Middle East and North Africa

Race to the bottom
Despotism, cut-and-run politics, failing states: Countries in the MENA region are mired in transformation crises like never before. Across the board, average regional scores for BTI democracy and governance criteria have hit their lowest point ever. Whereas the greatest setback is taking place in Turkey,
Tunisia offers the region’s only positive exception.

Seven years after the Arab Spring, the op-

tion crisis: The average score, of 4.35 points,

democracy,” the eﬀects of the April 2017

timism unleashed by these events has

is the lowest recorded by the BTI for any re-

constitutional referendum to restructure

faded into a seemingly distant past. Brute

gion – ever. And this includes sub-Sahara

the presidential republic have fallen outside

force and absolute chaos reign in the war-

Africa, a region that lags significantly behind

the period under review and are therefore

torn countries of Libya, Syria and Yemen

MENA in terms of economic development.

not taken into account for this year’s edition.

and, to some extent, also in Iraq, while most

Developments in Turkey have proved

These events will likely lead to Turkey’s fail-

citizens throughout the region are subject to

particularly dramatic. Under the leader-

ure to meet the BTI’s minimum standards

the repressive nature of despotic rule. Most

ship of President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan,

for a democracy.

of the autocratic regimes have once again

Turkey has turned its back on democrati-

Tunisia, by contrast, successfully consoli-

consolidated their grip on power, which

zation, sacrificing much to the country’s

dated its gains in democratic transformation

involves placing massive limits on political

battle against so-called enemies at home

during the review period. Given Turkey’s fall

participation, civil liberties, and political

and abroad. The restrictions placed on ba-

from grace, Tunisia now outranks by far any

and economic inclusion. In this year’s BTI,

sic democratic rights and the steps taken to

other country in the region in terms of dem-

the average regional scores for each criterion

weaken checks and balances – which were

ocratic quality. The gains made have none-

assessing the state of democracy and gover-

introduced in the wake of the Gezi protests

theless been accompanied by considerable

nance have hit their all-time low. Status In-

of 2013 – have been intensified since the

economic problems. The lack of economic

dex scores, which are an aggregate of the po-

failed coup that took place in the summer

opportunities for young people in particular

litical and economic transformation scores,

of 2016. And while Turkey just passes the

and the major gaps in development between

emphasize the severity of the transforma-

BTI bar in qualifying as a “highly defective

the coastal tourism-oriented regions and re-
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mote rural inland areas are in urgent need

failing states of Libya, Syria and Yemen, but

cre ratings, now rank at the top of the region

of attention. Resolving these problems will

also in countries such as Kuwait or Turkey,

and are followed by Tunisia and Jordan with

prove key to the country’s further develop-

which until recently have featured stable na-

just middling performances. The BTI 2018

ment as the only Arab Spring state in which

tional economies. Slight improvements have

registers only “weak” or even “failed trans-

democracy has grown.

been registered only in Iran after it signed on

formation management” in more than half

to the nuclear agreement and in Iraq, where

of the region’s states (i.e., Bahrain, Egypt,

IS has successfully been pushed back.

Iran, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Oman, Sau-

Developments in Lebanon have been unsettling. For many years, Lebanon stood out
as the only democracy among Arab nations.

These sobering findings are confirmed

Yet the country no longer features a suﬃ-

by the BTI’s Governance Index scores.

These setbacks reflect two parallel de-

ciently democratically legitimate legislature

There is not a single state among all coun-

velopments that have become apparent

due to the repeated postponement of par-

tries in the Middle East and North Africa

in nearly all of the region’s countries in

liamentary elections that were originally

region that the BTI can distinguish as fea-

recent years: While the quality of gover-

scheduled for 2013. But the June 2017 rati-

turing “very good” or even “good” transfor-

nance has deteriorated, state leaders have

fication of a new electoral law is an encour-

mation management. Turkey, which stood

extended their reach of power, thereby un-

aging sign that elections will actually take

out clearly until the BTI 2016 as the best-

dermining the separation of powers. They

place in 2018.

governed country in the region, has fallen

have successfully kept parliamentary in-

di Arabia, Sudan, Syria and Yemen).

