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CHAPTER 9

The politics of Tunisian  
immigration policymaking

ABSTRACT

This chapter investigates Tunisian immigration policymaking in the context of democ-
ratization. It offers a political sociology analysis that dissects dynamics among and 
within actors involved in immigration politics before and after the 2011 regime 
change: democratic institutions and the administration (Section 1); CSOs and migrant 
associations (Section 2); as well as IOs, legal actors, and the private sector (Section 
3). The analysis explores: To what extent and how has Tunisia’s democratic transition 
reshaped immigration policymaking? 

The chapter shows that despite its limited impact on Tunisian immigration 
policy outcomes so far, democratization has fundamentally affected specific poli-
cymaking processes: Under Ben Ali’s authoritarian regime, the administration was 
compartmentalized and inter-institutional cooperation was practically absent. The 
lack of real counterpowers – be it the parliament, civil society, or IOs – reinforced 
the purely security-driven immigration policy of the Ministry of Interior. After 2011, 
policy processes became more inclusive and strenghtened the role of Tunisia’s parlia-
ment and the independent voice of civil society. However, democratization has also 
jeopardized policy consistency and inter-institutional cooperation, as it raised actors’ 
awareness of their ‘power to say no’. Thus, growing political engagement and partici-
pation also rendered politics slower, more complex, and ultimately prone to internal 
contradictions. The democratic transition had thus ambiguous effects on the politics 
of immigration.

At the same time, certain dynamics remained relatively unaffected by the regime 
change, such as the diametrically opposed interests on immigration across ministries, 
or the ambiguous role of employers in an economy dominated by the informal sector. 
Ultimately, the chapter shows that the complex interplay between polity, politics, and 
policy allows no generalizing claim on the ‘regime effect’. Only some immigration 
policy processes are reshaped by regime change, while others are intrinsically linked 
to immigration as a policy field, or reflect power dynamics inherent to the nature of 
modern statehood. Chapters 10 and 11 take up these insights in a more systematic 
way, comparing them to those gained by the Moroccan case study.



208

1  A CHANGING CARTOGRAPHY OF ACTORS

This chapter analyses the Tunisian decision-making landscape on immigration before 
and after the 2011 regime change, focusing on the power relations between state, 
civil society and international actors. Over the years, the cartography of actors 
became increasingly complex (see Figure 10). Before 2011, immigration policymak-
ing was highly secretive, concentrated within the MoI and the Presidential Palace and 
dominated by a security approach. Civil society activism was limited to humanitarian 
support, IOs did not venture into advocacy for migrants’ rights, and external influence 
on immigration policy was strictly limited to diplomatic channels, mainly with Italy or 
France. In this context, “2011 was a game-changer” (T17-I32). The political landscape 
opened up to numerous actors within the Tunisian state, civil society, and the inter-
national sphere. Compared to the autocratic monopoly of the MoI, the immigration 
dossier now lies at the intersection of different ministerial portfolios. Also, the parlia-
ment, civil society, and labour unions now participate in policymaking. However, 
as this chapter will show, this plurality of voices has introduced new challenges into 
Tunisian immigration policymaking.

FIGURE 10: Changing cartography of actors in Tunisia
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2  THE TUNISIAN STATE

Until 2011, the involvement of the Tunisian state in immigration was limited to the 
MoI’s security approach, as well as to bilateral negotiations between the MoFA and 
European and African countries on specific aspects of migration control or migra-
tion facilitation. The democratic transition has affected the Tunisian state at its core. 
Despite continuities within the lower-level administration, Tunisia’s political insti-
tutions – government, parliament, and high-level ministerial positions – have seen 
fundamental personnel changes. New institutions were created, including on migra-
tion; exiled politicians returned to Tunisia; and left-wing and Islamist parties reorga-
nized to run in national elections. How has democratization changed immigration 
policymaking dynamics within the Tunisian state? 

As already mentioned, democratization fundamentally reshaped regime strate-
gies for political legitimation: Political leaders now had to legitimize (immigration) 
policies in front of Tunisia’s electorate, who voiced conflicting requests and ultimately 
prompted policymakers to put ‘Tunisians first’. At the same time, the volatility of 
Tunisian governments obstructed attempts to move beyond economic and security 
priorities. This explains why, ultimately, previously exiled politicians did not act upon 
the ‘mirror effect’ by translating their migratory experiences into liberal immigration 
policy changes. In this context, policy continuity – which did not require taking a 
position – seemed the safest option. 

Within the administration, the end of authoritarianism meant that high-level 
civil servants reclaimed political initiative, and that inter-institutional dialogue was 
attempted anew. However, the newly gained responsibility within the administration 
also strengthened diverging institutional identities – and hence conflicting visions on 
immigration. Paradoxically, it seems that because democratization has empowered 
institutional actors, there is now more room for inter-institutional conflict and policy 
incoherence, triggering policy stalemate rather than dynamism. As Schmitter and Karl 
(1991: 13) write in their seminal article on democracies: “Democracies are not likely 
to appear more orderly, consensual, stable, or governable than the autocracies they 
replace. This is partly a byproduct of democratic freedom of expression, but it is also 
a reflection of the likelihood of continuing disagreement over new rules and institu-
tions”. Rather than triggering the reset button, democratization has added a new layer 
of complexity in the administrative architecture of the state. 

2.1  AN AUTOCRATIC INFORMATION AND DECISION-MAKING 
MONOPOLY UNTIL 2011

Under Ben Ali’s authoritarian regime, only the President, the Tunisian security appa-
ratus, and the Ministry of Interior (MoI) – called “a state within the state” (T16-I23, 
T16-I16) – were involved in immigration policymaking (Boubakri 2009): “Immigra-
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tion was nearly a state secret, it was the monopoly of the MoI, the secret services” 
(T17-D1).

In the late 1990s, Ben Ali actively sought to isolate departments from each other 
in “a divide and rule strategy” (T16-I9) to retain control over the administration. Deci-
sion-making responsibility was taken away from high-level civil servants – “every-
one, even General Directors, were transformed into implementers!” (T16-I23). The 
resulting compartmentalization of the state administration reinforced the power of the 
MoI and its Directorate of Borders and Foreigners. Although units within the MoFA, 
the MoHE, the MoF, or MoEPF were in charge of specific aspects of Tunisia’s immi-
gration policy, they were not communicating with each other and not involved in 
central decision-making: “Other departments had no say at all […] it was the MoI 
who managed foreigners” (T16-I16). 

These bureaucratic dynamics reinforced Tunisia’s opaque and arbitrary approach 
towards immigration over the 1990s and 2000s: Regulations on foreigners were 
generally confidential, no effective legal tools were available to foreigners to appeal 
against denied residency permits, and systematic references to notions of public order 
provided a convenient justification for discretionary powers of police and MoI (see 
Ben Jemia 2006; Planes-Boissac 2012b). As one respondent highlighted with regards 
to granting refugees stay permits on a case-by-case basis: “Some [refugees recognized 
by UNHCR] had documents in due form, a stay permit and travel documents, others 
had an entirely irregular status […] We know that the Ministry of Interior delivers these 
permits, but then does the person need to have lived here regularly for certain years? 
Does the person need to fulfil specific conditions? This is all very vague” (T17-I26).

The absence of counterpowers within the state further strengthened the MoI’s 
monopoly on immigration: Tunisia’s Parliament did not play a key role in policy-
making, as “every law that arrived at the national assembly was voted immediately, 
without discussion” (T16-I16). The parliamentary discussions around Law 2004-06 
on irregular migration show that the law was recommended without comments by 
the Committee on Political Affairs and External Relations and the Committee on 
Public Legislation and Public Administration, who were charged to examine the law. 
Although some parliamentarians did criticize certain aspects of the law,296 it was 
ultimately adopted unanimously on 27 January 2004 (J.O.R.T. 2004): “There was no 
discussion on the law, it was simply imposed” (T16-I23).

296 In the parliamentary debate (Parliament 2004), MPs mainly criticized Tunisia’s role as Europe’s border 
guard, and the ineffectiveness of a security approach to address the fundamental socio-economic drivers of 
migration: “Is it our fate to do the policing job to guard the castles of rich countries?” (Jalal Al-Akhdar); “I do not 
think that the crimes in this draft are more serious than the many other crimes that have not been sanctioned 
by all these severe measures, or does the desire to please Europe and to defend its borders from the migration 
coming from the south explain this exaggerated intensity?” (Mohamed Mokhtar Al-Jalali); “Addressing irregular 
immigration is only possible by providing the conditions for people to develop their personality in their 
homeland […]. I believe that this law is a declaration of failure to find mechanisms [to keep our youth at home]. 
There is, unfortunately, no moral in this law” (Mohamed Thamir Idris).



213

2.2  DEMOCRATIC INSTITUTIONS
The democratic transition bolstered the weight of the Parliament in policymaking: 
“Before, everyone played a theatre piece, […] Now it’s very different. The Parliament 
is the centre of power now” (T17-I20). Fieldwork insights, however, show that while 
democratization empowered Members of Parliament (MPs) to initiate legal change, 
it also subjected them to domestic politics dynamics that have eventually obstructed 
immigration policy reform.

A blurred mirror: The ambiguity of political remittances within Tunisia’s parliament
As I have shown earlier, the attribution of 18 parliamentary seats (out of 217) for 
representatives of Tunisians residing abroad (TRE) laid the ground for an institutional 
integration of migration in Tunisian politics. Many TRE deputies were politically 
active on human rights or migrant integration in Europe before 2011, and some used 
their mandate to raise issues of racism and discrimination in Tunisia (Pouessel 2016: 
178-179). By feeding their experiences of being stigmatized as ‘Muslim’ or ‘Arab’ 
migrants in Europe back into Tunisian political life, they created ‘political remittances’ 
(Jaulin and Nilsson 2015; Lacroix, Levitt and Vari-Lavoisier 2016; Levitt 1998). 

Two MPs from the Islamist Ennahdha party have become particularly vocal on 
immigration and racism. On the one hand, Houcine Jaziri, State Secretary for Migra-
tion until 2014 and MP for Tunisians residing in France since then, explained his 
engagement for migrants’ rights in Tunisia through the ‘mirror effect’: “I cannot ask 
for my rights abroad, but a foreigner here does not find these rights [...] What I do 
not want for a Tunisian, I do not want for an African.” On the other hand, Jamila 
Debbech Ksiksi, Tunisia’s first female Black deputy, has repeatedly condemned 
racism: In a February 2015 speech in the Parliament, she denounced the racist attacks 
that had occurred after Tunisia’s national football team lost against Equatorial Guinea; 
and in December 2016, after the racist aggression against three sub-Saharan African 
students, she organized a meeting between the AESAT and the president of the Parlia-
ment to discuss the draft law on racism.297

Yet, this institutionalization of emigration experiences in Tunisian politics has 
ultimately not spilled over into a reform of Tunisia’s immigration regime. The need for 
democratic legitimation has prevented formerly exiled politicians from acting upon 
the mirror effect, which remained primarily discursive: “Even after 2011, the reflex of 
politicians who were immigrants themselves was not to set up an immigration policy. 
They were asking for protection of Tunisians abroad, not of immigrant workers” (T16-
I23). There are two main reasons for this: First, the nature of democratic politics and 

297 On her year-long engagement, see: Inkyfada, La lutte contre le racisme s’invite à l’Assemblée, 13 April 
2018, https://inkyfada.com/2018/04/tunisie-loi-racisme/, and Chiara Sebastiani, Il razzismo degli altri: Arabi e 
Neri nella nuova Tunisia, 1 May 2017, http://www.istitutoeuroarabo.it/DM/il-razzismo-degli-altri-arabi-e-neri-
nella-nuova-tunisia-2/, both retrieved 6 December 2018.
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focus on re-election pushed MPs to privilege their electorate (Tunisians, including 
TRE) and disregard immigrants in Tunisia. Second, politicians who returned from exile 
faced hostility from part of Tunisia’s political establishment who pointed at their long 
absence from Tunisia, their imperfect Arabic, and their lacking knowledge of Tunisian 
economy and politics (Pouessel 2016). As one respondent highlighted: “There was at 
the beginning a true rejection on the part of Tunisians – but you are not full Tunisians, 
you did not live what we lived, you were in exile, so you do not understand anything” 
(T17-I6). 

