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Wikistrat:  What do you think is the main challenge and 
what are the main issues in Jordan’s economy 
today?

Laith:  Unfortunately, the situation of the Jordanian 
economy is currently complicated. Jordan 
is passing through a very critical path, 
economically speaking. Jordan is now facing 
unprecedented unemployment rates that have 
reached 19.2%.

Wikistrat:  Is that an official number?

Laith:  Yes. It’s from The Department of Statistics. This 
is the overall unemployment for Jordanians. 
Jordan also suffers from weak economic 
growth, which reached only 1.9% in 2018. So, 
Jordan doesn’t have enough growth to create 
jobs or to increase income per capita, while the 
cost of living is very high.

 Also, I think one of the most pressing challenges 
is fiscal policy. Public debt has reached JOD 
29.5 billion. This number is official at the end 
of July. This amount of public debt constitutes 
94.4% of the GDP, which is very high.

 Depending on my analysis of the official 
numbers, I expect this ratio to increase, by 
the end of the year, to 95%. So, Jordan is in 
a complex situation, and the government is 
constrained to solve those main pressing 
challenges.

 Briefly, the main pressing challenges are 
unemployment, sluggish economic growth, 
and high public debt. Dealing with those 

problems the government has locked in a dark 
room without any possibility of exit. That’s due 
to the weak fiscal capacity of the government. 
The government, in order to promote economic 
growth and real GDP growth, needs to spend 
more, but still it can’t afford that.

Wikistrat:  There were also some talks of an IMF loan, 
I think a few months ago, in response to the 
mass protests in May-June last year. So, was 
that realized? Was there actually any IMF loan 
or any kind of fiscal agreement with the IMF to 
aid Jordan with its economic situation?

Laith:  Actually, the program with the IMF did not start 
last year. We have a program with the IMF that 
started in 2016, and it ends at the end of this 
year but it’s expected to be renewed until mid-
2020. The program asks Jordan to make many 
fiscal reforms to get around 500 million. That 
money is divided over three years.

 Over many years, the IMF has asked Jordan to 
get rid of some subsidies, like bread subsidies... 
two years ago, to raise some taxes, and widen 
the tax base.

 To the contrary of what many officials say, 
the IMF did not command Jordan on how to 
increase taxes, or to what extent to increase 
them. What the IMF does is ask Jordan to 
meet some KPIs that the IMF set for Jordan in 
terms of increasing revenue, reducing deficit, 
reducing expenditure, and reducing the debt to 
GDP ratio. So, to comply with the IMF demands, 
the government sought to introduce a tax bill in 
2018. And that’s why the tax bill came.
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Wikistrat:  Okay, yeah. I remember that was last year, I 
think. Mid-last year or so?

Laith:  Yes. In mid-2018. But the IMF did not ask 
the government to raise taxes in this way. 
The IMF asked them to increase tax revenue 
by enhancing the tax collection procedures 
and by tackling tax evasion. How to increase 
revenues, that’s the government’s mandate. So, 
they preferred the easy way, increasing taxes, 
rather than reforming the revenue collection 
process, which has a political cost.

Wikistrat:  Okay. And did that have any effect in terms of 
the economic growth or, you know, increasing 
revenues?

Laith:  Actually, it didn’t really increase government 
revenues, because tax revenues, by the end 
of July this year, decreased. Tax revenues 
decreased by JOD 46 million.

 The bill motivated the people to protest; that 
reduced the confidence in the economy, so 
FDI decreased. Moreover, investor confidence 
decreased, and the aggregate demand in the 
market decreased.

Wikistrat:  Okay. And a more immediate effect of these 
increased taxes were the protests, right? If I 
remember correctly, that kind of reform was 
implemented by the previous government and 
that was the context for the outbreak of the 
protests, right? In May/June last year, right?

Laith:  Yes. You mean the direct impact of this tax bill? 
Let me tell you the whole story.