The state of economic transformation

far to find itself at rank 5 within the region.

volvement in legislation to a minimum and

has worsened in nearly all of the region’s

The United Arab Emirates and Qatar, which

continually squeezed opportunities for civil

countries – not only in the mired-in-civil-war

on global comparison achieve only medio-

society participation.
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Political transformation

z failing states

Tunisia: Last hope in a troubled region
The rallying cries of 2011 – political freedoms and human dignity – remain out of reach for millions of
people. Political transformation in the region is at a historic low. And the region’s 12 hard-line autocracies
are not the only cause for worry.

Indeed, the autocratic turn observed in Tur-

party representing primarily Kurdish inter-

BTI experts also cast a critical view of

key under the leadership of President Recep

ests – was held at a disadvantage. Backed

developments through 2016 in Lebanon,

Tayyip Erdoğan is also of grave concern. This

by a majority thereafter, Erdoğan set out

where parliamentary elections have been

is clearly reflected in the BTI, as no other

to implacably pursue his agenda.

repeatedly postponed. Traditionally consid-

country has registered such a drastic fall

The harsh measures taken by the gov-

ered to represent a consociational democra-

across the board for this period under review.

ernment in response to the failed coup of

cy, given the current state of aﬀairs, the

On 17 of 18 BTI indicators assessing the state

June 2016, which have included the decla-

country looks more like a consociational

of democracy, Turkey scored lower than it had

ration of a state of emergency, lie within the

autocracy. Exacerbating things are the facts

in the BTI 2016. Notably, the EU accession

gray zone of democratic behavior – if not

that Hezbollah is increasingly resembling a

candidate recorded its largest decline, of four

beyond. Tens of thousands of educators,

state within a state, and that many Lebanese

points, with the commitment to democratic

professors, judges and police oﬃcers have

are increasingly identifying themselves po-

institutions indicator. These developments

been accused of conspiring against the gov-

litically in terms of their religious commu-

underscore the predicament generated by a

ernment and removed from civil service.

nity. At the same time, the state’s adminis-

democratically elected president who increas-

The number of political prisoners has also

trative bodies are overburdened by the

ingly acts undemocratically and thereby un-

reached the tens of thousands and includes

massive inf low of refugees.

dermines respect for democratic institutions.

several journalists and NGO staﬀ, many of

Yemen, however, has descended into a

This problem became readily apparent al-

whom have not been properly charged and

state of utter collapse. Immediately after the

ready in 2015, when Erdoğan’s AKP lost its

lack access to legal representation. To avoid

Huthi rebels advanced into the capital,

parliamentary majority only to regain it five

the consequences of violating the European

Sana’a, which prompted President Abd Rab-

months later in a snap election in which the

Convention on Human Rights, the govern-

bu Mansour Hadi to flee in March 2015,

AKP’s most serious challenger, the HDP – a

ment simply suspended it in July 2016.

Saudi Arabia launched a military interven-
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tion in the country that has resulted in some

Population: 6.0 mn

10,000 deaths and the forced flight of at least

Life expectancy: 79.6 years

2 million people to date. Approximately 2.1

GDP p.c. PPP: $13,996

Lebanon: Elections postponed – again
Can electoral quality suffer even when elections

million Yemeni children are undernour-

Rank

ished. The country report describes a “hu-

77

don’t take place and no changes are made to
electoral law? In the case of Lebanon, the BTI

manitarian catastrophe” in the country with

2018 answers this with an unequivocal “yes.”

no end in sight. For all practical purposes,

The country’s overly complicated electoral sys-

the country is split between those areas controlled by the Huthi rebels (who are allied

tem is in part to blame, as is the long-running
Political transformation BTI 2006 – BTI 2018

delay – since 2008 – of parliamentary elections.

with former President Ali Abdallah Salih)

Back then, various power blocs within parlia-

and those areas oﬃcially governed by inter-

ment agreed on a few, but not all, necessary

nationally recognized President Hadi (who

electoral law reforms. As this year’s BTI country

is backed by Saudi Arabia). Complicating

report notes, the key problem is that “the pow-

matters are the terrorist activities of al-Qae-

ternal tensions. At the local level, however,

er-sharing-based dominance of political dynas-

da on the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) and

citizens are increasingly joining together to

ties is what determines their relevance and bar-

IS, as well as growing separatism in the

take fate into their own hands. This, in addi-

gaining power in negotiations for political posts to

former South Yemen.

tion to the successes waged in the fi ght

be apportioned after elections. This favors parties

The two terrorist organizations, of which

against IS along some coastal regions, is en-

with clearly identifiable sectarian platforms over

IS is clearly the more aggressive, have in the

couraging developments in a country with

those supporting cross-sectarian initiatives.”

meantime lost ground in Libya and Syria,

an otherwise radically uncertain future.