As a result, some MPs have tried to become “more royalist than the King” (T17-
I6), showcasing their tunisianité, and abandoning issues of racial discrimination or 
immigration along the way. While there was an initial attempt to integrate migra-
tory experiences into the Tunisian political landscape in the immediate aftermath of 
the revolution, over the years previously exiled politicians increasingly focused on 
domestic issues.

Elite consensus: The absence of partisan cleavages on immigration
More generally, fieldwork insights and discussions with parliamentarians suggest that 
there are no fundamental cleavages on immigration across the Tunisian political party 
landscape. This does not necessarily indicate ideological agreement on immigration. 
Rather, each party had different reasons to adopt a rather benevolent position on 
immigration in the immediate aftermath of the revolution: Ennahdha mobilized on 
migration issues because many of its members had just returned from exile abroad; 
liberal parties approached immigration through the lens of Tunisia’s commitments to 
human rights and democratic reform; and left parties saw immigration as part of inter-
national solidarity and the anti-racist cause (see also Pouessel 2016). Indeed, ahead of 
the 2011 elections all political parties refused a securitized approach to migration and 
favoured a human-rights based approach towards refugees in their party programmes 
(Boubakri 2013: 19-20). 

Over the years, this initial pro-immigration impetus has waned, but parties have 
refrained from polarizing around immigration, in line with the more general depo-
liticization of immigration by political elites discussed earlier (see Chapter 8, Section 
3.2). This consensual political climate shines through in the cross-partisan votes on 
immigration-related issues: In 2014, Article 26 of the constitution that enshrined the 
right to asylum was voted in unanimously; in 2016, the law against human trafficking 
was voted in unanimously; and the law against racial discrimination was endorsed by 
deputies from both Islamist Ennahdha and liberal Nidaa Tounis when first submitted 
to the parliament in 2016, and was ultimately voted in by 125 votes for, one against 
and five abstentions.298 Cross-partisan consensus also characterizes Tunisia’s stance 

298 Interestingly, the one vote against the law was by Yassine Ayari, an independent MP representing the 
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on emigration, partly as a strategy to increase the governments’ negotiation poten-
tial by showing a united front to European countries. For instance, during a visit of 
the Tunisian MoFA to Rome in September 2012, a member of the Republican Party 
declared: “The participation of the opposition in the Tunisian delegation constituted 
for the Italian side a message of national unity in the face of the tragic suffering expe-
rienced by the Tunisian people” (Ben Khalifa 2013). This focus on political stability 
and national unity reflects broader dynamics within the Tunisian partisan landscape, 
which is dominated by a “culture of bargained competition” (Boubekeur 2016: 109) 
that has created a climate of partisan consensus on the fundaments of the democratic 
transition (see also Marzouki 2016; Murphy 2013; Yardımcı-Geyikçi and Tür 2018).

A second reason why Tunisian political parties do not exploit the topic of immi-
gration for political gains is because there is no popular polarization around the topic 
(see also Roman and Pastore 2018: 9). Even more than in Morocco, surveys on Tuni-
sians’ attitudes towards immigration are scarce. Only the Afrobarometer gives mini-
mal insights and reveals that immigration is not a strongly polarized issue: In 2018, 
74% of respondents would not care about having an immigrant as neighbour, 16% 
percent would strongly or somewhat dislike it and 8% would somewhat or strongly 
like it. Similar response patterns appear regarding having a person of a different reli-
gion (68, 25 and 6.5% respectively) or ethnicity (73.5, 18 and 6% respectively) as 
a neighbour (Afrobarometer 2018b). The comparison with the 2015 Afrobarometer 
even indicates a trend towards further depolarization.299 As I will discuss later (see 
Chapter 11, Section 3.2), this limited salience of immigration differs strongly from 
the central role immigration plays in European or American public debates and party 
politics. 

Yet, this is not set in stone: Polarization might simply be a question of time. 
In fact, the ongoing reconfiguration of the Tunisian party system, with the numer-
ous creations, mergers or splits of parties since 2011, has hindered the emergence 
of stable party identities (Allal and Geisser 2011; Schäfer 2017). As Yardımcı-Geyikçi 
and Tür (2018: 791) write, “in the case of Tunisia, it is difficult to measure the parties’ 
positions on the ideological spectrum as they are still unpredictable.” This is however 
likely to change with the continued maturing of the Tunisian party system. The fact 
that parliamentarians are increasingly targeted by civil society lobbying (see Section 
3.3) could provide another trigger for their politicization. According to respondents, 
a growing mobilization of MPs on immigration might in the long term create partisan 

Tunisian community in Germany since February 2018. The abtentions were largely driven by MPs from the left-
wing Democratic Bloc, two of which represent the circonscription of Medenine in the South-East of Tunisia, 
which has been a centre for migrant arrivals since 2011. All details of the vote can be accessed at: https://
majles.marsad.tn/2014/fr/lois/5a6e09964f24d07616046849/votes, retrieved on 17 April 2019.
299 In 2015, around 60% of respondents would not care about having an immigrant as neighbour, 25% 
would strongly or somewhat dislike it, and 15% would would somewhat or strongly like it. Similar tendencies 
are visible for having a person of a different religion (51, 35 and 14% respectively) or a different ethnicity (63, 
23.5 and 13% respectively) as a neighbour (Afrobarometer 2015b).
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divisions that resemble those in Europe. In particular, linking immigration to ques-
tions of security and terrorism could ultimately trigger the emergence of anti-immi-
gration voices or parties in Tunisia. It might however also be that factors other than 
identity politics, such as economic, labour market or foreign policy factors, will struc-
ture future partisan cleavages on immigration in Tunisia. The parliamentary elections 
scheduled for November 2019 might provide a first litmus test regarding the emer-
gence of more definite partisan cleavages in Tunisia.

The challenge of governmental volatility
Alongside the Parliament and political parties, the second political actor that depends 
on democratic legitimation in post-2011 Tunisia is the government. With seven 
governments in the first eight years after the revolution, and many more cabinet 
reshufflings, the executive’s volatility has jeopardized its capacity for action. In partic-
ular, governmental volatility has triggered repeated delays and priority shifts, requir-
ing civil servants, CSOs, and IOs to restart work from scratch with each new minister 
and state secretary: “Each time there is a government change, there is a change of 
perspective, a change in direction” (T16-I7).

The State Secretariat for Migration and Tunisians Abroad (SEMTE) has particu-
larly suffered from governmental volatility.300 It was first created in January 2012 as a 
secretariat with responsibility for three new directorates within the Ministry of Social 
Affairs (MoSA): the General Directorate for International Cooperation on Migration 
(DGCIM), the General Directorate for Planning and Follow-up (DGPS), and a National 
Migration Observatory (ONM).301 As part of the governmental change in January 
2014, the secretary post was removed. The next governmental change in February 
2015 recreated it without responsibility for the three directorates that had contin-
ued to function within the MoSA in the meantime.302 In February 2016, the secretary 
post was abolished again. The governmental reshuffling of August 2016 recreated the 
secretariat, but this time under the umbrella of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MoFA). 
This decision triggered a turf war between the MoSA and MoFA (see Section 2.3) 
which was politically resolved by moving the SEMTE back to the MoSA in September 
2017. In sum: “The SEMTE is created one day, removed the other day, put back the 
next, thrown from one ministry to the other” (T16-I16). 

300 Houcine Jaziri (Ennahdha) was State Secretary on Migration within the MoSA between January 2012 and 
January 2014, Belgacem Sabri (Independent) was State Secretary on Migration and Social Integration within 
the MoSA between February 2015 and February 2016, Radhouane Ayara (Nidaa Tounes) was State Secretary 
on Migration within the MoFA between August 2016 and August 2017, Adel Jarboui (Nidaa Tounes) became 
State Secretary on Migration within the MoSA in September 2017. While Jaziri had power over the ONM and 
the DGCIM, Sabri and Ayara were so-called “State Secretaries without a Secretariat” (T16-I23), as they did not 
have tutelage over these directorates who remained under direct control of the MoSA.
301 The ONM was officially created in April 2014, but only became functional in June 2015.
302 Apparently, Belgacem Sabri was initially only designated as State Secretary for Social Integration, but 
was tasked with the migration dossier shortly after his nomination under pressure from the MPs representing 
TRE (T17-I29). 
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The repeated creating and dismantling of the SEMTE has rendered it power-
less and incapable of living up to its mission of coordinating and steering Tunisia’s 
migration policy. State respondents emphasized that this governmental volatility has 
slowed-down and blocked strategic decision-making. Several Council of Ministers 
dedicated to migration were cancelled over the years, delaying the adoption of the 
National Migration Strategy (SNM) twice (see Chapter 8, Section 3.1). Governmental 
changes also led to frequent shifts in political priorities, requiring civil servants and 
their partners to restart work from scratch. This has demoralized actors: “The Minister 
arrives, he has six months to look at the file, then he leaves, he cannot do anything. 
This volatility blocks any strategic vision of foreign policy, development policy or 
migration policy!” (T17-I14).

Tunisia’s policy response to a potential second large-scale arrival of migrants from 
Libya is exemplary in this regard: In 2014, Tunisian authorities elaborated a so-called 
contingency plan with IOs that set out the responsibilities of the Red Crescent, the 
IOM, UNHCR, and other UN organizations, as well as the different Tunisian ministries 
(MoH, MoI, MoE, MoSA) and local authorities in the event of large-scale migrant arriv-
als. The document is not publicly available, but respondents involved in its elaboration 
suggested that Tunisian authorities have repeatedly switched their approach: While 
they advocated hosting refugees in urban areas in 2014 due to the “bad experience 
with the Choucha camp” (T16-I20);303 in 2016 the government returned to a camp 
approach due to Tunisia’s increasing fears of terrorist infiltration from Libya.

2.3  THE ADMINISTRATION
The democratic transition reshuffled the powers and priorities of democratic institu-
tions to accommodate new interests and electorate groups, with ambiguous effects on 
immigration policy outcomes. The impact of democratization on Tunisia’s administra-
tion – “the backbone of the Tunisian state” (M17-I2) – has been more subtle.

Taking responsibility vs. the power to say ‘no’
On the one hand, the authoritarian politics of compartmentalization and isolation 
started to break down, and many civil servants regained confidence in their respon-
sibilities. On the other hand, the day-to-day workings of the administration have 
not changed fundamentally, as the authoritarian heritage of distrust and top-down 
command structures still weighs on policy practices: “the technical staff we work with 
are people who have been there 15-20 years, so the practices did not necessarily 
change […] At the same time they lived this transition, so they are aware that they are 

303 The camp was officially closed at the end of June 2013. Today, UNHCR and Tunisian institutions are 
not keen to look back on the Choucha camp episode: “UNHCR does not want to talk about 2011, they had 
a bad experience with Choucha, they had lots of problems, so they want to move beyond it” (T16-I20), one 
respondent said. See also the internal evaluation report of UNHCR’s mission in Tunisia (UNHCR 2013).
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also actors of this transition” (T17-I23). It is this ambiguity of decade-long practices 
within a fundamentally new political environment that can account for many of the 
dynamics observed within Tunisian administration, such as turf wars, coordination 
issues, and diverging visions on immigration.

