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unisia’s Islamist party 
Ennahda fielded more 
candidates than any 
other political party 
for municipal elections 

scheduled for May. The filings 
prompted serious self-exami-
nation among modernists about 
the political significance of those 
numbers as well as about the abil-
ity of secularists to broaden their 
bases of support and counter the 
reach of Islamists.

Ennahda presented 350 lists of 
candidates for the 350 munici-
palities. It was followed by secu-
larist Nidaa Tounes party, with 
345 lists, in an illustration of the 
polarisation of the political land-
scape and the organisational abil-
ity of the Islamists.

Nidaa Tounes and Ennahda are 
perceived as the main political 
actors in Tunisia. Ennahda has 
69 deputies, the highest number 
of members in parliament. It is a 
partner in the coalition govern-
ment led by Nidaa Tounes, which 
has 56 parliamentary members 
after losing about 30 deputies to 
other factions because of leader-
ship infighting.

The two parties forged an alli-
ance after the parliamentary elec-
tions in 2014 despite their many 
political differences.

Nidaa Tounes said it would 

compete in the municipal elec-
tions as a rival to Ennahda, which 
was formed as a political group 
in the 1970s as an affiliate of the 
Muslim Brotherhood. Currently, 
it denies any link.

Outside the two main parties, 
there are several other forma-
tions with lower numbers of 
candidates. The leftist Popular 
Front, considered the fiercest 
opponent of the Islamists, pre-
sented 119 lists of candidates 
and the centrist Free Destourian 
Party presented 31 lists. The lat-
ter is a relatively new formation 
that competes with Nidaa Tounes 
over ideological affiliation with 
the legacy of modern Tunisia’s 
founder Habib Bourguiba.

The lists were approved March 
3 by the High Independent Elec-
tions Authority ahead of the elec-
tion campaign, scheduled for 
April. The vote is set for May 6.

A total of 2,173 lists of candi-
dates will be vying for 7,287 seats 
in the 350 municipalities, official 
figures indicate. A total of 57,020 
candidates representing 25 po-
litical parties and more than 700 
lists of civic activists are running 
as independents.

Analysts said the high number 
of candidates is an encouraging 
sign that there is strong support 
for the electoral process among 
Tunisians despite the social and 
economic hardships of the coun-
try’s democratic transition and 
the disappointment of many with 
the performance of the eight suc-

cessive governments since 2011.
They are hoping the large num-

ber of diverse candidates bodes 
well for the competitive spirit of 
the elections despite warnings of 
voter apathy, analysts said.

Less optimistic experts said the 
municipal elections might allow 
Islamists to expand their base of 
support and use the democratic 
process to carry out their agenda 
of the Islamisation of society.

They argue that the Islamists 
want to repeat the experiences 
of Islamist movements in Turkey 
and Algeria by adopting a long-
term strategy of double discourse 
and self-serving appeasement.

Many of them see the mu-
nicipal elections as a test run for  
Ennahda’s ambitions regarding 
legislative and presidential elec-
tions scheduled for next year.

“The vote is not only the real 
barometer of Ennahda’s readi-
ness for the next presidential 
and parliamentary elections but 
it also gives it an open ground to 
strengthen itself within the coun-
try to control the mechanisms of 
the whole political game,” said 
political analyst Walid Ferchichi.

“If Ennahda is copying the 
Turkish Islamist experience that 
allowed (Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip) Erdogan and his party to 
rule Turkey for so long, the result 
in Tunisia will not be different,” 
he added.

Ennahda’s leaders said allega-
tions that they have a hidden 
agenda are spread by “political 

forces which are opposed to de-
mocracy.”

“Ennahda is and will remain 
a political force for stability and 
participation. Competing should 
remain a democratic and civilised 
race with programmes aimed at 
resolving the problems of the 
population because the munici-
pal action is to resolve peoples’ 
problems,” said Abdelkarim 
Harouni, president of the Shura 
Council, which regroups main 
leaders of the party.

Treading cautiously, the gov-
ernment announced the suspen-
sion of 35 imams, who are among 
the election candidates, from 
preaching until after the vote.

Secularists in Tunisia also fret 
about the prospect of Ennahda 
controlling the majority or earn-
ing a huge plurality of the munic-
ipalities next May. They say the 
party could use such a victory to 
spread its Islamist narrative and 

lay the groundwork for a future 
power base.

Some say such fears are exag-
gerated. Tunisian Institute for 
Strategic Studies (ITES) Director-
General Neji Jalloul discounted 
predictions that Ennahda could 
come in first in the municipal 
elections.

“Ennahda will not get more 
than 20% of the seats in the mu-
nicipal elections. It will not come 
as the first party in the vote. En-
nahda is the equivalent of a far-
right party in Europe, no more,” 
he said.

Other anti-Islamist figures also 
dismissed fears of an Ennahda 
victory, saying that if such a pros-
pect were to materialise, modern-
ists would have only themselves 
to blame, and that they should 
instead focus on improving cam-
paigns ahead of elections.

“Just demonising Ennahda is 
the programme of those who 
have no programme,” said uni-
versity teacher and secularist in-
tellectual Raja Ben Slama.

Sofiene Ben Hamida, a journal-
ist with secularist views, said the 
real problem is the inability of 
many of the parties to mobilise 
large constituencies.

“Something has to be done 
to change the current situation 
where only 25 political parties 
among a total of 211 have been 
able to field lists for the munici-
pal elections. I am concerned that 
such a situation could repeat it-
self in future elections,” he said.

