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Tunisia: Political groups and parties
In December 2010, a Tunisian street vendor set himself on fire in apparent protest against state
repression and systematic economic hardship, triggering a series of uprisings across Tunisia and the
Middle East, commonly known as the 'Arab Spring'. President Zine El Abidine Ben Ali, Tunisia's
authoritarian leader since 1987, was forced out of power after his government reverted to violence
against demonstrators. Although the nascent democracy has been praised internationally for its
attempts to bring about reform, Tunisia's democratically elected parties have been facing multiple
challenges, such as economic difficulties, regional divisions and an unstable security situation
coupled with political rifts threatening to upset the country's political stability.

General background
Following the Jasmine Revolution of 2010 which overthrew Ben Ali, protesters put pressure on the
transitional government to abolish the Democratic Constitutional Rally (RCD), the party that had dominated
politics since independence in 1956, and called upon the country's leadership to make an array of reforms. In
October 2011, the transitional government held elections – which were relatively free and fair – to the
National Constituent Assembly, tasked with drafting the country's new constitution. The vote was won by
the moderate Islamist Ennahda party by a wide margin, yet soon afterwards, many secular opposition
members felt their views on constitutional reform were not being taken into consideration. Eventual
consensus was possible partly thanks to an inclusive national dialogue brokered by the Nobel-prize winning
'Quartet' – an alliance of various civil society groups. The newly elected assembly adopted the country's
landmark constitution on 27 January 2014. Although not immune to violence or to setbacks in its democratic
development, Tunisia has experienced less turbulence and greater improvements in civil and political
liberties than other North African and Middle Eastern states since 2011.
Returning to the polls in October 2014, Tunisians gave more seats to Nidaa Tounes, an alliance of secular and
liberal forces, than to the previously dominant Ennahda, but the two parties agreed to form the core of a
governing grand coalition with Habib Essid as prime minister. Meanwhile, the founder of Nidaa Tounes, Beji
Caid Essebsi, won a separate election to the presidency. In early 2015, after numerous Nidaa Tounes
members, who had also been members of parliament, resigned due to internal disputes, their party lost its
parliamentary majority.

Tunisia's semi-presidential system
The 2014 constitution established a unicameral legislative structure known as the Assembly of the
Representatives of the People (Majlis Nuwaab a-shaab). The 217 seats are divided among 33 constituencies,
split between 27 multi-member Tunisian constituencies accounting for 199 seats, and six overseas
constituencies with a total of 18 seats. Elections to the assembly are conducted through a closed party-list
proportional system. The assembly is elected for a five-year term but can be dissolved at the wish of the
country's president, although no more than twice during a term. The president is directly elected by
universal suffrage for a five-year term. The successful candidate is the one who secures more than 50% of
the votes; failing this, a second round of voting takes place, with the top two candidates competing for the
post. Drafted with a view to maintaining a balance within the core of the executive power, the new
constitution divides this power between the prime minister, who has the decisive say on policymaking, and
the separately elected president, who is in charge of key areas and holds particular sway on foreign policy.
Recalling the Ben Ali experience, transitional leaders also enshrined the rights of opposition parties in the
new constitution.
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Tunisia's main political groups and parties
The Ennahda Movement is Tunisia's biggest party at the moment. It came first in the historic 2011
democratic election and emerged again, with 69 seats, as the primary parliamentary force after disputes
within Nidaa Tounes split the party in 2015. The moderate Islamist party tries to maintain a conciliatory line,
having entered coalitions with secular parties following both elections. Its leader, Rachid Ghannouchi,
returned from exile after the Jasmine Revolution.
Nidaa Tounes was formed under the leadership of Neji
Caid Essebsi in 2012 as an alliance of secular and liberal
activists opposed to the dominance of political Islam.
Some criticise the party for accepting individuals who
had served in the old regime as its members. Although it
won the 2014 elections with 86 seats, it ceded its lead
after a group of MPs left its ranks in November 2015,
leaving it with 56 seats.

Some 28 of the above MPs created the Al-Horra Bloc. In
March 2016, another Nidaa Tounes leaver, prominent
politician Mohsen Marzouk, announced the establishment of the 'Movement for the Project of Tunisia', a
party placing employment, security, and development challenges at the top of its agenda.

Founded in 2012 to consolidate the Tunisian left, the Popular Front (FP) is an alliance of multiple leftist
secularist political parties, which holds 15 seats. Its spokesperson is Hamma Hammami.

The Free Patriotic Union (UPL) was launched after the Jasmine Revolution by wealthy businessman Slim
Riahi. The UPL self-identifies as a modernist, free market-oriented, centrist party. After multiple MPs
resigned, the party holds 12 seats in parliament.

Afek Tounes, founded by neoliberal economists in 2011, is a centre-right party with a liberal economic
orientation. The party's leader, Yassine Brahim, serves as minister for development, investment and
international cooperation. It has 10 seats in parliament, having gained two MPs since the 2014 elections.

Other political forces include the Social Democratic Path which groups together multiple left-leaning parties,
holding 10 seats in parliament, as well as the secularist centre-left Congress for the Republic (CPR), founded
in 2001 by former interim President Moncef Marzouki. The CPR holds four seats in parliament.

Governing coalition
Nidaa Tounes won the most seats in Tunisia's October 2014 elections. Habib Essid, became the new head of
government. In July 2016, Habib Essid's minority government proposal failed a confidence vote, and Habib
Essid was dismissed. On 26 August 2016, Tunisia's parliament resoundingly approved the new unity
government under the leadership of the new prime minister, Youssef Chahed. The government coalition is
now composed of Nidda Tounes, Ennahda, UPL and Afek Tounes.
Opposition parties: FP, Social Democratic Path, CPR, the recent breakaway Al-Horra bloc, as well as MPs
standing as independents or representing small parties (one or two seats).

Presidency
Elections for the presidency were held in two rounds, on 23 November and 21 December 2014, with Neji
Essebsi, founder of Nidda Tounes, ultimately defeating Moncef Marzouki. The vote showed a geographical
split, with the south preferring Marzouki and the north opting for Essebsi.
European Parliament position on Tunisia
Tunisia is mentioned as a priority country in the EP's Comprehensive Democracy Support Approach (CDSA) as
well as in multiple EP resolutions. In its resolutions of 23 October 2013, 9 July 2015, 7 October 2015, and 25
February 2016, the Parliament set out multiple priority areas for action, commended and supported Tunisia's
democratisation process, and insisted on pushing forward discussions on an EU-Tunisia free trade agreement,
supporting the country in its fight against terrorism, and improving its fragile security situation. Various fact-
finding missions by MEPs to Tunisia, as well as visits by Tunisian parliamentarians to the European Parliament
have taken place.

Figure 1: Government/opposition seat breakdown

Breakdown of seats based on the outcome of the 2014 elections
and 2016 reshuffle following the departure of 31 Nidaa Tounes
deputies late in 2015.
Data source: Marsad Majiles, 2016.
NB: the total percentage exceeds 100% due to rounding
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