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 Thank you, Simon, for that kind introduction.  Thanks to NDN and the New Policy 

Institute for hosting me today.  It is a pleasure to be here to celebrate the launch of the MENA 

Initiative.  And I’m honored to be speaking at the Initiative’s first public event.   

  

I want to begin by congratulating NDN for the launch of the MENA Initiative.  And thanks to 

Simon, as well as Bradley Bosserman and Jamie Moore, for your hard work and leadership in 

establishing the Initiative.   

 

I look forward to hearing fresh ideas and candid assessments from the MENA Initiative on 

ways the United States and other countries can help the region develop growing and inclusive 

economies.  I welcome the initiative as a supporter of this vital work. 

 

I just returned from several days in Tunisia last week.  I had many productive meetings with 

the Prime Minister – who has exercised  great leadership and provided a very thoughtful vision 

for Tunisia’s economic and political reforms -- and other senior officials—who have show 

enormous dedication to their country’s future progesss. I was able to discuss both the successes 

of Tunisia and the challenges facing Tunisia.  I hope to share some stories from that trip with you 

today. 

 

When I look around at the world today I cannot think of a more important topic than the 

situation in the region.  The events of the last year and a half in the Middle East and North Africa 

have been truly historic.  In many cases these have been defining moments not only for the 

region, but for our era. 

 

 The last year has shown us examples of tremendous courage, and a tremendous longing 

for dignity and opportunity—by peaceful protestors in the streets of Tunis and Cairo and Bengazi 

and Tripoli and Manama and Damascus. 

 

And it has also shown us untold brutality, such as that currently being perpetrated by the 

regime in Syria against its own people.   

   

  

 

 I want to emphasize today that the United States is deeply committed to a long-term 

partnership with the people of the Middle East and North Africa.  

 

Of course, it is important to remember that the United States has long had strong economic 

relationships with the countries of the Mideast.  When I first started out working for Dr. 

Kissinger in the 1970s, I had the opportunity to participate in his highly energetic shuttle 
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diplomacy.  We did not just visit Jerusalem and Cairo, but also Damascus, Riyadh, Amman and 

many other cities in the region.    

 

Since then I have been engaged in strengthening economic relations in this area, which must 

proceed in parallel with our political relations if we are to help peoples of the region achieve 

their aspirations. Many of these economic relationships have been strategic and mutually 

beneficial for the United States, for the economies of the region, and for the global economy.  

 

 

But we must be honest about the shortcomings that have existed and the difficulties that 

we now face and must improve upon.  

 

Despite progress in key areas— growth in the region has not been inclusive. 

 

Quite simply, many people in the region have not had the opportunity to participate 

productively in their economies or their societies.  This is a challenge that we, and the new 

governments, have to address. Providing more people with the opportunity to participate 

productively in their economies and benefit from them will lead noth to greater and more broadly 

based prosperity but also to a sounder base for politican and social reforms 

 

In much of the region, economies have not created enough jobs, particularly for young 

people.   

 

Indeed, before the start of protests, unemployment among the young, college-educated 

Egyptian population had already reached 33 percent-- the second highest percentage in the world 

after the Philippines.  Unemployment has been exacerbated by a past history of high-levels of 

corruption and exclusionary politics that made some companies thrive, but others (particularly 

SMEs) die or fail to live up to their potentials. 

  

Education systems in the region have often been substandard –particularly in teaching skills 

that improve job prospects.  Scientific innovation has lagged.   

 

The democratic deficits and gender gaps have taken their toll on economic performance.   

 

And national economies have been characterized by limited connection to one another and to 

the wider global economy.  

 

 These are difficult challenges, but correctable. And that must be a priority.  We do not 

want to see economic stagnation that many suffered from in the past hamper the region’s efforts 
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to implement democratic transitions.  We especially see economic opportunity for youth and 

women as part of the same whole. 

 

 

That is why appropriate stabilization measures taken by the regional governments in response 

to their own national conditions will be important.  And we, as well as other nations, need to help 

and the United States has a number of programs to do so.   And reforms are needed to 

accompany these measures to enable countries to move from instability to robust and inclusive 

growth.  Women and minorities have a role to play, not just because it’s right, but because 

inclusiveness works to achieve these objectives. 

 

 I know that some of our assistance has not moved as rapidly as many people-- including 

myself-- would have hoped.  Some of it required Congressional authorization, for instance.  And 

it takes time to put together good programs. 

