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Abstract 

Tunisia, the birthplace of the popular Arab uprisings, is a small country which remains 
strongly oriented towards Europe. The European Union has every interest in Tunisia’s 
successful transition to democracy. The overview of the first 18 months of the transition 
period is both positive and worrying. Numerous challenges and obstacles are slowing 
down the process of democratic transition, including socio-economic problems such as 
unemployment, liquidity in the banking sector and external financing. Political and 
security issues have emerged, the most alarming of which are still the extremism and 
violence of Salafist groups. The political landscape is still characterised by strong 
polarisation between the parliamentary majority and the opposition parties, which 
sometimes disrupts the work of the National Constituent Assembly. The major projects 
involved in Tunisia’s democratic transition remain unfinished and the population has 
high expectations. The EU should strengthen its support for the essential political 
reforms and encourage the Tunisian authorities to make the most of its institutions and 
Member States’ expertise in various sectors. It should also speed up the process for 
negotiating new agreements. 
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1. National Constituent Assembly  

1.1. October 2011 Elections  

 
 
The elections of 
October 2011 complied with 
international standards, 
although there were some 
irregularities. 
 
 
 
 
 

The National Constituent Assembly of Tunisia is an elected body 
responsible for drafting the country’s new constitution. The election of its 
217 members was particularly important as it was the first free election 
held in Tunisia since the country was granted independence in 1956, and 
the first election in the Arab world since the beginning of the Arab 
uprisings. 

  

 

The EU deployed an election observation mission (EOM) led by 
Mr Gahler, MEP, to the National Constituent Assembly elections of 
23 October 2011. A delegation of the European Parliament —
 exceptionally composed of 14 MEPs because of the importance of this 
election — accompanied the EU EOM. The European Parliament 
delegation welcomed the proper conduct of the elections and 
congratulated the Tunisian people for their high turnout. (The final 
turnout was 52 %.) Although some irregularities were observed, the MEPs 
declared that the elections complied with international standards and 
called on Tunisia to start building a new democratic state1. 

The mission presented its final report which contains recommendations 
to the Tunisian authorities aimed at improving the electoral process, 
including: 

 Making the independent electoral commission a permanent fixture 
for the next round of elections, ensuring greater professionalism 
and a deep restructuring of electoral administration at all levels; 

 Greater communication with citizens about the electoral process; 

                                                               

 
1http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/pressroom/content/20111024IPR30158/html/L
es-%C3%A9lections-en-Tunisie-ont-respect%C3%A9-les-normes-internationales-selon-le-
PE  

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/pressroom/content/20111024IPR30158/html/Les-%C3%A9lections-en-Tunisie-ont-respect%C3%A9-les-normes-internationales-selon-le-PE
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/pressroom/content/20111024IPR30158/html/Les-%C3%A9lections-en-Tunisie-ont-respect%C3%A9-les-normes-internationales-selon-le-PE
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/pressroom/content/20111024IPR30158/html/Les-%C3%A9lections-en-Tunisie-ont-respect%C3%A9-les-normes-internationales-selon-le-PE
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 Support for national observers’ platforms; 

 Repealing the legal and administrative provisions that discriminate 
against women by developing the principles established by the 
current electoral legislation which promote parity and alternation 
between men and women. 

1.2. Drafting the constitution 

Presidential and 
parliamentary elections are 
planned for June 2013 at the 
latest 

The National Constituent Assembly (NAC) is responsible for drafting a 
constitution and organising the presidential and parliamentary elections 
planned for June 2013 at the latest. The Constitution is expected to be 
completed by 23 October this year and the next elections will be held 
between 20 March and 20 June 2013, although statements made by 
Kamel Jendoubi, former Chairman of the independent high authority for 
elections, the Instance supérieure indépendante des élections (ISIE), cast 
doubt on these dates.  

