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Abstract

The panellists discussed the Arab Spring and addressed issues such as the current concerns of the Arab people and their craving for rapid change. Most panellists expressed the belief that democratic stability and rule-of-law reinforcement are crucial to secure foreign investment. One issue that arose was that of the integration of Arab countries into the global economy. Despite their narrow patterns of trade, transitional governments have expressed interest in joining the WTO and diversifying their economies from natural resources. The rate of intra-regional trade in the area is one of the lowest in the world, so there is much potential for growth. Other issues raised during the debate included the Saudi role in the current situation, the role of regional organizations and of the international community, the question of investment in the region, and what is likely to happen in the aftermath of the Arab Spring. 
1. Presentations by the panellists

(a) Ms Zeinab Badawi, Presenter of World News Today, BBC 
Ms Badawi opened the session by underlining its focus on the economic and trade dimensions of what is happening in the Arab countries. She dwelled on such issues as whether the Arab Spring will give way to a summer or go straight into a cold winter; whether investors will take the same wait-and-see approach that tourists seem to be taking; and whether opening trade to Arab revolutionary countries would bring the same meagre results as opening trade to African countries brought ten years ago.

(b) Mr Abdel Bari Atwan, Editor, Al-Quds al-Arabi
Mr Atwan thinks that a new Middle East is emerging and that, beyond economic hardship, the Arab Spring is an issue of needed dignity and respect for Arab populations. He questioned the role of the media in post-revolution countries, pointing out that tourists are easily alarmed by unprofessional reporting or by certain talk shows. He regretted that this will probably leave the region in a worse economic situation than before the Arab Spring. He doubted that wealthier Arab countries would help, saying these countries are too worried about domestic revolutions to give money to Egypt and Tunisia (although they are willing to help fellow monarchies like Jordan and Morocco). In addition, they are already busy buying US bonds. On the other hand, Western countries need to be wary of portraying the image that they only intervene in oil-rich countries such as Iraq or Libya, while standing back from others, such as Syria.

(c) Mr Nagib Sawiris, former Chaiman and CEO, Orascom Telecom

Mr Sawiris, who has founded a new political party, Free Egyptians, said that the former dictators inhibit the creation of liberal, secular political formations, and then warn opponents that the status quo is the only way to keep Islamic fundamentalists out. He had similar worries about the post-revolution situation. He believes that rich Arab countries, such as Saudi Arabia or Kuwait, are reluctant to play a role in funding economic transition elsewhere in the region because those countries are worried that their governments might be toppled. He said that the secular, liberal forces in Egypt are six-month-old babies facing an 80-year-old organized extremist party. 

Mr Sawiris said that investors are even more likely than tourists to be scared off by political uncertainty. Total direct investment in Egypt by foreigners this year has been "zero", he said. Investors are waiting to see the restoration of law and order, general public safety, and policy certainty. Arab people want to see rapid change and do not want to have to wait for years, but weak transitional governments are in a difficult position to adopt economy-boosting policies. 

Mr Sawiris sounded a more sombre note about the likely outcomes of the Arab revolutions, noting that a wide swathe of society participated in Iran's 1979 revolution, but that, ultimately, it was the Islamists that took over the government. Liberals have been less organized in countries like Egypt, and risk losing their freedom as a result.

(d) Mr Taleb Rifai, Secretary-General, World Tourism Organization

Mr. Rifai said he would not ask impatient youth to be more patient, but he expressed confidence that, in due course, the revolutions would bear economic fruit, although it would be naive to expect too much in the immediate short term. For him money is not the issue; the challenge is to produce the right government. He said regional integration is a real issue, and he noted that many of the autocrats in the region prefer to engage in trade relations with Europe or Japan rather than with each other. Regarding tourism, however, people still travel within the region. He also indicated that trickling-down of wealth is unlikely to happen unless governments are transparent and accountable, highlighting the importance of rule-of-law enhancing policies.

(e) Ms Nahida Nakad, Director of the Arabic Language Channel, France 24

Ms Nakad echoed Mr Atwan's comments about Arab peoples' dignity. She noted that the Algerian government had in effect bought social peace by providing people with more money. However, people now feel that something different is starting, she said, and are rejecting the old suggestion that revolutions happened everywhere but in the Arab world. She said that, although they are nervous, Arab people are not as impatient as some other panellists claim, as they realize that changes will take time. Exposure to international media is building awareness of how monumental the task ahead is. She agreed with most of the other panellists’ comments except for the role of media in the low turnout of tourists to the region, and she called for international aid to help build institutions in post-revolution Arab countries.

(f) Mr Pascal Lamy, Director-General, WTO

Mr Lamy concentrated most of his remarks on the lack of regional integration in the Arab region compared to all other regions of the world. He noted that a little more than half of the countries in the Arab world are members of the WTO, with accession talks currently taking place for a number of countries, such as Algeria, Iraq, Lebanon, Libya, Sudan, Yemen and most recently Syria.
Mr Lamy believes the reason for such low membership in the WTO is that oil accounts for three-quarters of the region's exports, and many have not yet diversified economically. However, accession would certainly be good for Arab countries and for the WTO. 
Mr Lamy highlighted some of the necessary steps to rebuild the post-revolution countries. He expressed the opinion that the Arab Spring would ultimately result in more trade openness and integration, both regionally and internationally, as the Arab region is possibly the world's least integrated region for trade in goods, being even less open than Africa. Referring to North African countries he noted that they suffer from a "colonial" trade pattern and are heavily reliant on European markets, whereas increased regional trade and economic links would make the region more resilient. He said that most of the affected countries were emerging countries, with wealth and education levels considerably higher than in African countries ten years ago. 
A re-shuffling of social and economical factors will be necessary for the region to trade more, since it will require greater specialization. Morocco and Tunisia are already achieving significant economic diversification, both in light manufactures, like textiles, services, health and air transport. Mr Lamy noted that the formerly autocratic regimes engaged in trade for rent-seeking processes, and added that the benefits from the fairly solid rates of economic growth had failed to trickle down. Structural change is needed. Unlike other parts of the world, money to fund a Marshall Plan for the region is not an issue, as Arab institutions such as the Arab Monetary Fund or the Gulf Cooperation Council have a solid financial situation.

2. Questions and comments by the audience

· Did the surge in food prices spark the revolutions?

· Will there be a possibility of a waiver on tariffs for Arab countries' exports?

· Do small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) have a role in the Arab revolution? How can they get access to credit, to EU markets and to contacts?

· Is the Arab Spring good for the world?

3. Conclusion

Mr Rifai said that history suggests that convergence in terms of rule-of-law and the political system is necessary for regional integration to work. A healthy, transparent, democratic Arab region is good news for the world, he stressed. Regardless of how these revolutions end, they have established that the "barrier of fear has been broken". Ms Nakad called for aid to help build institutions in countries immersed in transition. Mr Rifai stressed that a democratic Arab world is in the long-term interest of the international community, since they should want to deal with healthy partners. Mr Sawiris stressed that revolutions are only good news as long as they are not hijacked by extremists, at which point they become bad news. Mr Lamy said that serious reflection is necessary about what the international community can do to support the transitions, particularly given that the countries in question have not yet chosen clear policy paths. He expressed the view that the revolutions are going in the right direction, though he agreed that much remains yet to be determined.