In other words, Lebanon’s political leaders allow

the region’s other two failing states, as well

Those looking for a success story in Arab

elections to take place only when they can count

as in Iraq. But what appears to be good news

democratization will have to focus on Tuni-

on a specific outcome. Unable to reach consen-

also means considerable suﬀering for the

sia for the time being, even though the arc of

sus on an election law prior to the planned June

local populations subject to the brutal tac-

positive change observed there has flattened

2013 legislative elections, members of parlia-

tics employed by IS in its last-ditch eﬀorts

out somewhat in recent years. Of concern

ment simply extended their mandate initially by

to maintain its foothold, which include lay-

here are the limits placed on constitutional

17, then by an additional 31 months, which is

ing mines in residential areas, holding ci-

rights through the introduction of an anti-

essentially an entire legislative period. An appeal

vilians hostage or shooting dead those who

terror law in November 2015 following at-

lodged by the opposition was rejected by the Con-

attempt to flee the violence. Both advancing

tacks at the Bardo museum and on tourists at

stitutional Council, which cited the threat of a

militias and national military units have

the Sousse beach. The parliament’s deci-

power vacuum. Until the Lebanese are provided

also committed gruesome crimes against

sion in July 2015 to re-introduce the death pen-

an opportunity to elect a new parliament in suf-

local civilians.

alty in specific cases is also disconcerting.

ficiently free and fair elections, the BTI will clas-

The Iraqi government under Prime Min-

sify the country as a moderate autocracy.

ister Haider al-Abadi has stabilized somewhat and taken steps to battle chronic corruption and abuse of oﬃce, including a
UNDP training program introduced in 2016.
Libya remains split de facto into two territories and administrations, even though
the rival leaderships were oﬃcially subordinated to the Fayez al-Sarraj-led Presidential Council in Tripoli established by the
United Nations in March 2016. Despite its
title as the Government of National Accord,

The full country report is available at

it is not recognized by all stakeholders across

www.bti-project.org/lbn

the territory and is also subject to deep in-
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Economic transformation

Social inequality is growing
Not a single socioeconomic challenge in the region has been resolved. On the contrary, inequality and
social exclusion are expanding. This is a ticking time bomb given the region’s rapid population growth.

According to the World Bank, the population

Recent improvements in Iran and Iraq

larly under President Donald Trump – has

of the 19 countries in the BTI MENA region

have not changed much of the thorny over-

generated uncertainty. The United States

reached 500 million in 2015 – some 60 mil-

all state of economic development in the

remains suspicious of Iran, and the sanc-

lion more than in 2005. This rapid population

region. While Iran has profited from the

tions introduced under the Obama adminis-

growth across most of the region gives cause

July 2015 nuclear deal that eased interna-

tration against firms active in Iran mean

for concern in light of economic develop-

tional sanctions and resulted in a palpable

that the United States has proven able to act

ments there. First, the skewed state of social

rise in gas and oil exports, low commodity

as a veto player in Iran’s bid to fully re-enter

and economic aﬀairs has persisted through-

prices have kept a full recovery at bay and

global markets.

out the region for decades without any genu-

the high budget deficit from being markedly

Iraq’s economic performance has also im-

ine progress being made. In fact, social ine-

reduced. At the same time, the country’s

proved. Despite having to battle IS, oil produc-

quality and the exclusion of large segments of

macroeconomic indicators are encouraging.

tion in the country has increased by 30 % dur-

the population from participating in eco-

Under the leadership of President Hassan

ing the review period and the government has

nomic life are actually growing. Second, the

Rouhani, the government has led the coun-

introduced reforms to reduce the budget defi-

gap between the developed market economies

try out of the seemingly intractable reces-

cit. Its plan seemed promising given the oil

of Qatar and the United Arab Emirates and

sion of the Ahmadinejad era to achieve an

price recovery that continued through 2016,

the rest of the region’s countries has widened.

annual growth rate of 4 % and brought infla-

even though the revenues generated remained

Economic performance declined in both Ku-

tion down from 45 % to 12 %. Rouhani’s suc-

sobering, at one-half the level achieved be-

wait and Turkey, where the regulatory frame-

cess in both the 2016 parliamentary elec-

tween 2011 to 2014, when prices were high.

work for market competition was weakened so

tions and 2017 presidential elections have

In Egypt, the military regime under

much that both countries are now categorized

confirmed his path of reform. However, the

President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi demonstrated

as market economies with functional flaws.