Following the elections in October, Tunisia had its first democratically 
elected government in December. The government coalition consists of 
three parties: the moderate Islamist party Ennahda and two centre-left 
parties, the Congress for the Republic (CPR) and the Democratic Forum for 
Labour and Liberties (Ettakatol). 

The collapse of the coalition government or a split within the dominant 
Ennahda party could jeopardise the drafting of the constitution, which 
would aggravate the already noticeable malaise between the 
parliamentary majority and the opposition and throw the transition into 
turmoil. However, this scenario seems unlikely.  

The decision to retain Article 1 of the 1959 Tunisian constitution in the 
draft of the new constitution was an important step in the current drafting 
process. The new constitution will define Tunisia as a ‘free, independent 
and sovereign state. Its religion is Islam, its language is Arabic and its type 
of government is the Republic.’ Therefore, the recognition of Islam as the 
state religion, rather than and not as a source of law, which necessarily 
involves adopting Sharia law, will help to bring about a relative return to 
calm after several months of talks between the moderate Islamist party, 
Ennahda, and the secular parties.  

The President of the National Constituent Assembly, Mustapha Ben Jaafar, 
recalled that the Tunisian revolution had come about because of the lack 
of economic, social and cultural rights for citizens. He said that the new 
constitution would prioritise social rights.  

The Tunisian authorities consider it a priority to enhance the NAC’s 
capabilities. The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) is 
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supporting the Assembly by means of a programme spread out over three 
years (2012–15), with an estimated budget of EUR 14.8 million2. It consists 
of three aspects: supporting the NAC in its constitutional function; 
supporting the NAC as a parliament in its legislative, monitoring and 
representative functions; supporting an inclusive national dialogue. This 
last aspect represents a major challenge to the Tunisian democratic 
transition because of the increasing polarisation between the Islamists 
and their allies (CPR and Ettakol) on the one hand and the opposition 
parties on the other. 

Lastly, it remains difficult to gauge the popularity of the coalition 
government as the surveys carried out since the revolution are not always 
reliable. 

2. Major political issues 

2.1. Salafist activism and reconstitution of the political landscape  

 
 
Salafist groups continue to 
commit acts of violence but 
the authorities’ patience has 
worn out. 
 
 
 
 
 
The Islamist party in power 
(Ennahda) is distancing itself 
from the remarks and 
methods of more radical 
Islamist groups. 

In response to the attacks which took place in Jendouba in the north of 
the country and in Sidi Bouzid, where the revolution began in the centre 
of the country, Tunisian police arrested Salafists who had set fire to a 
police station and destroyed businesses. The Tunisian Government gave 
orders authorising the use of all deterrent instruments to put a stop to the 
chaos and lawlessness. On 31 May, the Minister of the Interior, Ali 
Larayedh, gave the police authorisation to shoot real bullets in the event 
of an attack against the ‘sovereign institutions of the state’.  

On 10 June, the police fired warning shots following an attack by a Salafist 
group against the court house in Essijoumi in the suburbs of Tunis. 
Ninety protesters were questioned. Another Salafist group attacked an art 
exhibition organised in La Marsa in a suburb of Tunis on 10 June because 
they believed the artwork to be blasphemous.  

The radical Ansar al-Sharia group (Partisans of Sharia) called on Tunisians 
to remain calm, promising those who had ‘harmed the sacred’ would not 
be forgotten, while denying any involvement in the events in Essijoumi.  

The fresh outbreak of violence witnessed over the last few weeks in 
several towns in Tunisia has added to fears for the country’s security. 
Despite Ennahda’s apparent desire for peace and dialogue with the 
Salafists, a position which the secular parties consider irresponsible, the 
proven involvement of Salafist groups in the recent acts of violence has 
highlighted the limitations of a leadership that has been deemed 

 

 

2 Most of the funding will come from contributions from Japan, Belgium, Denmark and 
Norway. The EU plans to contribute EUR 1.5 million to the project. The European 
Parliament is participating actively in the implementation of this programme. 
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ambiguous by several observers.  