Indeed, the democratic transition empowered people to take responsibility 
and to actively participate in political debates: “They [civil servants] feel that now 
they have a responsibility towards society. […] Now they feel like actors” (T17-I23). 
Although this plurality of voices more adequately reflects the diverse opinions within 
the population and administration, it has also made policymaking more incoher-
ent and dependent on individual or institutional agendas. Against expectations, the 
democratization of Tunisian politics has not challenged the restrictive immigration 
policy paradigm. Instead, the multiplication of voices within the Tunisian state appa-
ratus has fostered a stalemate on immigration.

As interviewees suggested, this might be due to an ‘overshooting of democratic 
responsibility’, as civil servants feel empowered to raise their voice and take part 
in decisions, but hereby ultimately jeopardize the policy process: “There are indi-
viduals who can block everything because they disagree. […] I would say they are 
discovering the power of saying no” (T17-I20). A former State Secretary of Migra-
tion I interviewed criticized the endless discussions and lack of decision-making: “In 
Tunisia now discussions are fashionable [laughs]. There is always someone who does 
not agree” (reference redacted). This differs from the Moroccan situation, where the 
autocratic set-up of the state entails a top-down dynamics in which the royal will 
launches a migration policy agenda to be implemented by bureaucratic actors that 
qualify themselves as ‘technicians’.

Securing institutional territory through the democratic transition
With the restructuring of institutional powers, and the distribution of the migration 
portfolio across different ministries after the revolution,304 institutions have focused on 
securing their turf throughout the democratic transition: “The administrative organiza-
tion is scattered, it’s disastrous […]. Each ministry wants to secure part of the migra-
tion issue” (reference redacted), one high-level respondent within the Tunisian admin-
istration opined. This section analyses the two main dividing lines within Tunisian 
administration: those between the Ministry of Interior (MoI) and most other ministries, 
as well as between the Ministries of Social and Foreign Affairs.

First, the growing sense of responsibility among administrative actors after 2011 
has created friction between the MoI and a range of other ministries. Respondents from 

304 In contrast to the pre-2011 period, the migration dossier is now split up among different ministries: 
Although the MoI continues to be in charge of visas and residence permits, as well as detention centres, the 
MoF is responsible for the penalties for irregular stay, the MoJ for migrant expulsions from the territory, the 
MoEPF for the authorizations for foreign workers, the MoHE for foreign students, and the SEMTE is supposed to 
coordinate Tunisian institutions and their relations with international partners and civil society.
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within and outside the Tunisian administration emphasized that the MoI remains the 
central actor on immigration in Tunisia, but that it has to actively defend its institutional 
territory. Two examples reveal how “the MoI used its veto right” (T17-I15) in front of 
the MoFA and the MoSA: When the Choucha camp closed in July 2013, around 200 
asylum seekers were still living there – refusing to return to their countries of origin, but 
also lacking refugee status or a Tunisian residence permit. The Social Affairs Minister at 
the time, Khalil Zaouia, offered the remaining asylum seekers a residence permit if they 
registered their fingerprints at the local police station in Ben Guerdane (see also Garelli 
and Tazzioli 2017: 23). However, none of the asylum seekers who took up this oppor-
tunity ever received a residence permit. According to respondents, the MoI blocked 
the initiative of the MoSA, pointing at the missing legal basis for such a procedure.305 
Similarly, the removal of visa requirements for six African countries announced by the 
MoFA in April 2015 to boost tourism and encourage trade has never been enforced by 
the border police – which is under the control of the MoI and continues to require visas 
for citizens of these countries. As one respondent concludes: “In Tunisia, what counts 
in the end, on all topics, is the position of the MoI” (T16-I2). 

The second line of division runs between the MoSA and the MoFA, and focuses 
on the tutelage of the State Secretariat for Migration and Tunisians Abroad (SEMTE). 
In August 2017, the SEMTE was transferred from the MoSA to the MoFA to accom-
modate deputies representing Tunisians abroad and who lobbied for a “more pres-
tigious” (T16-I8), high-level treatment of the migration issue.306 This shift in tutelage 
triggered open discontent from the MoSA: The directorates formerly attached to the 
SEMTE – such as the National Migration Observatory (ONM) or the Organization for 
Tunisians Abroad (OTE) – refused to work with the new State Secretary at the MoFA, 
and their offices remained in the buildings of the MoSA. In the words of a high-level 
civil servant within the SEMTE: “The MoSA said it’s our dossier given that the direc-
torates are under the responsibility of the MoSA, while the MoFA said: we have the 
State Secretary, logically the other subordinated structures have to follow” (reference 
redacted). This conflict between the MoSA and the MoFA deepened the impasse 
around immigration, as it jeopardized cooperation with other ministries, civil society, 
or international actors, and created “institutional uncertainty” (T17-I21) about who 
the right interlocutor was in the first place: “Cooperation partners don’t even know 
how to reach us, or whether they should send invitations to the MoFA or the MoSA” 
(T17-I30). This lack of institutional clarity has made policy processes inefficient and 
long-term strategic planning almost impossible.307 

305 This is ironic given the largely informal and ad hoc policy arrangement dominating Tunisian immigration 
policy (see Chapter 8, Section 4.1).
306 At the time of my interviews in spring 2017, respondents across the board were waiting for a political 
decision on the question. With the September 2017 governmental change, the SEMTE returned to the MoSA.
307 For example, both the MoSA and the MoFA worked separately on a revision of the SNM throughout 
2016 and 2017, duplicating efforts.
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Lacking inter-institution coordination and diverging visions on immigration
Ultimately, inter-ministerial cooperation has remained difficult since 2011, as the 
compartmentalization and disempowering of the Ben Ali administration has left seri-
ous marks on inter-institutional coordination and trust until today, and changes in 
administrative practice are slow and sticky: “You don’t change a system that is inac-
cessible for decades within five years” (T16-I18). 

Indeed, the inherited administrative culture has jeopardized inter-ministerial 
cooperation on migration. Back in 2012, an interministerial committee on migration 
was created, bringing together high-level civil servants from various ministries to look 
at strategic issues such as the National Migration Strategy (SNM) or the question of 
Tunisian irregular emigration. But after the governmental change in 2014, the commit-
tee was put on hold, and inter-ministerial coordination has stalled. In particular, and 
despite its central role, the Ministry of Interior (MoI) has remained isolated from inter-
ministerial discussions. Respondents described it as “hermetic” (T16-I23) and as 
“dialogu[ing] with no one in the government except itself” (T16-I16). For Boubakri 
(2013: 29), “the Ministry of Interior maintains its tradition of silence from the former 
regime and refuses any public position, any statement, and even any participation in 
meetings or conferences on migration.” 

To exemplify lacking inter-ministerial coordination, interviewees across the 
board pointed at the contradictory regulations migrants are subjected to, where 
receiving a Tunisian residence permit amounts to “fishing in the dark” (T16-I18). The 
procedures for foreign students are particularly telling in this regard: The MoI requires 
a certificate of presence from the universities to process a student’s residence permit 
application, the universities deliver these certificates only after one month of class 
attendance, but often students receive only a 7-day or one-month visa at arrival (see 
also TAT 2018: 28-29). This makes it impossible for them to regularize their situation 
in time and avoid the penalties for irregular stay enforced by the Ministry of Finance 
(MoF): “You get the impression that the Ministries of Interior, Finance and Higher 
Education don’t know each other at all” (T16-I25). These inter-institutional dynamics, 
however, provided state respondents with a welcome justification for self-contradic-
tory policy measures. For instance, MoI and MoF blame each other for the incon-
sistent penalties policy: “When you ask the MoI, they tell you that it is not in their 
responsibility, but of the MoF” (T17-I15). 

The lack of inter-institutional coordination and the powerlessness of the SEMTE 
allowed institutions to pursue their own interests on immigration, depending on their 
sector-specific visions and institutional worldviews. As in Morocco, the Ministries 
of Education and Health adopted a more open, humanitarian approach towards 
migrants; the Ministries of Interior or Employment took on a restrictive, security-
driven stance. As one respondent said: “Each party plays its role” (T16-I10). Indeed, 
respondents unanimously pointed out that the MoI’s security approach to immigra-
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tion was inherent to its place in the institutional landscape. “They are in charge of 
the security of the country, it is their role” (T16-I18), one respondent said. “It’s some-
what the case everywhere in the world, the MoI has always a security approach to 
migration” (T16-I7), another one added. In contrast, the institutional priorities of the 
Ministries of Health or Higher Education explain their more open approach towards 
immigration: “The MoH is one of the few ministries open to migration. […] They are 
the first to say that health is universal, that health is for all without discrimination, 
including migrants, including people in an irregular situation” (T17-I23). And the 
MoHA, in its 2017 strategy,308 actively promotes Tunisia as a regional scientific hub 
and a higher education destination for African students. This goal clashes with the 
practices of the MoI and MoF, who obstruct the entry and stay of those students. In 
this context, the May 2018 exemption of students from the irregular stay penalty (see 
Chapter 8, Section 4.1) is likely not only the outcome of bottom-up migrant mobi-
lization but also of inter-ministerial negotiation and compromise between the MoI, 
MoF, and MoHE.309 

The democratic transition and the political volatility in Tunisia have certainly 
aggravated these internal incoherencies and brought them out into the open by allow-
ing the formulation of dissent. However, the comparison with Morocco (see Chapter 
6, Section 2.2) suggests that ministerial approaches towards immigration are more 
influenced by institutional identities than by the type of political regime in which they 
operate. Migration policymaking always has to accommodate diverging institutional 
visions, creating migration regulations that are incoherent ‘by design’ (Czaika and de 
Haas 2013) across the entire political regime spectrum.

3  CIVIL SOCIETY DYNAMICS

Over the 1990s and 2000s, Tunisian civil society work on immigration was minimal. 
The 2011 revolution triggered an unseen level of civil society activism, including on 
immigration. How have developments since 2011 reshaped the influence of Tunisian 
civil society on policy processes? First of all, the mushrooming of CSOs has created 
new dynamics within civil society: views on immigration within and between CSOs 
diverged, but attempts at joint advocacy efforts also increased. Second, civil society 
gained an independent voice on the national political sphere. Within the context of 
democratization, all eyes were on bottom-up political dynamics: Ignoring civil society 

308 See: Businessnews, Slim Khalbous: L’Afrique occupe une place particulière dans le système universitaire 
tunisien, 22 August 2017, http://www.businessnews.com.tn/slim-khalbous--lafrique-occupe-une-place-
particuliere-dans-le-systeme-universitaire-tunisien,520,74350,3, retrieved 9 October 2017.
309 Exempting students from penalties seems a pragmatic approach to resolve this inter-ministerial 
contradiction without touching the foundations of Tunisia’s immigration regime. As one respondent said: 
“Advocacy from external partners is very good, but the advocacy that comes from within the administration is 
much more likely to be heard” (T17-I20).
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was no longer an option for Tunisian policymakers after 2011, and relations between 
state institutions and CSOs burgeoned. However, access to power structures did not 
go hand-in-hand with actual influence on policy outcomes, because democratization 
required CSOs to reposition themselves in front of authorities, and to develop new 
lobbying strategies in response to the institutional fragmentation of the immigration 
dossier. As I show, Tunisian civil society attempts to increase its voice by entering 
into ‘strange bedfellow’ coalitions with the Tunisian government or external actors, 
depending on the issue.

