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eaders of Tunisian civic 
groups called on the world 
community to join forces 
to fight terrorism as they 
accepted the Nobel Peace 

Prize in Norway.
Members of the National Dia-

logue Quartet also urged world 
powers to help resolve the Palestin-
ian-Israeli conflict as part of efforts 
to dampen hotbeds of violence in 
the Middle East and North Africa.

The Tunisian civil society group 
was awarded the Peace Prize for fa-
cilitating agreement between Tuni-
sian political protagonists in 2013, 
at a time when extreme polarisa-
tion posed a serious threat to the 
North African country’s democratic 
transition.

The Quartet includes the Tuni-

sian General Labour Union (UGTT), 
the Tunisian Union for Industry, 
Trade and Handicrafts (UTICA), 
the Tunisian Human Rights League 
(LTDH) and the Tunisian Bar Asso-
ciation.

The laureates are the first Tuni-
sians to win a Nobel prize.

The award ceremony took place 
December 10th in Oslo amid tight 
security following the November 
13th jihadist attacks in Paris, in 
which 130 people were killed, and 
a suicide attack in Tunis where 12 
security officers died.

“Today we are most in need of 
making the fight against terrorism 
an absolute priority, which means 
perseverance on coordination and 
cooperation between all nations to 
drain its resources,” UGTT Secre-
tary-General Houcine Abassi told 
the gathering in Oslo.

“We need to accelerate the elimi-
nation of hot spots all over the 
world, particularly the resolution 

of the Palestinian issue and enable 
the Palestinian people the right to 
self-determination on their land 
and build their independent state.”

Fear of jihadist violence loomed 
large over the banquets and con-
certs attended by hundreds of po-
litical, intellectual and business 
leaders during the lavish Nobel cer-
emonies in Oslo and Stockholm.

The Quartet received the Nobel 
Peace Prize for the crucial role it 
played in pushing Tunisian political 
actors to stay on the track of peace-
ful transition in a region wrestling 
with violence and upheaval.

Norwegian Nobel Committee 
Chairwoman Kaci Kullmann Five 
praised the group for “its decisive 
contribution to the building of a 
pluralistic democracy” in 2013.

“Against a backdrop of unrest and 
war… (their) resolute intervention 
helped to halt the spiralling vio-
lence and put developments on a 
peaceful track,” she said.

Success of the National Dialogue 
facilitated by the Quartet led to the 
formation of a “technocratic gov-
ernment”, which laid the ground 
for the organisation of successful 
legislative and presidential elec-
tions in 2014. Since then, however, 
the country has been plagued with 
terror incidents and a serious eco-
nomic slowdown.

In March, Islamist gunmen killed 
21 tourists in an attack at the Bardo 
National Museum in Tunis, and 38 
foreigners lost their lives in an as-
sault on a Sousse beach hotel in 
June. On November 24th, a suicide 

bomber set off a device on a bus car-
rying presidential guards in Tunis, 
killing 12 members of the elite force.

“In this time of terror, the threats 
against Tunisia and the Tunisian 
people are indistinguishable from 
the threats against other countries,” 
UTICA Chairwoman Wided Bou-
chamaoui said in her speech.

The other heads of Tunisian civil 
society groups who shared the 
Peace Prize were Mohamed Fadhel 
Mahfoudh, head of the Tunisian Bar 
Association, and Abdessattar Ben 
Moussa, president of the Tunisian 
Human Rights League.

The 2015 Nobel Prize winners 
in literature, chemistry, physics, 
medicine and economics gathered 
in Stockholm to collect their prizes 
from King Carl XVI Gustaf of Swe-
den the same day.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis. He has 
covered North Africa for decades.
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Chair of the Nobel Committee, Kaci Kullmann Five (L) hands over the Diploma and medallion to the winners of the 2015 Nobel Prize, Tunisian National Dialogue Quartet 
members, (L-R) Secretary-General of the Tunisian General Labour Union (UGTT) Houcine Abassi, President of the Tunisian Bar Association Mohamed Fadhel Mahfoudh, 
President of the Tunisian Human Rights League Abdessattar Ben Moussa and President of the Tunisian Union of Industry, Trade and Handicrafts Wided Bouchamaoui, 
during the Nobel Peace Prize award ceremony in Oslo, Norway, on December 10th.
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What Tunisia’s politicians must hear from the next generation

T
he sad spectacle of 
Tunisian politicians 
sniping in parliament 
or in the ranks of the 
main ruling Nidaa 
Tounes party is only 

adding to the scepticism of 
Tunisian youth about the 
direction their country is head-
ing. One of the major problems, 
however, remains the unad-
dressed demands of young 
people.