U.S. government response to Iran – particu-

neither the will nor the ability to introduce
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urgently needed far-reaching reforms, par-

tourism has already forced the flagship en-

ticularly in areas concerning social issues.

terprise Turkish Airlines to park several air-

Thanks to a $ 12 billion IMF loan disbursed

planes in the hangar and strike unprofitable

in November 2016 after years of negotia-

routes from its flight schedule.

A ticking time bomb: Since the Arab
Spring, the region has fallen even further
behind on social indicators
Level of socioeconomic development

tion, the massive pressure weighing on the

Tunisia’s tourism sector, one of the

country’s finances were eased somewhat.

country’s strongest sources of foreign cur-

But the loan comes at a high price for the

rency, has also yet to reach its potential. Un-

country’s poorest in particular, as it involved

employment among young Tunisians in par-

9

floating the Egyptian pound against the U.S.

ticular remains very high, reaching 28% in

8

dollar and resulted in a near-overnight 50 %

some regions, such as the economically ne-

7

devaluation. The price of daily necessities,

glected south and west. Strikes and protests

such as foodstuﬀ and medicines, thus in-

are thus common, but the government is

creased. The government has sought to at-

reluctant to introduce reforms and does so

5

tract foreign investment, presenting plans at

on an ad hoc basis. And although the trade

4

the 2015 Egyptian Economic Development

unions and their umbrella organization,

3

Conference at Sharm el-Sheikh to improve

UGTT, have done much to ensure political

private property rights and cut red tape. But

stability in the country since 2011, their

as long as Egypt’s armed forces remains one

strong position is nonetheless worthy of

1

of the country’s biggest economic stakehold-

criticism. Their reticence to accept mea-

Points

ers, and one that is immune to state regula-

sures that would foster, for example, a more

tion and fair competition rules, there will be

flexible labor market has helped stall rather

little genuine change to speak of.

than advance reforms. Competition legisla-

Number of countries 2010

Number of countries 2018
10

6

2

Social safety nets
Number of countries 2010

Number of countries 2018

Kuwait’s economy suﬀered losses pri-

tion reform and measures introduced in 2015

10

marily in terms of ensuring an environment

to strengthen the Competition Council mark

9

conducive to fair competition. Small busi-

minor successes in improving the regulato-

8

nesses and start-ups in particular face a

ry framework for fair competition in eco-

number of challenges overcoming bureau-

nomic activity.

7

cratic hurdles, while oligarchs and the emir’s

6

relatives continue to dominate key sectors of

5

the economy. The government response to

4

low oil prices involved introducing structur-

3

al reforms and unpopular cuts to the public

2

sector and subsidies. In an eﬀort to lower
unemployment numbers among nationals

1

by introducing quotas in even low-paying

Points

jobs, the government also introduced plans
to “Kuwaitize” the labor force – a strategy
common among Gulf state governments.

Equal opportunity
Number of countries 2010

Number of countries 2018

Many of the losses recorded in Turkey

10

can be attributed to the government’s harsh

9

response to the failed coup of July 2016 and
the state of emergency declared in its wake.

8

Since then, the private sector has had to

7

grapple with several complications, includ-

6

ing the expropriation of private property

5

from firms deemed to be critical of the government. The broad-scale dismissal of thou-

4

sands of educators and professors consti-

3

tutes a severe blow to educational quality

2

and will have a negative impact on training

1

and job qualification levels. The slump in

Points
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Governance

Sacrificed at the altar of security
Hollow steering capacity, corrupt networks, weak consensus-building: Not a single government in the
MENA region can be distinguished as demonstrating good transformation management. Fears of terrorism and migration are playing into the hands of those in power.