 In May and June of 2018, there was a Hani al-
Mulki government in Jordan. Hani al-Mulki’s 
government proposed the income tax law for 
the first time. When they proposed the law, the 
law was firm with those who evade taxes in 
Jordan. Those are mainly professionals in the 
private sectors (freelancers). Like those who 
own small shops, who are medical doctors, 
who are engineers, contractor companies. 
Those companies and individuals have a big 
amount of tax evasion.

 So, the Hani Al-Mulki government’s taxation 
law didn’t only increase tax rates, it also 
tackled, very strongly, tax evasion. Being firm 
with tackling tax evasion induced the labor 
unions to start a strike. That was followed by 

massive protests, which led His Majesty to ask 
the prime minister to resign.

 The prime minister resigned. Then, Dr. Omar 
Razzaz became the new prime minister, and 
he initiated a dialog with the labor unions 
about the tax law. As a result, he introduced a 
new tax law with the same tax rates that were 
proposed by Hani al-Mulki. But he reduced the 
articles that really tackle tax evasion. Hence, 
the new version of the law passed with minimal 
protests.

Wikistrat:  We have seen fewer protests in Jordan in 
recent months. I know there were some 
protests by the Teachers’ Union more recently, 
but overall as a trend, there seems to have 
been a decrease in protests in recent months. 
Is this because they changed the tax bill?

Laith:  The recent protests, for the most, are 
individually induced. For example, if someone 
has a problem, a demand, or something, they 
go to protest. But it was not organized by, let’s 
say, political parties or labor unions. However, 
the teachers’ strike was the only organized 
protest action after the tax protests in 2018.

Wikistrat:  Okay. So, they’re more diffused in nature, I 
mean, less organized compared to last year’s 
protests?

Laith:  Yes, they are less organized. Also, there were 
no real mobilizers of those protests. There was 
no clear party or anything that asked people to 
go out to the streets and protest. It’s individuals 
who gathered and said to themselves, “Let’s 
protest to get our rights,” so they protested. 
They protested with anyone who wanted to 
protest, without any organization.

 And what reduced the protests after Al Razzaz 
came was that the people, for the first hundred 
days of Al Razzaz’s government, were very 
optimistic about Al Razzaz as a reformist and 
liberal. But now, it’s totally different. It appears 
that he has no program, and he does not know 
really what to do. And he’s kind of constrained 
by the current situation because it’s really hard, 
economically speaking.

Wikistrat:  If I remember correctly, many of the main 
reasons for the protests last year were really 
due to the cost of living. Are there any steps 
which have been undertaken by the current 
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government to reduce the cost of living? 
Anything which is meant to ease the tax burden 
or the price of basic goods for ordinary people 
from different parts of Jordanian society?

Laith:  Actually, until now there haven’t been any 
tangible steps by the government to reduce the 
cost of living in Jordan. But, they announced 
that, after increasing income taxation, they are 
going to reduce sales tax and are planning to 
reduce sales tax on certain goods. The IMF 
is currently in Amman, and the government is 
going to negotiate that with it. What they are 
intending to do is reduce sales tax on some 
goods.

 The problem in Jordan is that the government 
is depending on unsustainable sources of 
revenue. Which are, for example, fuel taxes 
and cigarettes. When we talk about fuel tax, 
people now are changing their consumption 
behavior toward electric cars and hybrid cars 
that reduce government revenues from fuel 
tax. In terms of cigarettes, people now are 
changing their consumption behavior toward 
e-cigarettes, vaping, so that reduces tax 
revenues from cigarette sale tax revenue.

 The government now needs to start thinking 
seriously about developing and granting for 
itself new sustainable sources of income. 
Unless they do that, in a few years it will find 
itself in a more serious problem in terms 
of generating tax revenues to spend on the 
government, its projects and its employees.