Tunisia’s local election prospects spark self-searching among modernists
Lamine Ghanmi

Seeing the ‘political crisis’ behind Tunisia’s economic morass

Tunis

W
hile Tunisia 
has over-
come the 
threat 
posed by 
jihadists to 
its nascent 

democracy, it remains embroiled 
in economic and social crises 
because of the failure of political 
elites to harness the country’s 
potential, said the head of the 
Tunisian Institute for Strategic 
Studies (ITES), a think-tank 
affiliated with the Tunisian 
presidency.

“Tunisia has defeated terror-
ism. The threat from jihadists is 
now behind us. Tunis is as safe as 
Paris or other European capitals,” 
ITES Director-General Neji  
Jalloul told The Arab Weekly in an 
interview.

Jalloul, 60, a former minister 
of education, is a historian by 
training and has a doctorate in 
archaeology from Paris-Sorbonne 
University.

Jalloul said he is confident that 
Tunisia’s security forces can deal 
with the jihadist threat. “Tuni-
sia’s National Guard forces, who 
are at the forefront of the fight 
against jihadists, have become a 
world reference in the successful 
fight against jihadists. Experts 
and security officials from several 
foreign countries are seeking to 
learn from them and from their 
experience,” he said.

ITES, founded in 1993, has 
conducted studies on the main 
issues of concern to Tunisia and 
its future, including jihadist ter-
rorism.

“[The Islamic State (ISIS)] had 
been crushed first in Tunisia 
before it was defeated in Iraq and 
Syria. Its defeat in Ben Guerdane 
preceded its defeat in Iraq and 
Syria,” Jalloul said.

He was referring to a watershed 
battle waged by Tunisian soldiers 
and security forces — helped by 
local civilians — in March 2016, 

who defeated scores of suspected 
ISIS members who crossed the 
Libyan border and attempted to 
seize control of Ben Guerdane by 
storming a National Guard post 
and military barracks.

Tunisia has been free of serious 
terrorist incidents since then and 
foreign tourists have returned to 
the country in increasing num-
bers since early 2017, a sign of re-
stored confidence in the security 
climate.

For years after the 2011 upris-
ing that toppled former President 
Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali, groups 
affiliated with ISIS and al-Qaeda 
made Tunisia a prime target in 
the Maghreb. Their activities 
intensified after presidential and 
parliamentary elections in 2014.

ISIS-affiliated terrorists killed 
more than 60 foreign tourists 
in two attacks in 2015, one at a 
museum in Tunis and the other at 
a beach resort in Sousse.

Tunisian forces cooperate 
closely with NATO as well as 
European and US military and 
intelligence services.

Tunisia’s main challenge is 
now economic. Since 2011, the 
small North African country’s 
indicators have shown lower GDP 
growth, higher unemployment 
and increasing foreign debt. Cor-
ruption increased with the expan-
sion of the informal economy. 
Political instability, with eight 
successive governments, has not 
helped the situation.

“Tunisia’s economic crisis is the 
result of a political crisis. There 
is a breakdown of the political 
class. There is a divorce between 
the political class and what the 
country needs in terms of forging 
a national project, a project for its 
society,” Jalloul said.

However, Tunisia has “huge hu-
man resources, competencies and 
skills in all fields,” he added.

“The political landscape has 
turned (into) an arena in which 
each party is accusing the 
other. As a result, the elites with 
knowledge, skills and expertise 
are deserting the political parties 
because of the infighting and the 
lack of interest in focusing on 
development projects,” he said.w

Jalloul argued that Tunisia 
could resolve its economic and 
social problems if its political 
elites forged a “national consen-
sus” to put the country on the 
path towards a “self-sustainable” 
development project by relying 
on natural resources.

Instead, Tunisia remains stuck 
in economic and social crises be-
cause its political elites failed to 
tap into Tunisia’s great potential, 
which includes “abundant natural 
resources,” he said.

Such resources are not limited 
to oil and gas, he pointed out, 

adding: “Tunisia has huge re-
sources in salt, silica sand, marble 
(and) natural gypsum.”

Jalloul said the country “can 
build diversified industries from 
these resources and create a huge 
number of jobs.”

Large solar energy farms could 
provide cheap energy and resolve 
Tunisia’s water problems to 
expand agricultural irrigation, he 
said.

“From the sea, Tunisia can start 
various businesses of pharmaceu-
tical, cosmetic and food products. 
Instead of tapping (into) such 
wealth we are turning our back to 
the sea,” he pointed out.

He said Tunisia could use its 
marble, natural gypsum and 
phosphates to develop local 
industries that create jobs and aid 
neglected regions.

Economic instability and social 
tensions have persisted, particu-
larly along the country’s fragile 
borders, with smuggling and 
contraband often a main source 
of revenue. Smuggling along the 
country’s Algerian border to the 
west and Libyan border to the 
south poses significant challenges 
to Tunisia’s security and social 
stability.

Recurrent protests have forced 
the government to be in catch-up 
mode, trying to appease the res-
tive population in affected regions 
with temporary job schemes and 
social assistance fixes.

“People in these regions where 
the present time is literally sus-
pended in the past do not need 
palliative economic measures,” 
said Jalloul.

“Why isn’t there a marble 
industry in Thala? Why isn’t there 
a phosphate-based industry in 
Gafsa? Why isn’t there a gypsum-
derived industry in Tataouine?” 
asked Jalloul, referring to towns 
in western and southern Tunisia 
shaken by social unrest.

“What people in these areas 
demand and need is to be able to 
play a role in economic and social 
development and in the creation 
of wealth,” he said.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in Tunis.
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I n t e r v i e w

Tunisia remains 
embroiled in 
economic and social 
crises because of the 
failure of political 
elites to harness the 
country’s potential.

A total of 2,173 lists 
of candidates will be 
vying for 7,287 seats 
in the 350 
municipalities.

Neji Jalloul, director-general of the Tunisian Institute for Strategic 
Studies.                                                (ITES)
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