3.1  THE RELATIVE ABSENCE OF COUNTERPOWERS UNDER BEN ALI: 
STATE-CONTROLLED AND WEAK CSOS

Given the securitarian grip on immigration, CSOs played a minimal role in Ben Ali’s 
Tunisia: “No one was allowed to move on this topic other than the state” (T17-I1). This 
low level of civil society mobilization on migration reflected the more general absence 
of freedom of association under Ben Ali’s regime, which denied critical associations 
legal registration, made funding from abroad inaccessible (or channelled it through 
the regime), and forbade the organization of meetings in the public sphere (see also 
Chapter 7, Section 1.1). The more than 6,000 associations that did have registration – 
so-called TGOs (Truly Governmental Organizations) – were subject to the strict control 
of the MoI (Bellin 1995; Boubakri 2013: 20): “everyone was under surveillance” (T16-
I4). Apart from the labour union UGTT that was – at times – the government’s fiercest 
opponent, those CSOs that were allowed to operate generally contributed to bolstering 
the legitimacy of the authoritarian regime (Allal 2016; Deane 2013). 

The only Tunisian organization that directly interacted with migrants was the Red 
Crescent. As a humanitarian “auxiliary of the state” (T16-I22), it provided emergency 
support to refugees and irregular migrants that arrived at Tunisa’s Southern borders 
with Libya or were stranded at the Mediterranean coast. It was also the official inter-
mediary between asylum seekers and UNHCR since the 1990s. Through its work, the 
Red Crescent indirectly contributed to keeping immigration off the wider socio-polit-
ical agenda. The only migrant association that existed at the time – the Association of 
African Students and Trainees in Tunisia (AESAT) – was created in 1993 with the back-
ing of the Ministry of Higher Education (MoHE) to promote cultural exchanges among 
African students and Tunisians. According to respondents, it de facto served the Tuni-
sian state as a control organ to oversee the activities of the African student communi-
ty.310 Until the turn of the 21st century, migrant rights’ violations were therefore, if at 
all, criticized only by European human rights activists or Tunisians living abroad.

In the early 2000s, however, and despite the highly securitized public sphere, 

310 The headquarters given by the state to the AESAT was located just next to a police station in the old city 
(medina), and AESAT members were prohibited from collaborating with Tunisian associations other than the 
youth movement of Ben Ali’s party, the Constitutional Democratic Youth (JCD).
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Tunisian organizations started to mobilize on irregular migration, first of Tunisian 
emigrants and progressively also of immigrants (Bel Hadj Zekri 2009; Boubakri 2004; 
2013; Boubakri and Mazzella 2005). Humanitarian actors such as Caritas started 
to offer psychological support, and to distribute clothes and medicine to migrants. 
In comparison to Morocco, where Caritas played a major role in politicizing immi-
grant rights, its activities in Ben Ali’s Tunisia remained very discreet.311 Human rights 
actors, such as the Tunisian Association of Democratic Women (ATFD),312 the Tunisian 
League for Human Rights (LTDH), and the Tunisian Forum for Economic and Social 
Rights (FTDES), incorporated migrants into their work and organized protests against 
securitarian migration approaches and the drowning of Tunisian youth in the Mediter-
ranean.313 This incipient civil society dynamism in Tunisia, however, strikingly differs 
from the consolidation of local and transnational civil society work on migration in 
Morocco since the 1990s that I have sketched in Part II. 

Civil society activism also remained limited because, in contrast to Morocco, 
the state adopted a ‘policy of containment’ (Redissi 2007: 112) that put civil soci-
ety under constant surveillance and confined it to private spaces: Civil society was 
allowed to talk to civil society, but could not speak up in public. When the LTDH 
organized its first seminar on irregular migration in Tunisia together with the Interna-
tional Federation of Human Rights (FIDH) in June 2003, “the police was everywhere” 
(T17-I32). According to respondents, CSOs benefiting from an international standing 
– such as the UGTT, the Arab Institute for Human Rights (IADH) or Amnesty Interna-
tional – had more room for manoeuvre, as their transnational connections provided 
them with “a protection belt” (T17-I13) from political repression and allowed relative 
freedom of expression – if only to keep the regime’s image abroad clean. In 2007, 
the labour union UGTT included the issue of irregular migrants’ rights in their annual 
conference on migrant workers, at which labour unions from France, Italy, Spain, as 
well as Chad, Mali, Niger participated. Although the advent of the internet and social 
networks in the late 2000s did offer new opportunities for voicing discontent (such 
as the forum ‘Proud to be Black’ that raised issues of racism before 2011 (Mrad Dali 
2015)), immigration and discrimination only became publicly politicized in the after-
math of the revolution.

311 Caritas had no legal status in Tunisia before 2011, but was tolerated by authorities for decades (Planes-
Boissac 2012b: 54). Its engagement was primarily humanitarian. The only activity with a political component 
was Caritas’ regular visits to Tunisian prisons, where they offered counsel to Christian foreigners from Africa, 
Europe, or elsewhere. However, no assistance to irregular migrants was allowed by the state, be it within or 
outside prisons (Fontaine 2012). 
312 ATFD’s work on violence against women started to include migrant women, in particular those forced 
into marriages. Since 1992, migrant women could go to the drop-in support centre run by ATFD, and in 2003, 
the ATFD published a guide for women travelling to Tunisia (see Planes-Boissac 2012b: 56).
313 See for instance the declaration of the LTDH after the death of Tunisian irregular migrants on their way 
to Italy on 22 September 2002 (Bel Hadj Zekri 2008: 10).
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3.2  DEMOCRATIZATION AND CIVIL SOCIETY ACTIVISM
“Civil society was born in 2011” (T16-D12). Such statements that highlight the 
absence of civil society under Ben Ali dominated most of my interviews. As the previ-
ous section showed, this is not entirely accurate, as there was some activism on migra-
tion before 2011. Nonetheless, the increase in civil liberties after 2011 prompted 
civil activism on an unprecedented scale, propelling its integration into transnational 
networks, and changing its role in the Tunisian political scene (see also Bartels 2015; 
Deane 2013).314

The CSO boom and its transnational dimension
Law 2011-88 on associations, enacted in September 2011, facilitated the creation 
of Tunisian CSOs and offsprings of international CSOs; before 2011, an authoriza-
tion by the MoI was required, since 2011 CSOs simply need to inform the Secretary 
General of the government of their creation. Thousands of new CSOs were estab-
lished in Tunisia to advocate for more dignity, freedom, and human rights, including 
for migrants. ADAM, M’nemty, and ATSM were created to denounce racism within 
Tunisian society. Tunisian CSOs working on human or socio-economic rights stepped 
up their advocacy on migration: the FTDES315 focused on Tunisians disappeared in 
the Mediterranean Sea, as well as on refugees in the Choucha camp; the UGTT on 
migrant labour rights; Caritas became more vocal (Boubakri 2013; Natter 2015b).316 
As in Morocco, diaspora organizations such as the French Federation of Tunisians for 
a Citizenship of Both Shores (FTCR) created in 1974, got involved on immigrants’ 
rights in Tunisia.

Also, migrants themselves mobilized. The first ones to make their voice heard 
were the rejected refugees stuck in the Choucha camp (Bartels 2015: 73-75; Boubakri 
and Potot 2012; Garelli and Tazzioli 2017: 36-41).317 In the springs of 2012 and 2013, 

314 For an insightful analysis of youth political activism, as well as civil society dynamics throughout and 
immediately after the revolution, see Honwana (2013).
315 The FTDES was officially set up in 2011 by several labour movements and associations who had 
previously been active in Southern Tunisia.
316 One issue that politicized migration in the immediate post-revolution context, but that is not further 
addressed in this thesis as it concerns the Tunisian emigration, is the mobilization around the families of 
Tunisian migrants who went missing in the Mediterranean Sea. In 2011, they came together as the Association 
of Families Victim of Clandestine Immigration (AFVIC) and organized sit-ins and hunger strikes to raise public 
awareness. Under the pressure of Tunisian CSOs (mainly FTDES, ATFD, and LTDH), as well as European and 
Moroccan CSOs (such as La Cimade, Migreurop and GADEM), Tunisian politicians responded to civil society 
claims in March 2015 by creating a Mixed Commission of Inquiry and Follow-up of the Files of Tunisians 
Disappeared in Italy, presided over by the MoSA. Despite the creation of a joint Italo-Tunisian Technical and 
Scientific Sub-Commission in February 2017, Tunisian respondents highlighted the failure of this commission 
to bring justice to the families of victims more than seven years after the revolution. For more details, see Ben 
Khalifa (2013), Bartels (2015: 72-73), Boubakri (2013: 14, 29); as well as Jeune Afrique, Tunisie: des centaines de 
familles souffrent du mystère des clandestins disparus, 16 March 2017, https://www.jeuneafrique.com/417847/
societe/tunisie-centaines-de-familles-souffrent-mystere-clandestins-disparus/, retrieved 15 October 2017. 
317 UNHCR opened the Choucha camp in February 2011, a few kilometres away from the Southern Tunisian 
border with Libya, near Ras Jadir. Starting in October 2012, camp residents started protesting against the 
slowness and high rejection rates of UNHCR, as well as the fact that UNHCR stopped food and water supplies 
for rejected asylum seekers. The camp was officially closed at the end of June 2013, and the area turned into 
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they organized marches to Tunis and sit-ins in front of the UNHCR head office, Euro-
pean embassies, and the Tunisian government to claim their right to resettlement or to 
a Tunisian residence permit, and were successful in gathering support from transna-
tional solidarity groups.318 As one respondent recalls: “These people put a lot of pres-
sure on the Tunisian government […] The topic became very politicized” (T17-I23). In 
parallel, the student association AESAT shifted its focus away from cultural activities 
and started advocacy work as students were confronted with delays in the processing 
of their residence permits and increased penalties for irregular stay. Other student 
associations were created, such as Afrique Intelligence in 2012 or the Union of Afri-
can Leaders (ULA) in 2016. Inspired by unionization of migrant workers in Morocco, 
irregular migrant workers founded the (not officially recognized) Association of 
Subsaharan Workers in Tunisia (ASTT) in 2016. Compared to Morocco, migrant mobi-
lization remains however rather low. 

Finally, numerous international CSOs moved into Tunisia after 2011: Euromed 
Rights sought to facilitate networking between CSOs engaged on migration; Terre 
d’Asile Tunisie (TAT) and Doctors of the World Belgium (MdM-B) offered on-the-ground 
support for (irregular) migrants, such as legal representation or medical care, but also 
focused on policy advocacy.319 Additionally, IOs started collaborating with Tunisian 
CSOs – UNHCR partnered up with the Adventist Development and Relief Agency 
(ADRA) on refugee labour market integration and with the Arab Institute for Human 
Rights (IADH) on legal protection, IOM launched a small network of associations to 
provide social assistance for migrant women, and ILO has engaged the UGTT on immi-
grant workers.320 As one respondent remarked: “There are many, maybe too many inter-
national structures and NGOs who arrived here to do their projects” (T17-I26). 