BTI transformation management scores for

extent, Iraq and Lebanon. In the case of com-

The case of Turkey demonstrates where

governments across the MENA region have

modity-rich countries, it is exceedingly dif-

this type of polarizing and confrontational

never been as low as they are for this period

ficult to exert pressure from the outside to

governance style leads. The Turkish govern-

under review. The absence of democratic in-

democratize. And even the resource-poor

ment now finds itself in a self-declared bat-

stitutional structures – which renders the

states, such as Egypt and Jordan, are often

tle with the Gülen movement, which – like

public interest subordinate to the leader-

courted – not criticized – by the EU and the

the Kurdish Workers’ Party (PKK) – it has

ship’s consolidation of power and self-en-

United States as the fight against terrorism

declared to be a terrorist “enemy of national

richment – is a fundamental problem here.

and efforts to stem irregular migration

interests.” During the review period, this

In nearly every country across the region,

take precedence.

has resulted in the government’s taking dra-

voters have no real say in determining who

It therefore comes as no surprise that

conic measures, some of which are uncon-

will lead their country or in voting them

governments in the region line their own

stitutional or incompatible with Turkey’s

out of oﬃce.

pockets with their nation’s wealth, imprison

international obligations, in particular with

Instead, most governments in the re-

oppositional forces, and utterly ignore or es-

regard to its Council of Europe member-

gion are held accountable to a clientelistic

chew critical research and recommenda-

ship. The BTI country experts speak of a

network. Such networks include royal fam-

tions from external advisers. Appeals to the

government that is engaged in a “witch

ily clans in the region’s monarchies, the

so-called will of the people by government

hunt” of its critics, some of whom have been

influential generals and intelligence agen-

leaders from Rabat to Tehran to Ankara and

put in prison without legal cause, where

cy oﬃcers who make up the sprawling “deep

Khartoum are more easily made during pe-

they are held for months without being

states” in the dictatorships of Algeria, Egypt

riods of intense political instability. Indeed,

granted proper access to legal counsel. For

and Sudan, and the militia-backed clerics

it is far too simple for these governments to

President Erdoğan, consensus-building does

of the Islamic Republic of Iran or, to some

cite security as their prime directive.

not appear to be a relevant aspect of good
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political leadership. This marks the biggest

puppet of the security forces. Boutefl ika’s

whose stand had been confiscated in Octo-

diﬀerence between the region’s two remain-

2015 sacking of Mohamed Mediène, an in-

ber 2016. These events cast a poor light on

ing democracies, as the quality of governance

f luential intelligence officer who served

the Moroccan government, particularly with

in Tunisia has shown continued improvement

25 years as director of Algeria’s secret ser-

regard to its credibility among international

thanks to the leadership’s consensus-oriented

vice agency, is a clear sign of behind-the-

actors who otherwise have praised the coun-

approach and de-escalation eﬀorts.

scenes machinations.

try for its partnership with the EU in man-

The Turkish leadership’s disavowal of

Morocco also recognized Tamazight as

aging migration flows and battling terror-

consensus resembles in some ways the re-

a national language through a legislative

ism. A December 2016 European Court of

gime logic of Egyptian President Abdel Fat-

change in 2016. However, at the same time,

Justice judgment that bars products manu-

tah al-Sisi, although the two diﬀer substan-

massive protests (reminiscent of those at

factured in the occupied territory of West-

tially in terms of the extent of repression

the start of the Arab spring) erupted in out-

ern Sahara from the EU-Morocco free trade

and their ideological beliefs. After all, al-Sisi

rage over social inequalities and police bru-

agreement has also hurt the country’s rela-

is a member of precisely the kind of military

tality following the death of a fish vendor

tions with the EU.

class that Erdoğan has successfully fought
and, in contrast to Erdoğan, the Egyptian
president has done everything he can to

Governance trends in democracies: Tunisia and Turkey

keep political Islam from exercising political power, which includes sidelining the

10

Muslim Brotherhood by classifying it in
2013 as a terrorist organization. However,

7

the two leaders share similar populist strategies: Both claim to be backed by a united
popular will and to be battling a so-called

6

enemy of the state that is active both at
home and abroad.