This situation has led the Minister of the Interior, Ali Larayedh, to call for a 
more rigorous application of the law3. A curfew was ordered on 
Tuesday 12 June in the governorates of Tunis, Ariana, Manouba, Ben 
Arous, Sousse, Jendouba, Monastir and the Ben Guerdane delegation (in 
the Médenine governorate). This curfew was lifted on 15 June.  

It is important to remember that the current government authorised the 
establishment of a Salafist party on 29 March. The new Salafist party, 
Japhet al-Islah (Reform Front) set about repealing the 1988 political party 
law, which banned the establishment of political parties on the basis of 
religion in order to submit its request for legalisation. 

The radical Islamist group Hizb ut-Tahrir (Liberation Party), a pan-Islamist 
party, submitted a request for authorisation but its legalisation was denied 
by Beji Caïd Essebi’s transition government. The party claimed it would 
turn Tunisia into the capital of the Islamist caliphate.  

The leaders of the Islamist party in power are distancing themselves from 
radical forces and emphasising their commitment to democracy, 
fundamental freedoms and human rights. However, several Salafist 
groups did not take part in the elections on 23 October 2011 because they 
reject the democratic system, which they believe contradicts Sharia law.  

The political landscape has been reshaped by the establishment of two 
new parties: Hizb al-Joumhouri (Republican Party), a coalition of several 
parties including the Progressive Democratic Party (PDP) and AFEK Tounes 
(Tunisian Aspiration)4, and the Nida Tounes Party (Call of Tunisia), the 
establishment of which was announced on Saturday 16 June by former 
prime minister Béji Caïd Essebi5. The former prime minister wants to 
provide a political alternative for voters who are disappointed with the 
government’s management. However, the fact that former leaders of the 
Constitutional Democratic Rally (RCD) — Ben Ali’s former party — have 
been joining forces with Essebi’s new party has been criticised by political 
opponents. 

 

 

3 Two professional tourism federations, the FTH (Tunisia Hotel Federation) and the FTAV 
(Tunisian Federation of Travel Agencies) held a protest on 16 June 2012 in Tunis against 
the acts of violence which, according to the organisers of the protest, are ‘a serious threat 
to Tunisia’s image in general and its tourism in particular’. Tunisie – Les professionnels du 
tourisme manifestent Saturday 16 June, http://www.businessnews.com.tn/Tunisie---Les-
professionnels-du-tourisme-manifestent-samedi-16-juin,520,31698,3  
4 The Republican Party was founded on 9 April 2012 as a coalition of several centrist and 
left-wing parties including the Progressive Democratic Party (PDP), Afek Tounes, the 
Republican Party, Al Irada, Al Karama, the Bledi Movement, the Social Democratic Party for 
Justice and various independent groups and politicians. 
5 Béji Caïed Essebsi annonce officiellement la naissance du parti "L’appel de la Tunisie", 
Assabah (Le Matin), 17 June 2012 http://www.assabah.com.tn/home-17062012.html 
 

http://www.businessnews.com.tn/Tunisie---Les-professionnels-du-tourisme-manifestent-samedi-16-juin,520,31698,3
http://www.businessnews.com.tn/Tunisie---Les-professionnels-du-tourisme-manifestent-samedi-16-juin,520,31698,3
http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/9_avril
http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Avril_2012
http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/2012
http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Centrisme
http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Parti_d%C3%A9mocrate_progressiste_(Tunisie)
http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Afek_Tounes
http://www.assabah.com.tn/home-17062012.html
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2.2. Media reform  

A more comprehensive 
media reform is essential 

The reform of the information and media sector remains a very worrying 
issue for many human rights NGOs, which are constantly warning the 
government about the lack of media reform in Tunisia. They have pointed 
out that the current legal framework lacks the clarity and precision needed 
to satisfy the fundamental requirements of the rule of law.  