In contrast to Morocco where transnational linkages have been fostered since 
the late 1990s, Tunisian CSOs were only really included in the transnational commu-
nity of migration activists after 2011. As in Morocco, however, platforms such as the 
Maghreb or World Social Forums were key in linking Tunisian activists to its politically 
active diaspora, as well as to other Maghrebi or European activists (see also Khrouz 
2011: 51). Today, Tunisian activists are part of an epistemic community of migration 

a military zone. The fact that around 200 rejected asylum seekers remained on the premises of the camp with 
no legal status and under the control of the military triggered widespread civil society criticism (Bartels 2015: 
73-75; Garelli and Tazzioli 2017: 36-41).
318 See, for instance, the blog of European supporters set up to coordinate a transnational solidarity 
campaign for refugee protests in Choucha: https://chouchaprotest.noblogs.org/about/ 
319 TAT has created two Houses of Rights and Migrations (Maison des droits et des migrations) in Tunis and 
Sfax to facilitate interactions between Tunisian CSOs, organize information meetings, and provide a safe first 
point of reference for migrants in difficulties.
320 While the funding boom has created opportunities for civil society activism, it also increased civil 
society’s dependence on foreign funding: “We do not have any means if there are no international organizations 
or foreign states that finance our activities” (T16-I22), one respondent said. This is problematic in terms of 
the long-term sustainability of civil society activities, but also in terms of their freedom in setting their own 
agenda (see also Deane 2013). Thus, some respondents have criticized civil society dynamics around funding 
opportunities and the potential instrumentalization of CSOs for international agendas.
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CSOs, where Maghreb migrant organization in Europe (such as FTCR), European 
human rights advocacy groups (such as La Cimade, FIDH or Migreurop from France), 
and Maghreb migration CSOs regularly meet and share information and advocacy 
strategies. In this space, not only Europe but also Morocco has become a reference for 
activist strategies. As already mentioned, Tunisian activists have for instance solicited 
their Moroccan peers on the regularization or the unionization of irregular migrants.

Cooperation vs. fragmentation of civil society agendas
Yet, many of the organizations created in the post-revolutionary euphoria dissolved 
after a while, such as the Tunisian Council for Refugees and Migrants (an association 
of Tunisian lawyers) or ADAM. In addition, dynamics within civil society started to 
develop: on the one hand a fragmentation of agendas, on the other hand increasing 
cooperation.

Disagreements among CSOs jeopardized civil society activism after 2011, for 
instance on the asylum law: some criticized the involvement of UNHCR in the process 
and the danger of injecting external interests into the national law; others upheld the 
need to enshrine international human rights standards, and thus refugee rights, in 
Tunisian law. On racism, CSOs working on the discrimination of Black Tunisians and 
those working with sub-Saharan African immigrants could have forged alliances. But, 
as respondents highlighted, these causes remained apart: “You would think that anti-
racist movements might ally with sub-Saharan students, but no […] Only because 
you are a minority does not mean that you show solidarity with other minorities and 
are more tolerant towards them” (T16-D12). As a result, civil society actors disagreed 
on the content of the draft law against discrimination: “Some want this, others want 
that […] We were talking about racial discrimination, now we talk about the law on 
all forms of discrimination, including gender, religion. So we risk that the law gets 
diluted” (T17-I15). More generally, respondents criticized the lack of coordination 
and trust among civil society actors, ultimately weakening their efforts. 

At the same time, however, there have been repeated attempts at joining forces 
around specific advocacy campaigns, such as on disappeared Tunisian youth in the 
Mediterranean, or the risks entailed in the Mobility Partnership signed by the EU and 
Tunisia (see Section 3.3). Efforts to coordinate on immigration have been more recent: 
In 2017, Euromed Rights, TAT, and AESAT developed a joint civil society agenda to 
bundle advocacy efforts. During a one-day workshop, CSOs came up with a 10-point 
priority advocacy list, among which the adoption of the law against racial discrimi-
nation, the abrogation of Law 2004-06 on irregular migration, and an amnesty for 
irregular stay penalties supplemented by exemptions for specific migrant categories. 
However, divisions within Tunisian civil society remain – as one civil society respon-
dent not participating in this initiative concluded: “We don’t have the same agenda, 
the same vision” (reference redacted).
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The UGTT: Caught between international solidarity and national preference
The dynamics within Tunisia’s largest labour union, the UGTT, illustrate the difficul-
ties Tunisian civil society actors face. Throughout the 20th century, the UGTT has been 
a central actor in Tunisia’s public sphere (see Chapter 7, Section 1.1), reinforced after 
2011 through its role in the National Dialogue Quartet. Today, the UGTT is a major 
interlocutor for the government: “Sometimes I think they are more powerful than the 
government” (T16-I11), one respondent stressed. As a result, there is a clear under-
standing among my respondents that without the support of the UGTT, there will be 
no immigration reform in Tunisia.

The UGTT set migrants’ rights on its agenda in the context of Tunisian emigra-
tion, by creating a Department of International Relations, Migration and Arab Rela-
tions to defend Tunisian workers’ rights. Their collaboration with European labour 
unions, particularly the French Democratic Work Confederation (CFDT), the General 
Work Confederation (CGT), and the transnational Union of Tunisian Migrant Workers 
(UTIT), created incentives for a common labour migration agenda. In 2007, the UGTT 
launched the idea of a transnational union network to defend labour migrants’ rights 
(Ben Ahmed 2011). In 2009, the Network of Unions on Mediterranean and Subsaha-
ran Migration (RSMMS) was effectively created.321 After the revolution, international 
and civil society actors set labour immigration on the UGTT’s agenda: The ILO-led 
IRAM project (2014-2017) explicitly touched upon labour migration both from and 
towards Tunisia, and the encounters organized by TAT between UGTT members and 
irregular migrant workers in Tunis and Sfax in 2016 opened up discussions on the 
potential unionization of migrants within the UGTT.322 

As a result, respondents observed a shift in UGTT’s discourse, away from compe-
tition between national and migrant workers, and towards the universality of labour 
rights: “In the beginning, the UGTT line was: No social dumping, we must protect 
our labour market. […] But then they met migrants who were in a state of slavery, and 
I think that has changed the vision completely” (T17-I20).323 As one representative 
of the UGTT said at a workshop in November 2016: “The UGTT today is aware of 
defending the rights of all workers in Tunisia, regardless of nationality and skin colour. 
[…] We have to enshrine fundamental human rights in Tunisia” (T16-D11). 

Beyond discourse, however, the UGTT’s engagement on immigrant work-
ers’ rights remains ambiguous and partial. Ambiguous, because the UGTT contin-

321 The RSMMS has around 20 member organizations from Europe, North Africa, and sub-Saharan Africa. 
Funded by the German Friedrich Ebert Foundation (FES), the network became operative in 2014, organizing 
training sessions, conferences, and projects to raise awareness on and advocate for migrant workers’ rights 
across borders. 
322 One outcome of these encounters was the creation of the first Association of sub-Saharan Workers in 
Tunisia (ASTT) at the end of 2016. Its members sought to join the UGTT or set up a migrant unit within the 
UGTT; this has however not happened until the end of 2018. 
323 This ambivalence is reminiscent of the historical stance of European labour unions towards migrants – 
first excluding them as competition for national workers, then including them in their fight for better working 
conditions against employers (Marino, Roosblad and Penninx 2017; Penninx and Roosblad 2000).
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ues to oscillate between upholding the universality of worker rights and defending 
Tunisian workers’ interests. Given Tunisia’s dire economic situation, mobilizing for 
foreign workers and supporting a liberalization of labour market regulations is highly 
unpopular. The UGTT’s position also remains partial because of internally divergent 
opinions on immigration. It was the International Relations Department that assumed 
a more inclusive approach towards immigration – however this vision is not shared 
by the majority of union members, creating a “need for internal advocacy” (T16-I7). 
It seems that, for the moment, this internal debate has been resolved in favour of 
migrant workers: In February 2019, the UGTT created official contact points for (irreg-
ular and regular) migrant workers in Tunis, Sfax, Sousse, and Medenine that offer legal 
aid, and has publicly demanded a regularization campaign.324

3.3  STATE-CIVIL SOCIETY DYNAMICS
Despite such ambiguous dynamics among civil society actors, what has changed 
since 2011 is the magnitude of civil society activism and its access to power structure: 
“If you look at civil society, there has been a real revolution. They have become a real 
interlocutor for the authorities” (T16-I25). According to the 2011 law on associations, 
CSOs are invited to get involved in the legislative process by commenting on draft 
laws and lobbying parliamentarians (Deane 2013). In addition, state institutions inte-
grated people who had previously been labour union leaders or human rights activists 
within or outside of Tunisia, bringing civil society perspectives with them.325 However, 
the influence of CSOs at the level of discourse or agenda setting has not necessar-
ily translated into policy outcomes, partly because of the fragmentation of civil soci-
ety interests just discussed, partly because of the inherited authoritarian bureaucratic 
practices and the reluctance of state actors to open up.326 To increase their weight in 
decision-making, civil society has therefore adopted new advocacy strategies.

Accessing power structures vs. influencing decision-making
Respondents across the board have highlighted the increased interactions between 
state institutions and civil society. Contacts with the State Secretariat for Migration 
and Tunisians Abroad (SEMTE) are most institutionalized: AESAT, TAT, and MdM-B are 

324 See: HuffPostMaghreb, L’UGTT s’engage dans la lutte contre l’exploitation des travailleurs étrangers 
en Tunisie, 14 February 2019, https://www.huffpostmaghreb.com/entry/lugtt-sengage-dans-la-lutte-contre-
lexploitation-des-travailleurs-etrangers-en-tunisie_mg_5c657aaee4b0aec93d3c3a47, retrieved 15 February 
2019.
325 Most prominently, Moncef Marzouki, Tunisia’s President between 2011 and 2014, was President of 
the LTDH (1989-1994) before going into exile to France; and Kamel Jendoubi, President of the Independent 
Superior Commission for Elections (ISIE) in charge of organizing the elections in 2011 and Human Rights 
Minister from 2015-2016 has been President of the Euro-Mediterranean Network on Human Rights (Euromed 
Rights) since 2003. 
326 See also: Open Democracy, A murky state-civil society relationship in Tunisia, 2 November 2018, https://
www.opendemocracy.net/en/north-africa-west-asia/murky-state-civil-society-relationship-in-tunisia/, retrieved 
15 April 2019.
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regularly invited to meetings and conferences organized by the SEMTE, and together 
with the UGTT and the UTICA, they took part in the revision of the National Migra-
tion Strategy (SNM) in 2015. Also Ministries of Health, Employment, Foreign Affairs 
and Education have established links with Tunisian CSOs and INGOs: TAT negotiated 
exonerations from irregular stay penalties directly with the MoF and entered into a 
partnership with the National Migration Observatory (ONM); MdM-B offered training 
sessions for civil servants from the MoH to raise awareness about the universal access 
to healthcare, and is now engaging the MoHE on student rights; and AESAT repre-
sentatives were officially received by President Marzouki in 2014 and Prime Minister 
Chahed in 2016 to discuss racial discrimination in Tunisia. 

Relations with the MoI have remained more limited: TAT and the Red Crescent 
sometimes engage with police and border guards regarding detentions and expul-
sions, and in 2017, MdM-B met representatives of the Directorate for Borders and 
Foreigners within the MoI. Apart from these instances, however, “the MoI remains 
closed for consultations […]. This closure is just the same as it was before 2011” (T17-
D6). CSOs have also expanded their contact points within the state beyond ministries 
by working more systematically with Members of Parliament (MPs) as a means to 
channel their demands into the political system: For instance, Euromed Rights has 
mobilized MPs in 2016 to submit a draft law against racism in Parliament, the Rights 
and Liberties Commission of the Parliament is working together with the IADH on 
the refugee question, and MdM-B works together with the Health and Social Affairs 
Commission on sub-Saharan African student migration. 

