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T 

he worst riots in Tunisia 
in five years, sparked by 
unemployment and un-
fulfilled promises of so-
cial justice and regional 

equality, left one policeman dead 
and dozens more injured in mid-
January and brought back concerns 
about the country’s ability to keep 
its fledgling democracy alive.

If the unrest — sparked by the 
death of a young unemployed man 
in the poor central town of Kasser-
ine — bore similarities to the public 
anger triggered during the Tunisian 
2010-11 uprising by the self-immo-
lation of a street vendor, it is be-
cause most of the socio-economic 
problems that led to the overthrow 
of president Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali 
then remain largely unaddressed.

Riots erupted when Ridha Yahya-
oui, a 28-year-old jobless man, was 
electrocuted after he climbed a util-
ity pole to protest the removal of 
his name from a list of public sector 
recruits.

Residents of central and west-
ern regions of Tunisia have often 
complained of neglect and lack of 
opportunity compared to richer 
coastal towns, including the capital 
Tunis, from where most prominent 
Tunisian leaders hail.

The death of peddler Mohamed 
Bouazizi, 24, in December 2010 
temporarily bridged the regional 
divide, bringing together people in 

the developed coast and the mainly 
farming interior in a pro-democracy 
uprising. That spirit, however, fad-
ed as the attention of the political 
elite shifted away from the socio-
economic roots of discontent.

Tunisian President Beji Caid Es-
sebsi warned in an address on Janu-
ary 22nd that Tunisia’s stability and 
security were being targeted by 
forces bent on derailing democracy. 
He blamed elements affiliated with 
“recognised” and “non-recognised” 
political parties as well as the Islam-
ic State (ISIS) in neighbouring Libya 
for trying to take advantage of the 
tensions.

“We want to tell everyone that 
Tunisia is resilient and strong,” add-
ed Caid Essebsi promising that the 
government will spare no effort to 
provide jobs, within its budget ca-
pabilities.

As Caid Essebsi was speaking, 
demonstrators were clashing with 
security forces in Ettadhamen dis-
trict, a working-class area and a 
radical Islamist stronghold.

Tunisian Prime Minister Habib 
Essid has said the “government has 
no magic wand to end the jobless-
ness crisis overnight” but prom-
ised the creation of thousands of 
jobs and the launch of job-creation 
schemes in the poorest regions. 
“Solutions exist but some patience 
and optimism are needed,” he said.

Tunisia’s joblessness rate soared 
from about 12% in 2010 to 15.7% in 
2015, with rates of more than 20% 
in southern and western parts of 
the country. The rate of unemploy-
ment among university graduates 
topped the 30% mark and is one of 
the highest in the world.

Caid Essebsi sought to ease con-
cerns abroad about the stability of 
the young democracy, saying: “Tu-
nisia is in good shape and is pursu-
ing its democratic course.”

While Tunisia is hailed as a rare 
success of the “Arab spring”, au-
thorities have failed to resolve the 
problems of youth unemployment, 

social exclusion and regional in-
equalities.

“The politicians are busy talking 
about democracy and the new con-
stitution and so on. We the people 
in the lower rung have seen noth-
ing. The talks are destined for us 
and the benefits for themselves,” 
complained Salem Touborski, who 
has been unemployed for five years 
despite having a university degree 
in sociology.

Tunisia’s news website Assabah 
News Editor-in-Chief Hafedh Ghri-
bi said the narrow interests of the 
ruling elite have distracted leaders 
from seeing protests brewing.

“The ruling leaders were fight-
ing over the spoils of power until 
the earth shook under their feet as 
they did not make good use of the 
time,” he said. “People could not 
bear the sight of politicians getting 
fat, smugglers getting richer and 
terrorism wrecking the country’s 

economy and security.”
“Tunisian society is shattered be-

tween north and south and between 
east and west and between youths 
and the elites who are far from un-
derstanding the reality,” said Hatem 
Ben Salem, head of the presidency-
run Strategic Studies Institute.

“More than 90% of the youth 
did not vote, which means they do 
not believe in the priorities set by 
the politicians, their parties and 
successive governments which 
are supposed to come to achieve 
the goals of the youth’s revolution 
which are freedom, dignity and so-
cial justice.”

Few believe, however, that a new 
revolution is about to be spawned 
as the protests were largely leader-
less and poorly organised.