The National Authority for the Reform of Information and 
Communication (INRIC), chaired by journalist Kamel Laabidi, is one of the 
bodies taking part in the debate. The creation of an Independent High 
Authority for Audiovisual Communication (HAICA) and the redrafting of 
the legislative framework are among the proposals that it has submitted 
to the government.  

The media reforms undertaken by the interim government following the 
revolution have replaced Tunisia’s repressive legislative arsenal in this area 
but they are not far-reaching enough. The National Union of Tunisian 
Journalists (SNJT) is calling for articles limiting the freedom of the press to 
be removed. According to the union, journalists face attacks by police 
forces and political activists. The Tunisian media has undoubtedly become 
more pluralistic (with 230 new written publications, six new television 
channels and 12 new radio stations since January 2011) but current 
legislation (for example the famous Article 121(3) of the criminal code, 
which prohibits the distribution of publications that may ‘harm public 
order’) restricts freedom of expression. 

2.3. Judicial reform 

Judicial reform, considered 
essential for establishing the 
rule of law, is slow. 

Since the revolution, many have called for a reform of the judicial system, 
which is seen as the only guarantee of freedom and equality of power. 
However, the status of the sector remains unchanged, apart from some 
corrupt magistrates being dismissed.  

The Association of Tunisian Magistrates (AMT) has complained about 
how slow the reform process has been. It is calling for the Supreme 
Judicial Council, which operated under the old regime, to be replaced by a 
Provisional Judicial Surveillance Committee. The association is also calling 
for better working conditions for magistrates and for judges to be more 
involved in the reform process.   

A EUR 2.6 million programme, managed by the UN, has recently been 
launched to strengthen the capacity of civil society and support the 
government in the reform that has just begun. 

2.4. Security sector reform  

Security sector reform is one 
of the essential demands of 
the revolution. 

Under the old regime, security services, which were guilty of abuses of 
power and atrocities, enjoyed absolute impunity and regularly escaped 
any form of punishment. Police reform has therefore become one of the 
main challenges since the revolution and has given rise to political 
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confrontations and demands from citizens with regard to public power. 

The reform of the security system, based on precise principles, namely 
responsibility, transparency, equality, protection of civilians, democratic 
standards and respect for human rights, is the cornerstone of good 
governance. The challenge for this reform is to turn a ‘regime police force’ 
into a ‘democratic police force’: a police force focused on combating 
insecurity among citizens rather than fighting the enemies of the regime. 
The objective is to ensure that the police are perceived by citizens as a 
source of protection rather than oppression, which also means that the 
police must respect citizens’ rights. In the future policing model, the 
actions of the police must be determined by what citizens want. 

3. Economic Situation  

 
 
 
 
 
Economic indicators are 
positive but sustainable 
development depends on 
the stabilisation of the 
situation in the country and 
on the policies led by the 
Tunisian Government. 

The revolution in Tunisia had negative effects on the economy. The civil 
war in Libya and the economic crisis in the European Union have also 
weakened the country’s economy, which is now in a precarious situation. 
The socio-economic indicators demonstrated a sharp decline in 
economic activity in 2011: industrial activity declined by 11 %, 
investments by 36 %, and tourism by 45 %.  

However, Tunisia has many assets: it was the most competitive country in 
Africa in 2010 and has a diversified economy and a skilled workforce. With 
the democratic process in place and discussions to come on the new 
constitution, the political transition in Tunisia is more advanced than that 
of other Arab Spring countries. As a result, Tunisia’s risk profile and growth 
prospects should improve progressively this year. 

Growth in Tunisia will be affected by increased oil prices, but boosted by 
larger investments from the Gulf. According to the projections for 2012, 
Tunisia will achieve a growth rate of 2.8 % GDP (compared to 0 % in 2011). 
Growth will increase over subsequent years and is estimated at 4.5 % per 
year (2013–16). 