Tunisia
5

There is precious little in the way of
good news for the region in terms of governance. The United Arab Emirates registered

Turkey
4

slight progress in its fight against corruption and its eﬀective use of support. The
Iraqi government under Prime Minister

0

2014

2016

2018

Haider al-Abadi achieved some success,
particularly with respect to confl ict management. The government proved able to
Turkey

regain control of territory from IS, but also

Tunisia

demonstrated consideration for the interests of the Sunni minority, which has been
subject to discrimination following Saddam

8.3

Hussein’s removal from power and, in par5.3

ticular, during Nouri al-Maliki’s rule.
In Algeria, the improved acceptance and

7.0

6.0

5.0

integration of the Amazigh, for example,

4.7

through the inclusion of Tamazight as a national language in the revised 2016 constitu-

7.0

tion, has resulted in a slight improvement in
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3.8

4.6

6.3

6.0

2018

2014

the country’s transformation management
score. But aside from this, Africa’s largest

8.3

country appears to be mired in a battle over
power. Old and in poor health, President
Abdelaziz Boutef lika rarely makes public
appearances and serves more or less as a
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Outlook

Intractable problems
For the BTI 2018, Turkey and Tunisia rep-

focus on building a future, the EU aims to

and intelligence technologies, thereby con-

resent polar opposites within the region.

prevent the ongoing evisceration of democ-

solidating the edifice of their state- and mil-

After having successfully democratized,

racy in Turkey. However, it is unclear how

itary-centered systems. This renders sever-

Turkey has since shifted away from a parlia-

to stop this with a president who actively

al sectors of their economies non-transpar-

mentary republic to become an authoritari-

escalates his diﬀerences with partners and

ent, which undermines competitive input

an-led state focused on the oﬃce of the

who, despite the country’s NATO member-

and modernization-oriented investment.

president and has lost its standing as a re-

ship, demonstrates little will to cooperate

Added to the mix are growing environmen-

form-oriented moderate Islamic democra-

in the fi ght against IS. At the same time,

tal issues, such as desertification and a

cy. The failed coup has given the govern-

European leaders will likely continue to

scarcity of drinking water. Groundwater

ment free rein in silencing its critics. The

subordinate their demands regarding dem-

reserves in many areas of the region have

social-democratic Republican People’s Par-

ocratic standards to the overriding inter-

been exhausted and, in some places, people

ty (CHP) is the last oppositional force in

ests of security and stability. Furthermore,

rely on drinking water that is delivered by

parliament able to prevent the AKP from se-

given the nature of U.S.-Saudi cooperation

truck, which is prohibitively expensive for

curing absolute power. The CHP will need

under the Trump administration, there is

the poor. Cost-intensive desalination plants

to mobilize support in large metropolitan

little hope that the United States will push

may be an option for the wealthy Gulf mon-

areas, such as Istanbul and Izmir, if it is to

hard for civil rights and political liberties

archies, but not for the destroyed econo-

build a strong opposition, while the divi-

in the region.

mies of Yemen, Sudan or the Gaza Strip.

sion between Erdoğan supporters and his
opponents will likely grow.

Regional leadership in MENA remains

The fact that IS has been pushed back

an open issue. The once-leading nations of

in Iraq, Libya and Syria raises new con-

In Tunisia, by contrast, political partici-

Egypt, Iraq and Syria have lost their politi-

cerns, as it remains unclear which power

pation and the rule of law have actually

cal stature, and the Arab monarchies have

structures and means of confl ict resolution

strengthened – despite all the challenges

thus far not proven able to take on this

will emerge among those aﬀected. And, fi-

faced by the country. Concerns nonetheless

kind of role. Indeed, the ongoing tensions

nally, the widespread killing, raping and

persist as critics warn that President Beji

among Gulf Cooperation Council mem-

forced fl ight will have a profound impact on

Caid Essebsi, who served as speaker of par-

bers – which have recently erupted into a

the region’s societies for decades.

liament under long-term dictator Ben Ali

full-blown row – show that neither Saudi

and was also foreign minister in the early

Arabia nor any other country on the penin-

1980s, might re-introduce authoritarian

sula is prepared to take on a leadership role

power structures. Economic development

in the region.

will determine the country’s future: If the

Overall, the prospects are dim for the

economy recovers quickly and provides op-

region. Rapid population growth alone is a

portunities for young people in particular,

major challenge for the region’s economies.

the chances of democratic consolidation

Terrorism and state failure, combined with

will improve.

sheer incompetence among many leaders,

As direct neighbors of the European

are at the root of many of the problems af-

Union, Turkey and Tunisia are of central

fl icting the region. Far too many govern-

importance. Whereas EU eﬀorts in Tunisia

ments are investing primarily in military

This summary is based on the Middle East and North Africa
regional report by Jan Claudius Völkel, available at
www.bti-project.org/mena