Security forces were careful not 
to repeat the mistakes of 2011 re-
garding the use of force. Political 
leaders and social media activists 

denounced the looting and violence 
even if they sided with “the legiti-
mate demands” of the unemployed.

The West is supportive although 
not providing the massive help 
some Tunisians were expecting af-
ter 2011. On January 22nd, Tunisia 
pledged $1.1 billion in development 
aid to Tunisia over the next five 
years after Habib Essid met French 
President François Hollande. The 
support “aims to help poor regions 
and young people, putting the fo-
cus on employment”, Hollande’s 
office said.

There is still concern today about 
the vulnerability of Tunisia’s demo-
cratic experiment as the country 
sees no way out yet of its socio-
economic dilemmas and complex 
security concerns.
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Soldier tries to disperse protesters outside the local government office in Kasserine, Tunisia.
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What should Tunisia do after the riots?

I
t is strange how history 
repeats itself. Riots erupted 
in Tunisia in January 2016, 
the same month as the riots 
of 2011 ushered in what has 
become known as the “Arab 

spring”.
The latest Tunisian riots began 

in Kasserine in central-western 
Tunisia, not far from Sidi Bouzid, 
where the riots of 2011 started. 
Peaceful demonstrations with le-
gitimate grievances degenerated 
into confrontations with security 
forces and violent looting. Pro-
tests quickly spread to practically 
all pockets of poverty and margin-
alisation around the country.

Protests are the logical end-
product of two factors: the 
pitiful security situation and the 
economic legacy of the post-
revolution troika government; 
and inability of the government to 
make the tough decisions related 
to regional development and tax 
reform.

In the absence of reforms, the 
inequality gap between the upper 
class and the middle and poor 
classes widened. The political 
situation in Tunisia was further 
muddied by power struggles in-
side the secularist Nidaa Tounes 
party, with the Islamist Ennahda 
party naturally trying to take 
advantage of the rift inside Nidaa 

Tounes.
Nidaa Tounes liberals, entan-

gled in an internal power feud, 
quickly lost sight of the “goals of 
the revolution” for which they 
had been elected in 2014. Further-
more, the social and economic 
dimensions in the programme of 
the newly appointed government 
were lacklustre.

The recent countrywide pro-
tests can be seen as a message to 
the ruling coalition. Public opin-
ion, and the poor regions in par-
ticular, came together in January 
2016 to tell the new leaders that 
the coalition they created is a coa-
lition aimed at dividing the spoils 
of victory and also for keeping 

the poor poor and the rich rich. 
Before the revolution, the middle 
class in Tunisia represented 80% 
of the population. By the end of 
2015, the middle class had shrunk 
to less than 60%.

What happened on January 
20th and after were warnings of 
an impending popular revolt that 
could evolve into a complex and 
knotty situation if not dealt with 
adequately. The government has 
announced emergency measures 
that need to be implemented 
without delay or bureaucratic red 
tape. They also need to be gener-
alised to governorates and zones 
where poverty and marginalisa-
tion are the daily lot of the local 

populations.
Such measures must become 

part of a global and coherent 
vision for regional development, 
which must be accompanied 
by the modernisation of public 
administration and governance.

The model of development 
must be credible, efficient and 
fully applicable. It must rehabili-
tate real work and make it the 
central value for society. It won’t 
be effective if it does not bring 
about an increase in productiv-
ity and does not result in wealth 
creation so both employees and 
employers benefit. The model 
must also be accompanied by a 
system of fair and transparent 
taxation.

The government must an-
nounce a Marshall-type plan for 
Tunisia’s eight poor governo-
rates. It must call for significant 
local and international assis-
tance programmes and channel 
them towards infrastructure 
projects in impoverished re-
gions.

And, of course, a prerequisite 
for this is to return to calm and 
security since looting and burn-
ing does not solve unemploy-
ment or marginalisation but will 
only make them worse. Terror-
ists are always on the lookout for 
flaws and lapses in security to 
carry out their bloody designs.

The newly formed govern-
ment must be given a chance to 
implement the measures and 
reforms it promised. It is only 
then that we can start assessing 
its success or failure.
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View point
The newly 
formed 
government 
must be 
given a 
chance to 
implement 
the measures 
and reforms 
it promised.

The government must 
announce a Marshall-type 
plan for Tunisia’s eight 
poor governorates.

Optimistic. Tunisia’s Prime Minister Habib Essid presiding over an extraordinary 
Cabinet meeting in Carthage, on January 23rd