Tunisia recorded a decrease of 29 % in foreign direct investments (FDI) 
in 2011, according to data from the Tunisian Foreign Investment 
Promotion Agency (FIPA). According to the same source, foreign 
investments fell to around EUR 857 million in 2011 compared to 
EUR 1.2 billion in 2010. The government is prioritising political stability 
through economic growth and greater efficiency. It is continuing in its 
efforts to present a favourable image to the business world. The decision 
not to include Sharia law in the new constitution should reassure foreign 
investors However, the social movements in several parts of the country 
that are affecting various sectors of the economy are sorely testing the 
government’s ability to strengthen social dialogue, particularly with the 
powerful trade union, the General Union of Tunisian Workers (UGTT).  

The government is investing in infrastructure, for example with a 
USD 39 million project to double the capacity of the main port near Tunis. 
Furthermore, the governments of the Gulf countries have shown greater 
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interest in investing in Tunisia. Qatari companies are planning tourism 
projects and refineries.  

The tourism industry is doing better this year. For the first quarter of this 
year, the sector’s revenue was 34 % higher than it was in the same period 
last year (still 9 % lower than in the same period in 2010). It will be boosted 
in 2013 by the ‘open skies’ agreement with the EU. However, tourism 
needs to be diversified by capitalising on historic heritage and developing 
the quality of services. 

The major challenge is still job creation, with an official unemployment 
rate estimated at 18.1 % for the first quarter of this year. Around a quarter 
of the population live on than USD 2 per day. The government’s ability to 
create jobs through infrastructure projects is limited by a lack of funds — 
there are plans to create jobs for small and medium-sized enterprises. 
Change could be slow because of corruption and the scale of the reforms 
needed in the banking system. However, there was greater external 
interest in financing SMEs, whose potential, combined with the 
government’s ability to prioritise economic needs, are a sign of a positive 
dynamic for long-term growth. 

4. EU – a privileged partner 

4.1. Trade and Investments  

The European market is still 
a key strategic choice for the 
Tunisian economy.  

The EU is Tunisia’s number one trading partner and represents 70 % of its 
external trade. 74 % of Tunisian exports go to EU markets, and it is also the 
number one foreign investor in Tunisia. Foreign direct investments (FDI) 
from the EU in Tunisia focus strongly on the energy sector (50 %) and the 
manufacturing industry (almost 40 %) against just 1 % for agriculture and 
8 % for services. 

4.2. Financial support  

Global financial support for 
Tunisia has doubled since 
the revolution and the EIB 
and EBRD are actively 
supporting a wide range of 
projects in Tunisia. 

Global financial support for Tunisia has doubled since the revolution and 
is set to reach EUR 400 million for 2011–13. The amount of financial 
support reached EUR 180 million for the year 2011/12. It could reach 
EUR 125 million in 2012.  

In 2012, the priority areas of activity are: 

 support for disadvantaged areas (both rural and urban) and 
healthcare (EUR 30 million); 

 economic recovery (EUR 68 million); 

 support for civil society and judicial reform (EUR 27 million). 

EIB Financing  

The ceiling for European Investment Bank (EIB) funding was increased to 
EUR 1 billion in 2011. Loan agreements worth EUR 311 million were 
approved in 2011 (funding increased to EUR 216 million). For 2012, there 
could be EUR 500–700 million (for energy, education, healthcare, the 
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environment, new credit lines for SMEs). 

EBRD Financing  

There is an agreement with the Board of Directors of the European Bank 
for Reconstruction and Development on the use of cooperation funds 
dating from 17 January 2012. Since then, the Bank has approved five 
technical cooperation projects worth EUR 860 000 but the funds have not 
yet been released for legal reasons. The Bank is currently defining its 
investment strategy (credit lines for SMEs, agri-food chain, innovation and 
risks in the banking sector, renewable energy and energy efficiency), 
decentralisation and municipal services. The lack of a guaranteed budget 
for micro-projects and small businesses could reduce the EBRD’s scope in 
Tunisia.  

