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tanding on the coast of the 
Gulf of Tunis, an onlooker 
can contemplate the mag-
nificent scenery of two is-
lands in the distance in the 

Mediterranean: Zembra and Zem-
bretta. Majestically welcoming, the 
islands are a pleasant discovery for 
lovers of nature and birds.

Zembra and Zembretta, in the 
north-eastern Gulf of Tunis, make 
up a national park boasting eco-
logical wealth of plants and birds 
as well as breathtaking landscapes 
open to visitors who want to enjoy 
hiking and camping.

Zembra, the largest island, ex-
pands 369 hectares and reaches 432 
metres above sea level. Consisting 
of a rock formation, Zembra has 
stunning and captivating cliffs for 
visitors to enjoy. Zembretta, 8km 
east of Zembra, covers an area of 2 
hectares.

The islands, famous for being one 
of the richest national parks in Tu-
nisia, are well known as the Islands 
of Birds for the variety of them that 
nest on the islands. Wherever visi-
tors wander on the islands, they are 
treated to various species of birds, 
some of which are unique to the 

islands. For many of the birds, the 
islands are the last safe resort from 
the threats of extinction.

“The islands were believed to 
host around 30,000 pairs of birds 
but recent reports point out that the 
number is much more significant. 
Today, it hosts more than 140,000 
pairs of migrating birds that nest 
in the cliffs,” said Hichem Azafzaf, 
president of the Association of 
Friends of Birds.

“This puts the park in a higher 
rank on the level of the Mediter-
ranean. This makes the park as the 
biggest colony of birds of the Cory’s 
shearwater in the Mediterranean.”

The Tunisian government 
banned fishing and hunting activi-
ties on the islands in 1973 to protect 
its unique ecosystem. The park was 
classified by UNESCO as a biosphere 
reserve in 1977.

“Zembra is a habitat for the nest-
ing marine birds but it is also a stop 
on the migratory route of birds. 
They stop there before going to Ita-
ly to nest in Europe on their return 
journey from Europe to Africa,” 
Azafzaf said.

Internationally, the park is fa-
mous for hosting the threatened 
Mediterranean shearwater and also 
for the presence of the rare Au-
douin’s gull.

“Also, the islands have many en-
dangered species of birds mostly 
shearwater and many other plant 
species that are to be protected by 
maintaining the virginity of the 
land. It cannot be altered by man,” 
Azafzaf said.

In addition to being a bird col-
ony, the islands display a variety 
of plants. The islands’ vegetation 

is made up of dense bush and rare 
plants.

“There are palm trees that only 
exist on the islands and you cannot 
find them elsewhere. This is some-
thing that needs to be preserved for 
the next generations and must be 
protected,” said Majda Yaccoubi, 
president of Greenway for hiking, 
an association advocating ecologi-
cal tourism.

The islands offer an adventurous 
hike through hills and along cliffs 
as well as a refreshing dive in the 
Mediterranean. One can enjoy mes-
merising scenery of the sea amid 
the green hills.

“There has been a rise of interest 

in the islands as part of ecological 
tourism. There are guided visits by 
bird experts who can provide an ed-
ucational and entertaining journey 
of the islands and its population of 
birds,” Azafzaf said.

“On the level of the gulf of Tunis, 
the coasts need to be protected and 
everyone must be on their guard to 
protect the marine life there that 
will save the islands from harm to 
its ecological systems.”

Not only do the islands exhibit 
a wealth of vegetation and birds, 
they also bear the marks of history 
as ruins of Roman and Phoenician 
settlements were discovered on the 
islands.

The park is open for visitors, pro-
viding designated areas for hiking 
and camping. It can be accessed by 
boat but only under the supervi-
sion of the Tunisian Coast Guard to 
assure the safety of the ecological 
system.

“It is a beauty to look at and the 
serene and unique landscape is to 
be experienced at least once in your 
life. In addition to all that, it is an 
exciting adventure to camp there,” 
Yaccoubi said.

She added: “Campers who visited 
the islands for the first time were 
amazed by how captivating nature 
can be around here. The sea is of 
a unique blue and the beaches are 
clean.  Some people said that they 
could not possibly swim elsewhere 
after discovering those virgin 
beaches. For many of them, it felt 
like a paradise out of this world.”

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor to The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

Travel
w w w . t h e a r a b w e e k l y . c o m

Zembra and Zembretta 
are today a national 
park boasting 
ecological wealth.

Zembra and Zembretta,
Tunisia’s mystery islands
Roua Khlifi

Zembra and Zembretta National Park                                                                                       (GreenWay)

Zembra and Zembretta National Park             (GreenWay)

Zembra and Zembretta National Park                                         (GreenWay)

Agenda

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest to 
travellers in the Middle East 
and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

London:
Through November 6th 

The Nour Festival of Arts 
highlights the best contem-
porary Middle Eastern and 
North African arts and culture 
each October and November 
in venues across Kensington 
and Chelsea in London. The 
festival programme features 
exhibitions, music, cinema, 
food, talks and dance perfor-
mances.

Beirut:
Thursdays through December 
29th

Sursock Museum Late Nights 
takes place each Thursday 
from noon to 9pm at the Sur-
sock Museum in Beirut. The 
event varies by week with art 
exhibits, collection displays, 
late-night talks, performances 
and screenings.

Tunis:
October 28th-November 5th

The Carthage Film Festival is 
an annual festival that show-
cases films from the Maghreb, 
Africa and the Middle East. In 
its 27th edition, the festival 
will take place in Tunis and 
other regions of Tunisia over 
eight days. A parallel pro-
gramme will include world 
cinema projections, seminars, 
debates and meetings. The 
2016 festival will celebrate 
the 50th anniversary of the 
event’s founding in 1966.

Dubai:
November 1st-April 8th

Global Village is a large sea-
sonal cultural event in Dubai 
that offers an array of festi-
vals, shopping and entertain-
ment in an open-air theme 
park. This entertainment and 
shopping destination includes 
more than 75 participating 
countries, dozens of fun rides 
and 26 restaurants offering 
food from around the world.

Dubai:
November 10th-24th

Les Misérables, a musical 
based on Victor Hugo’s novel 
set in the early 19th century, 
portrays several characters, 
with ex-convict Jean Valjean 
at the centre. A Broadway 
touring troupe will perform 
the play at the Dubai Opera.

Beirut:
November 17th-19th

The sixth Beirut Cooking 
Festival will take place at 
the Biel Pavillon Royal. The 
event brings together the best 
in cuisine, wines, beer and 
spirits. Celebrity chefs will be 
present to meet people and 
share recipes, entertaining 
dishes, cocktail courses and 
new trends in cooking,

Marrakech:
December 2nd-10th

The Marrakech International 
Film Festival showcases some 
of the year’s most important 
cinematic works from within 
the region and internation-
ally. The programme includes 
tributes, conferences and 
debates in addition to the offi-
cial film competition. Hungar-
ian film-maker Béla Tarr will 
serve as jury president.