Scepticism about politicians and 
the inability of post-revolution 
governments to deliver have led 
to a great part of Tunisia’s 20- 
and 30-something demographic 
abstaining from voting in parlia-
mentary and presidential elections 
in late 2014. That sense of disap-
pointment endures.

Ahmed Hamza, an entrepreneur 
and social activist from Kairouan, 
who is within that age bracket, 
noted his disappointment. “I can-
not honestly say it is better now,” 
he said, referring to life pre-revolu-

tion versus now. “Corruption levels 
have increased and I can clearly 
see the old regime getting its way 
smoothly into the system.

“The only thing that has really 
changed is freedom of expression. 
Things are better in that regard 
and the government is being more 
careful with [non-governmental 
organisations] and activists but 
that also is at risk,” he added. 
“Things have improved slightly, 
with democracy being at risk more 
than ever.”

During the first three-plus years 
of Islamist-led government after 
2011, there were many pronounce-
ments but no tangible achieve-
ments. Jihadism reared its head 
and the country regressed eco-
nomically with the loss of jobs, 
foreign investment and increased 
security problems underscoring 
the regression.

This point of view is shared by 
the middle class, which is wary 
about an eroding standard of 
living and the spread of corrup-
tion. Rahma, 26, an architect who 
recently returned from a year 
working for the European Invest-
ment Bank in Luxembourg, said: 
“The main problem still remains 
corruption. The ways are the same; 
people controlling the money are 
the same, only the heads have 
changed. The main difference is 
that most people are no longer pas-
sive. There is also a lack of vision. 
What is the government’s vision to 

solve the country’s many ills?” 
Zouhair Bouallagui, a civil 

society actor who hails from Kas-
serine, a region of the south-west 
seen as symbolic of development 
neglect, with high poverty and 
unemployment rates, said: “Many 
Tunisians believed the revolution 
represented a tipping point for this 
country. Expectations were very 
high. Since those expectations are 
not being met, there is a sense of 
frustration, dissatisfaction and 
anger, expressed in many ways. In 
this respect, I feel that Tunisia was 
better before.”

According to an Alert Interna-
tional survey, 10% of youth in the 
working class neighbourhood of 
Douar Hicher say their lives have 
improved since the revolution.

There is dissatisfaction with 
overall government management. 
“We cannot see a big change 
despite the fact that a revolution 
is one of the biggest changes that a 
nation can have,” Bouallagui said. 
“The Ben Ali’s administration per-
formance was better. Corruption 
has become even more pervasive 
and the country’s security, which 
had been a safeguard for Tunisia is 
now threatened.”

Tunisia faces many challenges in 
the areas of economy, job creation 
and political democratisation. But 
without incorporating the coun-
try’s educated youth, the very 
segment of Tunisians that carried 
out the revolution, the future can 

be precarious. Tunisia’s politi-
cians need to focus on policies that 
will help move Tunisia forward, 
incorporate the next generation of 
Tunisians and remember that as 
elected officials, they must put the 
country over their political parties.

The most serious issue remains 
the inability of the economy to 
generate sufficient jobs. Recent 
official figures show the unem-
ployment rate is not decreasing. 
Joblessness tops 15% and is more 
than 32% for university graduates. 
For women, the predicament is 
even more dire. On average, 22% 
of women are unemployed; for 
women university graduates, the 
percentage of joblessness is more 
than 42%. Hardly the deserved 
reward for women who have been 
always at the vanguard of change 
in Tunisia. 

December 2015 marks one year 
since Tunisians had their first, 
free, presidential elections since 
the January 2011 revolution. But 
Tunisia’s democracy is threat-
ened by insecurity and chronic 
socio-economic ills. It is time for 
Tunisia’s recently elected leaders 
to show leadership and reverse the 
country’s regression or they risk 
another bout of turmoil.

Jerry Sorkin is founder and 
president of Iconic Journeys 
Worldwide and of TunisUSA. He is 
a frequent contributor to The Arab 
Weekly.
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