4.3. Contractual relationships  

 
Sectoral negotiations are 
progressing slowly. 
 
 
 

The EU–Tunisia Taskforce meeting took place on 28–29 September 2011 
in Tunis and focused on political and economic support from the EU. No 
date has been set for a second taskforce, the key tool in our privileged 
partnership with Tunisia, although a second meeting had initially been 
planned for the first six months of 2012. 

Despite the establishment of close relations, such as the joint statement 
on a privileged partnership adopted during the Tunisian Prime Minister’s 
visit to the European institutions in February 2012, including in particular 
the decision to restart various negotiations, sectoral negotiations have 
been progressing slowly. Agricultural negotiations have not been 
reopened (although they are nearing completion), nor have the 
negotiations on the liberalisation of services. A tentative agreement on 
opening negotiations on the Agreement of Conformity Assessment and 
Acceptance of Industrial Products (ACAA) was reached in March 2012 but 
has not been finalised. The first stage of negotiations for a deep free trade 
agreement took place in March 2012. Negotiations on an open skies air 
agreement should restart in June 2012. Work on recovering stolen goods 
is progressing, as are negotiations on a mobility, security and migration 
partnership. This last aspect has already been the subject of a positive 
exchange between the Commission services and the Tunisian 
Government and could lead to an agreement with the signing of the joint 
political statement at the end of June. 

5. Regional cooperation  

5.1. Potential partnership with Libya  

Libya is a key strategic 
partner for Tunisia. 

Tunisia’s relationship with its eastern neighbour is difficult due to the 
complicated transition and precarious situation in Libya. Recently there 
have been violent confrontations along the Tunisian–Libyan border 
between smugglers and the police. 

With regard to the future of bilateral relations, the two neighbouring 
countries may develop a strategic partnership if the leaders on the two 
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sides take the appropriate concrete measures. At the moment, greater 
regional integration, which Tunisia has always supported, seems difficult. 

Following the visit of the Libyan Prime Minister to Tunisia in May 2011, the 
Tunisian authorities agreed to extradite former Libyan Prime Minister al-
Baghdadi to Libya.  

5.2. Reviving the Arab Maghreb Union 

Tunisia is the greatest 
supporter of the Arab 
Maghreb Union.  

We are seeing a new intra-Maghreb dynamic (ministerial meeting of 
17 February in Rabat). Tunisia wants to reactivate the process of 
integrating into the Maghreb in a concrete and realistic way. It remains to 
be seen if the next summit, planned for October 2012 in Tunis, will 
produce effective measures and decisions. 

6. Options for the near future  

 

Despite its difficulties, Tunisia is still the most promising case for an Arab 
society and state in transition towards a democratic future. The EU 
should: 

 strengthen its support for political reforms, which are essential for 
Tunisia’s successful transition to democracy; 

 encourage the Tunisian authorities to make the most of the 
expertise of certain Member States with regard to the reform of the 
security sector;  

 speed up the negotiation process for additional agreements to 
strengthen the Tunisian economy and consolidate relations 
between Tunisia and the European Union; 

 contribute to strengthening national debate in order to help 
Tunisians overcome the excessive bipolarisation which is disrupting 
the work of the National Constituent Assembly. 

 

The Tunisian Government must mobilise the parts of society that have 
been neglected for too long but without alienating the often talented and 
committed technocrats and businessmen and women who will play a key 
role in the country’s further development. 

For political stability, the road map towards finalising the new constitution 
and legislative elections must be maintained. 

It is also important that the National Constituent Assembly (NAC) passes 
an electoral law and a law on political parties, while ensuring that all 
political forces participate in drafting these essential laws.  

Continuing in the fight against corruption and the adoption of new 
legislative texts guaranteeing transparency in business could also help to 
revive foreign direct investments and therefore the Tunisian economy.  
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