However, CSOs’ access to authorities has not necessarily increased their capac-
ity to influence agendas and decision-making. While CSOs were successful in chang-
ing authorities’ discourses and informal policy practices to a certain extent (see Chap-
ter 8, Section 4.2), their lobbying has not succeeded in reforming the core of Tunisia’s 
immigration regime: stay permits and asylum. As I have shown in Chapter 8, legal 
change was only possible on issues such as racism and human trafficking that aligned 
with the priority of domestic political actors to put ‘Tunisians first’ and to symboli-
cally display the progressiveness of Tunisian democracy. Thus, civil society respon-
dents expressed frustration about their limited influence on policymaking: “There are 
consultations, a dialogue, there is an awareness. […] But there is not much improve-
ment in terms of results. […] Each time you create pressure from the streets, there is 
some change, you win some point, but afterwards there is no follow-up” (T17-I12).327 
In this vein, Tunisian civil society respondents conclude that “the greatest achieve-
ment of the revolution is the freedom of expression” (T17-I5) – “On substance, there 

327 As one representative of a migrant association recounted in frustration: “I’m getting tired […] Some 
people from my association, now when I tell them the IOM, the Ministry invites you, they do not want to go 
anymore. Why? Because every time we go, we explain our lives, we tell everything and as soon as we leave, 
the problems continue, and nothing is done” (reference redacted).
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has been no change […] but we can talk, we can complain, we can highlight the 
question of migrants’ rights” (T17-I32).

Diversifying lobbying strategies
Despite limited influence on decision-making, the institutionalization of civil 
society as a political actor nurtured hopes among respondents that civil society 
would become a driver for change in the future: “The change will not come from 
the political elite, also not from the Parliament. […] The most vibrant political 
interlocutor remains civil society today.” (T16-I17). This expectation that “impulse 
for change can only come from civil society” (T17-I9) drastically differs from 
that of Moroccan respondents. However, Tunisian activists still need to acquire 
professional lobbying skills and discover their room for manoeuvre within Tuni-
sian policy processes (Deane 2013): “Very few NGOs actually know that they can 
request a hearing, that they can enter the parliament. […] This is a mutual effort 
where MPs need to become more open, but also civil society needs to learn how 
to lobby” (T17-I31). 

As part of this learning process, CSOs have developed new lobbying strategies 
over recent years to make their voice heard by authorities. First, like Moroccan civil 
society in the 2000s, Tunisian activists have started to actively mobilize the ‘demon-
stration effect’. They seek to leverage authorities’ interests for Tunisians abroad to 
more effectively lobby for immigrants’ rights within Tunisia: “The strong argument is 
that we defend the rights of TRE with a lot of vehemence. And for the sake of consis-
tency, we must also be concerned about the issue of migrant workers in Tunisia. This is 
an argument that works pretty well” (T16-I7). 

Second, CSOs try to first engage authorities on ‘easy’ topics, such as student 
migration, economic cooperation with Africa, or public health, and put thornier 
issues such as irregular stay penalties or access to work and residence permits on the 
table in a second step. As one representative from Doctors of the World Belgium put it 
in a public debate: “They want to talk about students, we talk about students. Then the 
message passes. But inevitably, by talking about students, one day we will start talking 
about workers” (reference redacted). 

Third, international norm adherence, key in the context of Tunisia’s human 
rights’ agenda, provides civil society actors with an “entry door” (T17-I14) to advocate 
change on migrants’ rights. This has been an effective tool push for a law against racial 
discrimination (see Chapter 8, Section 4.2), but also to open the education system 
to undocumented children. Speaking about the rights of refugee children to attend 
school, one respondent recalled: “At the beginning, the MoE and MoSA refused to 
deal with this issue, but then they understood that Tunisia adhered to the International 
Convention on Child Protection and that we are obliged to accept this” (T17-I27). In 
the same vein, Education Minister Fethi Jarray in August 2014 justified the decision to 
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enrol Libyan children in public schools through Tunisia’s commitment to international 
norms.328 

Lastly, CSOs integrate immigration into the broader democratization debate by 
casting migrants’ rights as an integral part of Tunisia’s successful democratic transition: 
“You cannot claim to be modern, be considered to defend universal values, and not 
respect migrants’ rights” (T17-I7). Regarding the symbolic power of an asylum law, one 
parliamentarian highlighted: “You don’t go into exile in a dictatorship, you go into exile 
in democracies […] For me, talking about foreigners receiving asylum in Tunisia means 
that we are committed to democracy” (reference redacted). Also, because Tunisian 
governments now need to legitimize their policies democratically, the absence of civil 
society in political processes symbolizes a lack of democratic adherence that CSOs can 
use as leverage to pressure authorities to take on board their positions.329

As Maro Youssef writes: “the public also expects the state to take CSO recom-
mendations into consideration when forming its policies and agenda – and when the 
state ignores civil society, it often pays a price.”330 Together, these strategies might in 
the mid-term raise the structural weight and impact of civil society on policymaking 
outcomes.

‘Strange bedfellows’: Shifting alliances between civil society, state institutions, and IOs
The relation between civil society and the Tunisian administration also varies strongly 
according to the issue at stake and is mediated by alliances with or against IOs: Field-
work insights suggest that CSOs team up with IOs against state authorities to lobby for 
migrants’ rights; that CSOs team up with state authorities against IOs to defend Tuni-
sian politics from external interference; and that, paradoxically, CSO and IO activi-
ties sometimes relieve state authorities from the pressure to act. As one civil society 
respondent said, “we are in a relationship of both criticism and collaboration with the 
authorities” (T17-I14). 

328 “In addition to the duty of fraternity and neighbourhood, we are required to ensure the schooling of 
these children as the first Arab signatory of the International Convention on the Rights of the Child and also as 
the first Arab country adopting the Child Protection Code”. See: Businessnews, Le ministre de l’Enseignement: 
Les élèves libyens auront accès aux écoles publiques tunisiennes, 8 August 2014, http://www.businessnews.
com.tn/details_article.php?a=48574&t=520&lang=fr&temp=3, retrieved 18 December 2018.
329 This dynamic has been at play around the EU-Tunisia Mobility Partnership signed in March 2014: 
Tunisian civil society regularly issued public declarations criticizing the absence of civil society involvement 
in the negotiations of the Mobility Partnership (2011-2014) and the negotiations of the readmission and visa 
facilitation agreements (since 2016). See for instance: FIDH, EU-Tunisia Mobility Partnership: Externalization 
policy in disguise, 3 December 2013, http://httpn-www.fidh.org/en/north-africa-middle-east/tunisia/14335-eu-
tunisia-mobility-partnershipexternalisation-policy-in-disguise; TAT, Adresse à M. Mehdi Jomaa, nouveau chef 
du gouvernement intérimaire, 5 January 2014, http://maison-migrations.tn/index.php/39-actualites/actualites-
migrations-en-tunisie/86-tunisie-immigration-adresse-au-prochain-premier-ministr; Euromed Rights, Pour une 
politique migratoire mutuellement profitable et respectueuse des droits humains, 12 October 2016, https://
www.jeuneafrique.com/365570/politique/tunisie-ue-delivrance-visas-regularisation-migrants-negotiation/; 
Euromed Rights, La relance des négociations autour du Partenariat de Mobilité Tunisie-UE, 1 May 2018, https://
euromedrights.org/fr/publication/la-relance-des-negotiations-autour-du-partenariat-de-mobilite-tunisie-ue/.
330 See: Open Democracy, A murky state-civil society relationship in Tunisia, 2 November 2018, https://
www.opendemocracy.net/en/north-africa-west-asia/murky-state-civil-society-relationship-in-tunisia/, retrieved 
15 April 2019.
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On the one hand, civil society fulfils the traditional role of counterpower to 
government and administration, monitoring state action and uncovering abuses. In 
lobbying for migrants’ rights, Tunisian CSOs mobilize their international networks to 
exercise pressure on national political actors from below and outside.331 Similarly, IOs 
try to get civil society on board to back up their demands with domestic legitimacy. 
As respondents pointed out, the mere presence of CSOs at meetings between IOs and 
state institutions increases the likelihood that public actors will recognize immigrants’ 
needs on the ground. However, CSOs and IOs form a coalition of ‘strange bedfellows’ 
(Zolberg 2006): although their goals overlap, the interests underlying their respec-
tive positions are often antagonistic. The asylum law is a good case in point: While 
EU actors are guided by the European agenda to transform Tunisia into a safe refugee 
destination that would reduce the pressure on Europe’s southern borders (externaliza-
tion logic), Tunisian civil society and human rights actors push for refugee rights in the 
context of Tunisia’s democratization and the consolidation of rule of law (rights logic).

On the other hand, alongside this alliance between CSOs and IOs, civil soci-
ety also partners up with state institutions in specific instances to increase their joint 
leverage against an outside actor (see also Roman and Pastore 2018). For example, 
the Tunisian MoFA has used civil society criticism of EU migration policies as an addi-
tional tool in their refusal of EU migration control demands, in particular on readmis-
sion. As one civil society respondent told me: “We have our red lines, and appar-
ently they converge with the red lines of the MoFA and the SEMTE. […] The sign we 
received from the MoFA is: Go for it! Like that the MoFA can tell Europeans that civil 
society is opposing these agreements and thus they cannot sign them. In a sense, our 
work gives them more strike force” (reference redacted). Thus, the democratic charac-
ter of post-2011 Tunisia allows the government to better face European pressures by 
pointing at the need to respond to domestic demands and actors.

A third dynamic is, however, at play, as CSO and IO projects that provide tempo-
rary relief to migrants’ difficulties can have the counterproductive effect of lowering 
pressures on the state to act. For instance, legal or healthcare support for irregular 
migrants relieves the state of its responsibility to provide such services. Also, IOM’s 
so-called voluntary return programme that offers an alternative to expulsion or self-
paid return indirectly thwart civil society advocacy that calls for a reform of Tunisia’s 
ad hoc return policy:332 “IOM is the comfort solution for Tunisia now, because some 
of these people put a lot of pressure on the Tunisian government […] Entrusting those 
cases to IOM suits Tunisia, as it allows them to avoid a real reflection on a policy of 
return” (T17-I20). This is reminiscent of the balancing act of Moroccan CSOs before 

331 This loop via international actors reminds of the ‘boomerang effect’ theorized by Keck and Sikkink 
(1998) in relation to civil society strategies across the globe.
332 According to IOM, 260 migrants were voluntarily returned from Tunisia in 2016, and 200 between 
January and May 2017.
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2013 – supporting the weakest in the short term and keeping the pressure on the state 
to provide lasting solutions.

4  OTHER ACTORS

Besides state and civil society actors, international organizations, the private sector, 
and legal actors participate in Tunisia’s immigration policy field. With migration being 
an intrinsically international policy issue, the role of external actors such as IOs or the 
EU is key. How has the revolution affected the influence of external actors on Tunisian 
immigration policy? This section shows that democratization has opened up space for 
external actors to intensify cooperation with Tunisian state institutions and CSOs. This 
has, however, not automatically increased their influence on Tunisian policymaking: 
While there are examples of ‘successful’ external agenda setting, such as in the case 
of the law against human trafficking, Tunisian authorities also resist external pressures, 
in particular by referring to their democratic legitimacy. Employers and lawyers do 
not play a central role in Tunisian immigration politics yet, despite their centrality in 
mainstream immigration policy theory. With democratization advancing, this could 
however change, particularly in the case of legal actors that are increasingly solicited 
by CSOs to challenge the legality of arbitrary administrative decisions.