Wikistrat:  Of course. And what about industry, about 
agriculture, some kind of private sector 
enterprises that are more sustainable both for 
the public sector and also for the government? 
What about more long-term economic 
projects?

Laith:  The problem in Jordan is that the governments 
lack a cohesive economic approach. So, you 
can find them either focusing on the fiscal 
policy or leaving the fiscal policy and focusing 
on the business environment. Or leaving both 
and focusing on the labor market.

 What Jordan needs is a comprehensive and 
cohesive economic approach that, first of all, 
reforms the business environment. We are 
finding a real problem in Jordan in increasing 
investment, either local investment or foreign 

investment. We are also facing a problem that 
current investments in Jordan can’t expand 
and employ more people and pay taxes 
because of three things. First, The unstable 
regulations in Jordan, because the government 
keeps changing its regulations. Second, 
the complexity of doing business, and the 
complexity of procedures – the governmental 
procedures. Finally, the high taxes, which 
increases the cost of production and also the 
cost of consumption, so, there is no demand.

 Another thing that is impacting businesses 
is the high cost of energy. For example, the 
industrial sector faces a serious problem in 
electricity costs. And the government can’t 
do anything about that, because those costs 
in the industrial sectors are high due to cross-
subsidies. So, the electricity costs are high 
in the industrial sector, because they cross-
subsidize the poor consumers of electricity 
in Jordan. But the government can’t eliminate 
this kind of subsidy because it will be politically 
risky, right? If you want to remove this kind of 
subsidy, you’re going increase electricity costs 
for the poor people.

 What the government is thinking about, and the 
communication minister is working hard on, is 
how to promote entrepreneurship. Because 
entrepreneurship in the ICT sector is not that 
costly; you just need a mind, a smart mind, and 
a computer and fast internet, and then you can 
develop new products and sell your services 
to the world. The government is thinking of 
making Jordan a regional hub of exporting 
ICT services. The ICT sector is exempted from 
most taxes. It’s a zero-tax sector.

Wikistrat:  And have there been any results from these 
efforts? For example, have you seen an 
increase in the number of start-ups in Jordan 
the last two or three years or so?

Laith:  I don’t have the actual numbers, but I can tell 
you that start-ups are increasing. We can see 
that from the accelerators and incubators in 
Amman. Many companies are trying to invest 
in the ICT sector in Jordan. For example, today 
Amazon started to operate in Jordan. They 
don’t have warehouses or so in Jordan, but 
what they are doing is using Jordan as a place 
to provide and manage their services in the 
region.
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 Jordan is a small market. The government, 
with the ICT sector first, is trying to access new 
markets, in Syria or Iraq or in GCC, etc.

Wikistrat:  Have there been any measures to open the 
Jordanian market to competition for more 
FDI, for more external investments, but 
mainly focusing in the private sector, in terms 
of introducing structural reforms enabling 
investments?

Laith:  Actually, in Jordan, His Majesty is making 
a very big effort to attract investments to 
Jordan. And some of the ministers are trying to 
do that. Moreover, the international community 
is trying to help Jordan. So, there are some 
efforts, but the problem is still there in terms 
of the structural issues in the business 
environment and business regulations. In 
the ‘Doing Business Report’ that is issued by 
the World Bank, Jordan ranks 104th globally. 
Which is a very weak ranking. So, the business 
climate in Jordan is not really attractive. So, 
as I told you earlier, the government needs to 
review most of the business regulations and, 
after reviewing that, they need to eliminate the 
complexity in these regulations to make doing 
business easier in Jordan. Until now, there 
have been no real steps for doing that.

Wikistrat:  Would you define that as the next main 
challenge for any government in Jordan?

Laith:  We need to make real reforms in terms of 
enhancing and improving the efficiency of 
the public sector. And we need, also, to work 
very, very, very hard in reforming education 
to enhance the skills of the Jordanian labor 
force, because if you don’t have a skilled labor 
force no investor will come to your country and 
invest.
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