 

Some pronouncements by the Deauville Partnership also had led to inflated expectations that 

were not fully realized, in part because the announcement included aggregation of old money 

that many interpreted as being an announcement of large sums of new money.  In the future, we 

want to avoid this. We want to under promise and over deliver.  We need to be sure what we say 

and do is credible.  We have a lot to do in this regard in the region and at home.   But we have 

actually done a lot when looked at together.Throughout the transition, we have taken many steps 

to assist the region, and we will continue to assist the region going forward.  USG transition 

assistance offered to date has totaled over $1 billion.   

For example, we recently have taken the following steps in support of economic growth in 

the region: 

 

First, in the short term, we are working to help the countries in transition stabilize their 

economies.  For example, we provided $100 million in fiscal support to the Government of 

Tunisia to repay its debt and have helped the government to borrow large sums on international 

markets with a loan guarantee.  Along with our G8 partners, the United States is also 

encouraging active support from the international financial institutions.   

 

Second, we have worked with Congress to create Enterprise Funds to invest in Tunisia and 

Egypt.  We are now working as rapidly as possible to stand these Enterprise Funds up so that 

they can begin making investments on the ground.  

 

I served on the boards for such funds in Hungary and Russia.  They do work. 

 

Third, the Overseas Private Investment Corporation has committed to provide up to $2 

billion in financial support to catalyze private investment across the region. Already, 

approximately $700 million has been approved towards this end.    
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Fourth, we are working to support job creation through our economic development programs. 

These programs, primarily funded by USAID, focus on small and medium-sized enterprise 

(SME) capacity building, workforce development, and help transition governments reform the 

business regulatory environment. 

 

The first thing leaders from the region talk about in our meetings is SMEs.  They help to 

democratize economic growth and prosperity. Because of past support primarily for large 

companies well connected to government leaders, we now must make sure that people who are 

not well connected have the opportunity to grow. 

 

We also will collaborate with our partners to ensure that the European Bank for 

Reconstruction and Development can lend to the transitions states in the MENA region. This will 

help enormously. 

 

The EBRD can play the same role today in supporting democratic transitions and economic 

modernization in the Middle East and North Africa that it played two decades ago in Central and 

Eastern Europe. 

 

Fifth the United States has launched a comprehensive Trade and Investment Partnership 

Initiative in the Middle East and North Africa so that nations of the region can be better 

integrated among themselves and with the global economy.  Evidence suggests that integration 

can be vitally important, such as an energy initiative between Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia. 

 

And we don’t plan to stop there.  In particular, I want to highlight the Administration’s 

proposal for a MENA Incentive Fund.  The Senate recently threw its support behind this idea by 

passing a bill that included authorization for the Fund. 

 

The Administration is requesting $770 million specifically for Middle East and North Africa 

in FY 2013 to complement our bilateral assistance and regional programs there  

 

This fund represents one of our key efforts to meet the Secretary’s charge to change the way 

we do business in the region in response to its dramatic changes.  The fund marks a new 

approach to assistance in the region, offering us the flexibility and resources to provide 

incentives to support transitioning governments which take necessary reforms to respond to the 

needs of their people.  This fund will be tied to public reform commitments.   

   

This fund also begins to address the imbalance between our security and economic assistance in 

the region by providing additional support to meaningful economic reforms across the region.   

 

This fund has a longer life span, allowing the United States to commit to longer-term support.   

 

The needs are quite substantial.  Past experience has shown that transitions such as those 

currently happening in the Middle East and North Africa often require large sums to support a 
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positive outcome.  Of course, this clearly can’t all come from the United States. But our fund can 

catalyze other efforts.  Partners in the region itself have a very substantial stake in the success of 

political and economic progression in the MENA area, as do many allies in Europe and Asia, so 

this clearly needs to be a collective endeavor.  This U.S. incentive fund is an important step 

toward meeting those needs.   

 

Ultimately, of course, while we work closely with our friends and partners throughout this 

vital region, events on the ground will be driven by the people of the region themselves.  We are 

seeing this in Egypt, Tunisia and elsewhere. 

 

We believe that the people of the Middle East and North Africa have the talent and drive 

to build vibrant economies and sustainable democracies. 

  

As the President said, ―the greatest untapped resource in the Middle East and North 

Africa is the talent of its people‖. 

 

That’s why it’s critical that governments in the region support the right type of reforms 

and -- this is particularly important -- policies that focus on inclusive governance and that will 

enable growth to flourish by allowing the natural talent of all their people to flourish.  