4.1  THE INTERNATIONAL DIMENSION
Under Ben Ali, IOs were under tight state surveillance, and interactions between 
external actors and Tunisian institutions were centralized within specific Directorates 
of the MoFA or the MoI. The revolution opened up the Tunisian state apparatus to 
outside actors – European diplomatic actors, funding agencies, and IOs – that started 
working in Tunisia in response to demands on the ground and opportunities for their 
involvement.333

From a controlled partner to a complex web of interactions
Prior to 2011, the state’s grip on IOs made them reluctant to engage in advocacy 
work. As already mentioned, UNHCR opened an honorary representation in Tunis in 
1963 and since 1992 registered asylum seekers within the informal quota set by the 
Tunisian state (see Chapter 8, Section 1.1). The IOM opened a small office in Tunisia 

333 As in Morocco, African diplomatic actors (in particular the embassies of Libya, Côte d’Ivoire, and 
Senegal) were not available for an interview. According to other respondents, African embassies have been 
reluctant to take an active position on Tunisia’s mistreatment of immigrants: “Sub-Saharan embassies don’t 
defend the sub-Saharans when they are victims of violences or administrative abuses from the police, they 
always try to keep their distance from the Tunisian government” (T17-I5). Even when the second advisor of 
the Senegalese embassy became the victim of aggression at the Tunis airport because they thought he was an 
irregular migrant, the Senegalese MoFA summoned the Tunisian ambassador to Senegal, but never politically or 
legally followed up on the incident. See: HuffPostMaghreb, La Tunisie s’engage à faire la lumière sur un incident 
impliquant un diplomate sénégalais et un policier, 9 July 2015, http://www.huffpostmaghreb.com/2015/07/10/
tunisie-senegalais-police_n_7766286.html, retrieved 17 July 2017.
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in 2001, but limited its activities to assisting the Tunisian government with the return 
of Tunisians. According to a respondent, when prompted on the human rights’ viola-
tions contained in the 2004 law, “they [IOs] totally refused any act of denunciation 
of this policy. […] They said no, we fear the regime, please leave us aside” (T17-I7). 

The situation at the Libyan-Tunisian border in early 2011 prompted UNHCR 
and IOM to step up their operations in Tunisia. Over time, their activities moved from 
emergency support to more structural work, such as migrant integration projects and 
policy advocacy. Numerous other international actors started working on migration 
in Tunisia after 2011, partly because of logics of institutional funding I have already 
outlined in the Moroccan case: “It’s the same everywhere when there are fashionable 
topics. […] We all run after budgets, and people start working on subjects on which 
they do not necessarily have expertise just because there is a funding opportunity” 
(T17-I23).

As a result of the mushrooming of international actors, interactions with Tunisian 
institutions have proliferated: IOM and UNDP cooperate with the Ministry of Health 
(MoH) to integrate immigrants into Tunisia’s development strategy; the French Devel-
opment Cooperation (AFD) works closely with the General Directorate for Interna-
tional Cooperation on Migration (DGCIM) and the national employment agency 
ANETI; the ILO links up the Ministries of Social Affairs and Employment with Tuni-
sia’s social partners (UGTT and UTICA) on labour migration; and UNHCR deepened 
cooperation with the Ministry of Justice and the border police.334 Compared to the 
minimal, centralized relations between Tunisian institutions and external actors in the 
pre-2011 era, the current situation is a complex web of interactions.

Foreign expertise as a double-edged sword: External agenda setting and Tunisian 
resistances 
Three somewhat contradictory dynamics characterize these interactions between 
state authorities and outside actors: While the increasing number of state actors work-
ing on immigration increased the room for external interference and ‘external agenda 
setting’, and the partial renewal of the Tunisian political elite created a demand for 
external expertise and support, Tunisian state institutions have also met external 
actors’ attempts to impose specific frames or policy solutions with open or subtle 
resistance. As one respondent highlighted: “After 2011, what happened is not that the 
influence of IOs is now stronger, in terms of results, but that the presence of interna-
tional actors multiplied and splintered” (T17-I29).

First of all, external actors have, despite initial reticence from Tunisian authorities, 
successfully set immigration on Tunisia’s governmental agenda. Indeed, IO’s did not 

334 As one UNHCR respondent said: “Our first battle was the recognition of UNHCR documents by the 
police. We went from ‘huh, what’s that?’ to a situation where the police or MoI calls us to ask whether a person 
is under UNHCR mandate” (reference redacted).
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only bring their funds to Tunisia but also their interests and discursive frameworks. As 
respondents recount, IOs have nudged Tunisian state actors time and again by includ-
ing pilot activities on immigration within their broader migration cooperation: In proj-
ects on the return of Tunisians from Europe, IOs added an aspect on the return of sub-
Saharan migrants from Tunisia; in projects on the labour market integration of returned 
Tunisians, IOs built-in an element on immigrants’ labour market access in Tunisia. 
International lobbying throughout 2011 and 2012 has also, according to respondents, 
pushed state authorities to include immigration in the SNM: “The first reflex was a 
total denial and a refusal to address the issue [immigration]. […] The evolution comes 
following the pressure of the international community […] until they realized that they 
could not ignore immigration anymore. And in late 2012 they presented the last axis 
of the migration strategy” (T16-I23). As one representative of the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs said at a public event in May 2017: “The fifth axis of the migration strategy [on 
immigration] takes up the priorities of the international community” (T17-D5). 

To further increase their leverage on national actors, the Swiss Development 
Cooperation and the EU Delegation in Tunis established a migration working group 
bringing together all major IOs, funders, and European NGOs working on migra-
tion. Over the years, they have developed a joint advocacy agenda with six priorities, 
among which the reform of the irregular stay penalties, the enactment of the asylum 
law, the improvement of Tunisian inter-institutional coordination, and the question of 
irregular migrant returns. This level of coordination might explain the relative success 
of external agenda setting compared to Morocco, where international actors work 
mainly bilaterally with the government, and where there is little international coordi-
nation to avoid overlapping or conflicting lobbying efforts.335 

Second, and in parallel to external agenda setting attempts, however, exter-
nal advice and input has also been explicitly asked for by Tunisian state actors. For 
instance, the DGCIM has requested external technical assistance for the operation-
alization of the migration strategy, and the CEJJ in charge of drafting the asylum law 
within the MoJ has engaged UNHCR to advise it in the process. IOs have also orga-
nized study visits and connected civil servants from different countries to mobilize 
expertise from Europe, North Africa, and elsewhere, and to share so-called ‘best prac-
tices’. But the effects of such study trips are ambiguous: they can expand civil servants’ 
perspective on immigration and the spectrum of potential policy options, but they can 
also have counterproductive effects. For instance, respondents told me that MPs who 
participated in a trip organized by UNHCR in October 2016 to Germany came back 
with a more sceptical attitude towards creating an asylum system in Tunisia, having 
realized the institutional and financial costs asylum reception entails.

335 The high level of international coordination in Tunisia might partly result from the fact that the 2011 
revolution created an ‘artificial’ common starting point for IOs in Tunisia, as opposed to the more gradual 
arrival of IOs working on migration in Morocco since the late 1990s. 
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Thirdly, although IOs shaped Tunisian authorities’ discourses and agendas on 
immigration, Tunisian state actors have considerable room for manoeuvre to resist 
external agenda setting efforts through institutional or implementation dynamics.336 
“They know how to defend themselves,” a European funder highlighted (reference 
redacted). And another IO respondent told me: “When we want to go too far on some 
issues, we push, we push – boom! – at some point the doors will be closed, and it 
will be for a good time” (reference redacted). This might have been the fate of the 
National Migration Strategy: External actors have pushed for its adoption up to the 
point that “authorities may have decided to back off and say, ultimately it might not be 
the moment yet for this strategy” (T17-I23). Also, as I have shown earlier (see Section 
3.3), democratization allows the government to better face European pressures by 
referring to the need of taking into account civil society actors and popular opinion. 
Although cooperation with the EU is still economically important for Tunisia, it is no 
longer critical for the government’s political stability and legitimation. 

Ultimately, external influence on decision-making only succeeds when it aligns 
with the internal interests of the Tunisian state. The law on human trafficking is exem-
plary in this regard: External agenda setting succeeded because international pres-
sure aligned with Tunisian policymakers’ interest to improve the U.S. Department of 
State rating, and because the law entailed limited political costs and only minimally 
affected Tunisia’s immigration regime.

4.2  THE PRIVATE SECTOR: THE AMBIGUOUS ROLE OF TUNISIAN 
EMPLOYERS

As in Morocco, the private sector has remained publicly silent on immigration, as 
employers favour hiring migrant workers informally instead of engaging in the politi-
cally sensitive topic of foreign labour recruitment. Before 2011, the elaborate system 
of Labour Code exemptions suggests that the interests of big businesses were integrated 
into immigration politics through the tight imbrication of political and economic power 
(see Chapter 7, Section 1.1). After 2011, employers have adopted an ambiguous posi-
tion: They seek to facilitate labour immigration in the agriculture, construction, or service 
sectors and are aware of the need to open labour markets to foster increased integration 
with African economies. At the same time, they acknowledge the political impossibility 
of this request in the context of high national unemployment and economic stagnation.

Respondents across the board highlighted the apparent contradiction between 
high unemployment rates among Tunisians, and employers looking for migrant work-
ers in certain sectors: “We are in a paradoxical situation. We have 14% unemploy-

336 As Garelli and Tazzioli (2017: 90) highlight, the EU-Tunisian Mobility Partnership is also limited by 
the “silent disobedience” of Tunisia at the level of implementation and policy practices: “Tunisia’s resistance 
to playing the role of the watchdog of European borders has, in fact, been found not at the level of official 
declarations but in the ordinary practices of migration governance on the terrain”.
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ment, but businesses have 120,000 open job positions”, a respondent at the Union of 
Industry, Trade and Crafts (UTICA) said (reference redacted), referring to a 2016 study 
by the Arab Institute of CEOs (IACE 2016: 15).337 Prompted on labour immigration 
facilitations, however, Tunisia’s largest employer union remains reticent: “I don’t think 
that we should allow foreign workers to work in Tunisia […] There are some busi-
nessmen who have asked for permissions to hire foreign workers[…]. But reforming 
the labour code, with what is happening currently, I do not think it’s on the agenda” 
(reference redacted). 

As in Morocco, the size of Tunisia’s informal economy – estimated at 53% of 
employment (ILO 2018) – decreases employers’ traditional lobbying incentives, given 
that they can cover their labour needs through informal (migrant) labour, which is 
cheaper and avoids claims around workers’ rights (see also Ben Sedrine 2018; Labidi, 
Bennour and Jaidi 2017): “The reality is that, yes, firms need this workforce, but no, 
they don’t want to declare it” (T17-I20). Scarce workplace controls and low enforce-
ment of employer penalties allow employers to bypass the restrictive labour code, to 
the detriment of both foreign and Tunisian workers:338 “Officially we hire only after 
authorization from the office of foreign labour, officially everything is under control 
of the labour inspectorate. […] In practice, there are African workers here in Tunisia, 
irregularly and regularly” (T16-I15).

