stark contrast to 
its economic success, tunisia’s po-
litical outlook is anything but rosy. 
tunisian human rights activists are 
routinely harassed by secret service 
agents, using methods that range 
from grotesque to violent. Prominent 
rights activists, politicians from the 
opposition and their families are be-
ing openly fallowed and threatened by 
secret service agents on a daily basis. 

Opposition websites, blogs and even 
social network sites like facebook are 
systematically blocked. Phone lines 
are being tapped, and individual email 
accounts monitored by a multitude of 
state servants. tunisia, a modern Or-
wellian surveillance state par excel-
lence, is now seeking closer ties with 
Europe.
the European Union has been strug-
gling to find a suitable formula for 
dealing with this Janus-headed part-
ner. since the adoption of a EU-tuni-
sian action Plan that outlined a cata-
logue for reforms in 2005, tunisia’s 
record in the economic sphere has 
been outstanding: it has become the 
first arab southern Mediterranean 
country to establish a Free trade Zone 
for industrial products with the EU 
in 2008. When it comes to economic 
policy, European diplomats are quick 
to say tunisia “acts rationally”. this 
is not the case in the area of political 
reform, in which tunisia’s record has 
not improved but worsened in recent 
years. in an attempt to find new and 
attractive incentives for reforming its 
southern neighbors, the EU has been 
negotiating with tunisia the possibil-
ity of granting the country an upgrade 
of relations – a so-called ‘advanced 
status’. such a status, which was first 
granted to Morocco in 2008, would not 
only entail substantial additional aid, 
further trade liberalization and inte-
gration with the EU in several policy 
areas, but it would also symbolically 

signal the country as being an ‘ad-
vanced’ EU partner in the Mediterra-
nean.
in the midst of negotiations for this 
upgrade, tunisian lawmakers have 
approved a controversial amendment 
to the criminal code that effectively 
forbids systematic contacts between 
tunisian human rights activists and 
European institutions. the amend-
ment, which entered into force on 
July 1st 2010, criminalizes “any per-
sons who shall, directly or indirectly, 
have contacts with agents of a foreign 
country, foreign institution or orga-
nization in order to encourage them 
to affect the vital interests of tunisia 
and its economic security”. in other 
words, this piece of legislation al-
lows the prosecution of anybody with 
international links, including human 
rights activists liaising with foreign 
governments, multilateral bodies and 
international nGOs. the prolifera-
tion beyond the country’s borders of 
reports on human rights violations in 
tunisia would also be inhibited if tu-
nisian authorities considered these to 
negatively affect its image. While lo-
cal activists have been forcefully de-
manding that the EU impose stricter 
conditions relating to democracy be-
fore granting tunisia advanced sta-
tus, there can be no doubt that this 
amendment is a deliberate and very 
targeted measure by the regime to 
shut off any criticism coming from 
within the country that might spoil its 
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chances of being granted such an up-
grade.
recent statements from the tunisian 
government have reinforced such 
fears: unconcerned with revealing 
the regime’s true intentions, Minister 
of Justice and human rights Lashar 
Bououni explained in a recent parlia-
mentary intervention that the term 
affecting the vital interests of Tunisia 
used in the amendment also included 
“inciting foreign parties not to extend 
credit to tunisia, not to invest in the 
country, to boycott tourism or to sab-
otage the efforts of tunisia to obtain 
advanced partner status with the Eu-
ropean Union”.
Lately, tunisian activists have been 
under severe attack. in fact, those 
groups that are able to legally oper-
ate in tunisia have been allowed to do 
so because of their international con-
nections and networking capacity. it is 
the tunisian regime’s concern for its 
image abroad that has shielded these 
groups from a stronger control. tu-
nisian rights advocates now fear that 
by restricting international network-
ing and advocacy, the new amended 
criminal code will break their last 
bastion of protection.
as things are, the desire to obtain new 
economic and political privileges from 
the EU emboldened the tunisian re-
gime to apply further measures of re-
pression. in this sense, the EU’s strat-
egy of inducing political liberalization 
through incentives and integration 
has (at least temporarily) backfired. 
the EU must now react immediately, 
leaving no doubt that no further privi-
leges or upgrades will be awarded as 
long as tunisian human rights activ-
ists are kept from freely contacting 
international bodies. if the EU carries 
on with negotiations as usual, it be-
comes a de facto accomplice to the 
unacceptable dealings of the tunisian 
regime, effectively ridiculing the ra-
tionale of democratic conditionality 
that is at the heart of the European 
neighborhood Policy.
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spring 2010 marked yet another chap-
ter of the odd stop-and-go game that 
algerian authorities have been play-
ing over the last ten years as regards 
the apparent dilemma between (ex-
ternal) economic liberalization on the 
one hand and “economic sovereignty” 
on the other. the measures taken un-
der the 2009 complementary Finance 
Law adopted in July 2009 left many 
analysts quite puzzled and uncertain 
as to whether they represented a re-
turn to old protectionist practices. 
the new Law imposed to all foreign 
investors a local partner with at least 
a 51% stake in the capital of the joint 
venture and made imports more dif-
ficult by imposing letters of credit as 
method of payment for import bills, 
among other restrictive measures. 
these doubts were definitely con-
firmed through a cabinet reshuffle 
announced on May 27th in which the 
two main policy-makers advocating 
economic liberalization over the last 
ten years have been fired. President 
Bouteflika sacked Minister of Ener-
gy and Mines chabib Khelil, who for 
many years was a regime strongman. 
Khelil had already been struck hard by 
a political setback in July 2006, when 
the then more liberalist hydrocarbon 
Law, adopted just a year prior, was 
amended in a more interventionist 
sense in the wake of a deal struck be-
tween the President and the formerly 
single trade union, the UGta. a major 
corruption scandal uncovered earlier 
this year within the state hydrocar-
bon company sonatrach added to the 
growing resentment towards Khelil 

and left his political reputation heav-
ily damaged. abdelhamid temmar, 
the mastermind behind algeria’s eco-
nomic liberalization since 1999, was 
the second person to fall victim to 
Bouteflika’s cabinet reshuffle. he was 
removed from the Ministry for indus-
try and investment Promotion, to the 
Ministry of Forward-Looking analysis 
and statistics – a clear demotion.
this cabinet reshuffle may be con-
sidered as yet another step in the 
strategy that Bouteflika has so con-
sistently pursued since coming to 
power in 1999 by gradually removing 
all potential rivals for power, irre-
spective of whether these are senior 
army or secret services officers, party 
leaders, or the leaders of influential 
employers’ organizations. concern-
ing the latter, the Forum des chefs 
d’Entreprise chaired by rida ham-
diani, for example, is currently con-
fronted with the sudden emergence of 
a rival organization which can count 
on the support of a number of influ-
ential actors from within state com-
panies.
But one cannot ignore the economic 
policy implications of this reshuffle. 
the move was compounded by the 
demand of the algerian government 
in the framework of the fifth session 
of the EU-algeria association council 
held on June 15th, to renegotiate the 
tariff dismantling schedule set by the 
association agreement of september 
2005. this agreement provides for the 
establishment of a Free trade area 
for industrial products between the 
EU and algeria by 2017. according 
to the algerian authorities, the first 
stage of implementation of the agree-
ment has generated a cost in bygone 
state revenues of more than 2 billion 
since 2005. this was aggravated by 
the fact that imports from the EU have 
increased significantly, whereas Eu-
ropean foreign investments only rose 
very modestly.
this questioning of the association 
agreement comes in addition to al-
geria’s refusal to join the European 
neighborhood Policy and conse-
quently to agree on an action Plan 
providing for a set of reforms to align 
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