 

As I mentioned, I was in Tunisia last week and witnessed some of the positive steps the 

Government of Tunisia has taken.  I had the opportunity to meet with Tunisian Head of 

Government Jebali and Ministerof Planning and International Cooperation Betaieb, who 

described their progress.  They are achieving much, and their efforts and vision – and the 

inclusiveness of many parties in their efforts – should be a positive demonstration to the region. 

 

I’ll give you several examples of what Tunisia is doing: 

 

First, the government has budgeted a significant sum for public investment in 

infrastructure projects throughout Tunisia, including Southern parts that previously did not 

receive lots of attention.   

 

This is a wise decision for many reasons, in part because of the benefits of upgrading 

Tunisia’s infrastructure and fulfilling Tunisia’s potential as a true trading hub, like a small but 

strategically located Singapore, for the Mediterranean.   

 

Second, the government is undertaking a program to reform Tunisia’s investment and tax 

code, which is 400 pages long, with the help of the United States’ Commercial Law 

Development Program and the IFC.   
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U.S. companies in the region have expressed concern about a lack of predictability and 

transparency in regulatory decision-making.  The Tunisian government’s efforts will ensure 

greater transparency and access for both U.S. and other foreign companies – and enormously 

benefit its own companies and people.   

 

Third, Tunisia is on the path toward open governance.  Tunisia plans to join the Open 

Government Partnership next year after qualifying for membership.   

 

Fourth, Tunisia is adopting many best practices for the treatment of foreign direct 

investment.  The OECD Investment Committee has recently approved Tunisia’s application to 

adhere to the OECD Declaration on International Investment and Multilateral Enterprises.   

 

While in Tunisia, I was fortunate to experience first-hand the results of these reforms.  I 

traveled to Bizerte in the North.  I met with a number of business people and entrepreneurs.   

 

They may have had a difficult year.  However, many are still thriving.  They are growing their 

businesses.  They are creating new jobs, including skilled jobs such as making medical devices 

and precision airplane equipment.  I see opportunities for more foreign companies to invest and 

prosper in Tuinisia. 

 

In other words more people now have the opportunities that Mohamed Bouazizi was denied.   

 

Let me now turn to Egypt. 

 

This also is an important time for Egypt.  The election is a milestone.  We want to work 

with the incoming leaders.  Our judgment about people and governments is not based on their 

religious affiliation there just as it is not in our own country. And it will not be.  We should judge 

policies and actions on their merits.  The actions and statements of elected leaders to date 

indicate that they want inclusive government.  My conversations with them indicate the same 

thing.   

 

 Egypt’s transition to democracy is ongoing and of course is not without its challenges 

and difficulties.  We continue to support the Egyptian people as they move forward with this 

process.  As the Secretary has said, there can be no going back on the democratic transition.  

Most people in Egypt believe it is ongoing.  No one election can settle it.  Working with Egypt is 

the way to go to support the kinds of reforms and policies that can strengthen the democratic and 

economic reform process. 
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I had the opportunity to visit Egypt when I was last in government – courtest of Air 

Kissinger – and his Shuttle Diplomacy -- and saw many parts of that great and historical country. 

And I have been back since, right after the revolution and most recently in January.   

 

We owe a lot of our civilization, culture, history, and science to Egypt.  As Egypt faces 

its challenges, we need to provide support – financial, economic, security, and other – at this 

critical time.  I have been a close friend of the country and look forward to working with the 

Egyptian government and people during this challenging period.  We have to work while taking 

into account the strong traditions and national pride of the country.  We also have to work 

closely with the G8, and our friends in the Gulf and with Turkey, which is playing a highly 

constructive leadership role. 

 

 Ultimately, a stable, prosperous, and democratic region is in all of our interests.  The 

region requires stability and patience is needed by its own people and by us because some 

changes take a considerable amount of time.  We have to support them as new democracies.  

Contrary to what some have said, the Arab Spring has not truned into an Arab Winter.  Much 

progress has been made. And there are many many opportunities for us to play a constructive 

role.  We have to work with the people and understand their desires – and have specific and 

constructiuve measures to put on the table.  Rhetoric will not suffice; concrete support is needed 

on financing, trade, and support for SMEs.  

 

The Middle East can be yet another anchor in the world for global stability, growth, 

opportunity, and progress—just as so many of these emerging economies have. 

 

So we look forward to working together in this country with our friends in the Congress, 

the NGO community, and the private sector to advance these ends.  And we look forward to 

discussing with the American people what we are doing why, and how it will bebefit ofr long 

term interests and fulfill our deeply held principles of support fot democracy and economic 

opportunity. 

 

That’s why I am so pleased to have the chance to speak with you today to share these 

thoughts. 

 

Thank you.   
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