Full reports for each country in the region available at
www.bti-project.org/countryreports/mena
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Interview
“Trust-building is a mutual endeavor”
Kayhan Barzegar on reform perspectives under President Rouhani, the fight against corruption, and Iran’s regional role

In the elections of May 2017, President Hassan Rouhani achieved a
mandate for his course over the next years. How do you explain his
resounding victory of 58 percent?

among citizens and civil servants alike, and was the focus of much discussion
during the presidential campaign. It offers the government a great opportunity to act and prove itself effective. Right now, the issue of corruption is

Hassan Rouhani’s victory shows that the majority of Iranian society is still

widely and openly discussed throughout Iranian society and in social media.

in favor of the moderation discourse, which is currently based on two main

Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei has stressed the need to act

themes. First, there is a recognition of the need to interact with the outside

forcefully against corruption, and one should note that some positive steps

world as a means of advancing the country economically. And, second, there

have already been taken. Yet again, considering the state’s bureaucracy,

is a widespread desire to maintain stability and security in the region through

this will take some time, and Rouhani will not be able to eradicate the

interaction and collective diplomatic efforts. Rouhani’s main rival, Ebrahim

problem overnight.

Raisi, focused instead on citizens’ welfare and daily economic demands, which
are also a matter of great interest to many Iranians. Yet, in the end, the people
of Iran have chosen to stick with Rouhani’s course, as they believe it is the best
means of achieving Iran’s economic and political progress, securing the country in a volatile region, and avoiding tension with other countries, particularly
the United States.

The JCPOA “nuclear deal” probably marks the biggest success so far of
the Rouhani presidency. But how can the Iranian government reconcile
trust-building with Western powers and continued support for Hezbollah
and Assad?
First of all, we should develop our understanding of the real reason behind Iran’s presence in the regional issues. From the Western and some Arab

The election results are all the more impressive, as the hoped-for economic recovery after the end of the sanctions did not materialize
until early 2017. Economic reforms are urgently needed. But will
they take place?

countries’ perspective, this might be purely expansionist. But we should not

I believe that, under the demands of the country‘s interactive and pro-

are only reactions to these challenges. So, in essence, Iran’s policy is de-

gress-oriented middle class and younger generation, this will happen sooner

fensive and represents an attempt to pre-empt threats, something which

or later, and that no force can resist it. At present, the main constraints

other actors interested in the region are also doing. For instance, Saudi Ara-

ignore the reality that the rise of terrorism and the subsequent geopolitical rivalries between regional and transregional players have also brought
about security challenges for Iran, and that most of the country’s actions

relate to the low pace of privatization, the deficits in a smart management

bia is bombing Yemen only to pre-empt the possibility of an anti-Saudi gov-

of resources, and the state’s lengthy bureaucracy. Despite recent positive

ernment coming to power in Sana’a. The Saudi’s actions in Bahrain, Iraq and

changes, comprehensive economic reforms will necessarily require a consid-

Syria are based on the same logic. Turkey is sending troops to northern Syria

erable investment of time and broad-based effort. The government hopes

in order to protect its so-called national security or interests. Russia and the

that more balanced domestic politics and stable foreign policy will allow

United States are doing the same. Why is Iran considered to be an excep-

Iran to steer a steady course. Of course, reconciliation between the Rouhani

tion? Trust-building is a mutual endeavor, and no country compromises its

administration and different circles of power has gained momentum since

national security individually.

the May 2017 presidential elections, as political elites and citizens alike acknowledge the need for national unity in achieving progress.

As I stressed in my recent article, Iran has developed a strategic patience
and a growing political rationality in its foreign policy in order to balance
its strategic limits against the available national resources. In this respect,

During the election campaign, Rouhani emphasized his intent to
fight corruption. Does he have the political will, and does he have the
political clout?

I believe Iran is currently more likely to focus on specific coalitions, such

He has both the will and the clout, and I believe that fighting corruption

macy among international partners in a multilateral context. In fact, Iran

will give the government a unique advantage in demonstrating its commit-

aims not to challenge the role of other actors, but to emphasize its own

ment and efficiency. Tackling corruption is a key demand and expectation

role and interests.

as those fighting terrorism, addressing environmental problems, energy
security and so forth, in order to strengthen the value of its role and diplo-
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