With Tunisian businesses seeking to expand on the African continent, particu-
larly to Senegal, Côte d’Ivoire, and Mauritania, however, interviewed authorities and 
employer representatives were aware that – in the words of a respondent from the 
Ministry of Employment and Professional Training (MoEPF) – “to open new markets 
in Africa, we need to open up to foreign workers as well” (reference redacted). In this 
vein, UTICA has become active with regards to African students: It has signed a part-
nership agreement with the AESAT for the creation of a business incubator for young 
African entrepreneurs, and is in close contact with the MoHE to promote Tunisia’s 
higher education sector abroad: “Evidently this includes improving the situation of 
students here in Tunisia, all the administrative formalities, the papers, the residence 
card, everything related to their installation” (T17-I16). In the medium- to long-term, 
such initiatives and the increasing need for specialized, high-skilled immigration 
could increase the role of business interests in immigration policy.

4.3  THE LEGAL SECTOR: LAWYERS, JUDGES AND THE RULE OF LAW
Lastly, although courts and judges are not (yet) central in Tunisian immigration politics, 
Tunisia’s legal realm is undergoing fundamental changes that could reshape immigra-

337 The 2018 report estimates the number of vacant jobs at around 107,000.
338 A 2017 study highlighted the dire working conditions of migrant workers, in terms of payment (on 
average 16 dinar/day compared to 25-30 dinar/day for a Tunisian), working hours, health, and exploitation 
(Labidi et. al 2017).
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tion politics in the future. In particular, Tunisian civil society actors and lawyers are 
beginning to use legal action as a tool to enforce migrants’ rights.

Under the authoritarian regime of Ben Ali, judges were largely dependent on 
the executive, and foreigners’ rights to appeal administrative decisions on residence 
permits or expulsions were either inexistent on paper or ineffective in practice (Ben 
Jemia 2009; Planes-Boissac 2012b: 33). Also, the limited existing jurisprudence on 
immigration often showed inconsistencies and generally adopted a restrictive inter-
pretation of migrants’ rights, notably regarding the implementation of the 2004 law 
and of foreigners’ labour rights (Ben Jemia and Ben Achour 2014: 15-16, 30-32). Since 
2011, the judiciary has gained institutional autonomy. According to respondents, the 
Association of Tunisian Magistrates (AMT) has at times criticized the treatment of 
migrants by the Tunisian state. Also, judges are increasingly involved in international 
networks such as the International Association of Refugee Law Judges (IARLJ), whose 
annual conference was held in Tunis in 2014. 

Although the jurisprudence on immigration since 2011 has remained limited 
according to an interviewed judge, mainly because practices towards immigrants are 
often not codified in law, this might change in the future in two ways. First, in the area 
of human trafficking: The creation of the Authority to fight against human trafficking in 
February 2017, headed by a judge, increases the legal opportunities to protect traffick-
ing victims from expulsion or to enforce their social and labour rights.339 Second, as a 
result of legal activism. While civil society focused on emergency support for refugees 
and migrants in the immediate post-revolutionary period, on setting up CSOs and 
associations, and on determining priorities, since 2016 CSOs have launched legal aid 
initiatives for migrants and refugees – Lawyers Without Borders (ASF) started work-
ing with victims of human trafficking, IADH initiated a cooperation with UNHCR to 
legally represent recognized refugees, and TAT launched a legal clinic for vulnerable 
migrants in 2017. 

Also, interviews with CSO representatives indicate the growing awareness of 
mobilizing legal action and court judgements to enshrine migrants’ rights in Tunisia. 
For instance, CSOs in May 2017 discussed challenging the legality of the Ouardiya 
detention centre – officially a ‘welcome and orientation centre’ and therefore not, like 
prisons, under the authority of the MoJ – in front of an administrative tribunal. The 
following quote gives an insight into the discussion among civil society representa-
tives on this issue: “Participant 1: I want to suggest legal action against the existence 
of Ouardiya, this has been proposed to us by the Union of Judges, but we never did 
anything. Participant 2: Let’s do it! Participant 3: So we just need to have the case of 
one migrant and go to court? Participant 1: Yes, and this will not be a problem. There 

339 See: HuffPostMaghreb, L’Instance de lutte contre le trafic d’êtres humains dévoile le nombre et la 
nature des cas reçus, 6 February 2018, https://www.huffpostmaghreb.com/2018/02/06/instance-lutte-trafic-
etr_n_19165208.html, retrieved 15 March 2018.
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are enough migrants there at the moment, so this will be easy! They took migrant X 
last week. Participant 2: So then we just have to go to court with migrant X!” (T17-D6).

These initiatives showcase the extent to which mobilizing courts and the rule of 
law for migrant protection is specific to democracies: “Before 2011, there was dicta-
torship, so when they caught people, they sent them back directly […]. It’s not like 
now, with the court, where you have to respect the law” (T16-I22). This also suggests 
that legal actors might become central to Tunisian immigration politics in the future, 
particularly once the Tunisian Constitutional Court is operational.340 However, the 
currently largely informal character of Tunisia’s immigration regulations (see Chapter 
8, Section 4.1) might obstruct the effective use of the rule of law: “The problem in 
Tunisia is that there are very few laws [on immigration], so there are very few legal 
disputes that can be made” (T16-I8).

5  CONCLUSION: HOW DEMOCRATIZATION SHAPES 
IMMIGRATION POLITICS

The Tunisian case has shown that the democratic transition and the new regional 
context after 2011 have shifted the foundations of Tunisian political life by putting 
domestic political legitimation centre stage and reshuffling dynamics within the state 
apparatus as well as between state and civil society actors. This has also altered Tuni-
sian immigration politics. However, the regime change has affected only some immi-
gration policymaking dynamics, particularly domestic politics, while bureaucratic 
politics showed a striking continuity throughout the democratic transition. 

First, there is a clear ‘regime effect’ regarding domestic political processes: Prior 
to 2011, no one was involved in policymaking except the inner circle around Ben Ali 
and in the MoI. Since the revolution, Tunisian policymakers need to ensure popular 
adherence to policy changes to secure their legitimacy. Also, the fact that parliamen-
tarians are perceived as central policymaking actors in Tunisia is a clear outcome of 
the democratic transition – in Morocco, neither international nor civil society respon-
dents mentioned MPs as important lobbying targets. So far, the volatility of the Tunisian 
party system has created a cross-partisan elite consensus on immigration and limited 
the emergence of partisan dynamics on immigration. Once the Tunisian party system 
stabilizes, however, MPs could become the drivers of both progressive and restric-
tive immigration reform, either by translating their concerns for Tunisians abroad onto 
immigrants in Tunisia, or by politicizing immigration from a nationalist perspective. 

340 The Constitutional Court could, for instance, assess the constitutionality of immigration laws, or the 
legality of administrative practices such as the detention and expulsion of irregular migrants. It was created by 
the 2014 Constitution, but was not operational until the end of 2018. See: Jeune Afrique, Blocage de la Cour 
constitutionnelle en Tunisie: « les modernistes sont perdants », 12 October 2018, https://www.jeuneafrique.
com/645040/politique/blocage-de-la-cour-constitutionnelle-en-tunisie-les-modernistes-sont-perdants, 
retrieved 21 November 2018.
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Another regime effect is visible on civil society, which cannot be ignored by 
policymakers anymore. Although policymaking is far from being fully transparent and 
inclusive, there is much more consultation and external oversight, as CSOs defending 
migrants’ rights have profited from their tightened relations with state institutions to 
make their voice heard. However, while civil society has been successful in reshap-
ing Tunisian authorities’ discourse on immigration, and in negotiating exemptions 
and improvements for certain migrant categories, their influence on actual decision-
making has remained limited. This is partly due to the limited maturing of Tunisia’s 
pro-immigration civil society, particularly compared to Morocco, as well as to their 
internal divisions on immigration. Such ‘civil society gridlock’ (Blair 1997; Lewis 
2002) is not uncommon in democratizing contexts, where conflicting civil society 
claims can ultimately paralyze political and social processes of change. Lastly, while 
lawyers and judges are not (yet) an important player in Tunisian immigration politics, 
this could change over time as the political transition matures. The fact that civil soci-
ety actors increasingly mobilize human rights standards and the rule of law to protect 
migrants’ rights hints at this direction.

Second, alongside to these clear regime effects, democratization has had ambig-
uous effects on dynamics within the Tunisian administration. On the one hand, there 
are policymaking dynamics that show a striking continuity throughout the regime 
change: The MoI has remained the key actor on immigration in terms of veto power; 
civil servants have often remained in place, thus keeping the institutional memory 
and reinforcing path dependency dynamics; and the different visions on immigra-
tion across ministries have remained largely unaffected by the regime change, rather 
reflecting how immigration is understood from their specific institutional worldviews. 
On the other hand, in contrast to Ben Ali’s compartmentalized administration bereft 
of political responsibility, the revolution has empowered Tunisian civil servants to take 
a position. With everyone voicing their interests and ideas, however, Tunisian political 
priorities have fragmented. The post-2011 plurality of voices has made the politics of 
immigration more complex than before and increased the need for negotiating politi-
cal compromises. In particular, the SEMTE, initially set up to coordinate policies on 
migration, suffered from political volatility and inter-institutional turf wars between 
the MoSA and the MoFA. This dovetails with broader insights into the politics of immi-
gration policy, particularly the fact that migration regulations tend to be incoherent by 
design because they have to accommodate various bureaucratic and political inter-
ests (Boswell 2007b; Castles 2004a; Czaika and de Haas 2013). 

Similarly, the revolution has reshaped interactions between the state and 
outside actors in ambiguous ways: After 2011, international funding has significantly 
increased, and external actors, such as European governments or development agen-
cies, have partly succeeded in influencing how Tunisian authorities frame immigra-
tion and what priorities are set on the agenda. But the Tunisian administration has 
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also actively shaped the substance of this influence, seeking out foreign support for 
some activities, while resisting external interferences when they cross red lines. Thus, 
while the room for external influence has increased because of a lack of expertise on 
immigration policymaking within the Tunisian administration, the need for external 
regime legitimation has shrunk because of increased domestic legitimacy, which in 
turn facilitates Tunisian authorities’ rejection of external demands.

In sum, the chapter provided four main insights into how democratization 
shapes immigration policymaking: (1) First, democratization fundamentally affects 
the legitimation techniques of political leaders who have to assure popular adherence 
to policy changes. In the Tunisian context of antagonistic public demands but broad 
elite consensus on depoliticizing immigration, political parties and governments have 
adopted a strategic non-policy whereby immigration policy continuity seemed the 
safest option. (2) Second, democratization leads to greater independence and respon-
sibility within the administration, and thus multiplies inter-institutional dynamics. 
Diverging institutional views can, in turn, cancel each other out, leading to policy 
stalemate. (3) Third, democratization fundamentally reshapes civil society activism, as 
well as its relationship with state institutions, transforming it into a relatively powerful 
political actor. (4) Lastly, however, the fragmentation of civil society demands towards 
the state reduces its weight in the policy process. So far, civil society can set issues on 
the agenda, but has limited influence on decision-making. Time is an essential factor 
in this regard: Research on pro-migrant activism in South Korea or Latin America, for 
instance, suggests that it took years for democratization to spill over into a broaden-
ing of immigrants’ rights (Acosta Arcarazo and Freier 2015; Chung 2010). Only the 
future will show whether a similar dynamic will emerge in Tunisia. Part IV will take up 
these insights in a more systematic way, comparing them with those gained from the 
Moroccan case study and suggesting a theorization of the role of the polity in immi-
gration policy and politics.




