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TUNISIA

Hardy Ostry | Marie-Christine Roux

On 26 January 2014, the Constituent Assembly of 
Tunisia adopted a new constitution� Article 45 of 
this constitution establishes the fundamental right 
of the Tunisian people to “a healthy and ecologically 
balanced environment as well as the right to con-
tribute to protecting the environment”� In another 
paragraph, the Tunisian state pledges to “provide the 
financial means necessary to eliminate environmental 
pollution”�

This additional article received almost unanimous sup-
port (144 votes for, no votes against and four absten-
tions) and indicates that at least Tunisia’s legislators 
have “an awareness of the need to work towards crea-
ting a healthy climate and undamaged environment 
that ensures the sustainability of our natural resources 
and the security of generations to come”, as is stated 
in the preamble� For Tunisian legislator Hasna Marsit, 
who joined forces with others to present and defend 
this article before the assembly, the new constitution 
thus recognises that Tunisia is particularly at risk from 
the consequences of climate change� According to 
Marsit, the predicted spread of the Sahara over the 
course of the 21st century could threaten the liveli-
hood of many Tunisians, who mostly live on the small 
fertile strips of land at the northern tip of the desert�1 
With its new constitution, Tunisia joins the very small 
group of countries (now three, including Tunisia)2 that 
have addressed climate change in their supreme legal 
document – making it not only a pioneer in north 
Africa and the Middle East, but also an example to the 
194 remaining states that have yet to take this step� 
This new stage in Tunisian history therefore offers a 
unique opportunity to create a broad understanding of 
the challenges and dangers that climate change poses 
to Tunisia� Despite the fact that climate change has 
been elevated to constitutional status, it is important 
to avoid overestimating the actual impact of the resul-
ting measures�

1 |  Climate Parliament, “Our MPs introduce climate clause 
to Tunisian constitution – 26 Jan, 2014� Proposal from 
Climate Parliament MPs gains near unanimous support”, 
http://climateparl�net/cp/386&langs=en [28 July 2014]�

2 |  The two other countries are Ecuador (since 2008) and 
the Dominican Republic (since 2010)�

As is often the case with these kinds of pioneering 
ventures, steps must be taken to breathe life into 
the constitutional text with a view to creating wides-
pread public awareness and actual political decis-
ions� Unlike topics such as security, unemployment, 
food prices, the process of transition to democracy 
and new elections, issues concerning environmental 
protection and climate change rarely feature in public 
debate� Since the revolution, the people – and hence 
also the decision makers and politicians – are far 
more preoccupied with tackling rising food prices and 
unemployment than global warming� The impact of 
climate change will have serious consequences for 
the Tunisian economy3 Furthermore, some observers 
regard climate change as a trigger for the revolution 
and believe that a policy approach geared towards 
climate protection could in turn have a positive impact 
on stability� Nevertheless, the issue of climate change 
is far from a priority for most Tunisians� Apart from 
individual incidents or campaigns that have struck a 
chord with the public, such as the shifting sand dunes 
threatening the Star Wars sets in Ong Jmel, climate 
change is given little coverage in the media and 
rarely features in statements from decision makers� 
The situation regarding waste disposal, which has 
got considerably worse since the revolution, is also 
a good example of the general perception of envi-
ronmental and climate issues in Tunisia� Aside from 
the aesthetically unappealing and unpleasant side to 
the mountains of rubbish, they are spread across the 
entire country and contain pollutants, making them a 
serious risk to people’s health and the environment, 
in particular to water quality� Last March, three years 
after this crisis began, the government launched a 
national clean-up and awareness-raising campaign, 
presumably because the situation directly affects the 
Tunisian people� However, the focus of this campaign 
is more on cleanliness than climate and environmental 
protection�

In light of the IPCC’s Fifth Assessment Report, the 
current Tunisian president, Moncef Marzouki, raised 
the alarm in a speech at the National Day of Agri-
culture festivities on 12 May 2014, highlighting the 
general indifference towards climate change: “People 
act as if it were a problem that only affects developed 
countries or future generations� This problem is, how-
ever, a matter of urgency�” He also stressed the need 
for Tunisia to prepare itself “to avert the dangers that 

3 |  Agriculture and tourism, the two main sectors of the 
Tunisian economy, are the most endangered�

http://climateparl.net/cp/386%26langs%3Den
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lie in wait for Tunisia�” The current low level of interest 
in climate change in Tunisia is not a good sign – not 
least because the government of experts that has run 
the country since January 2014 absorbed the Ministry 
for the Environment into the Ministry for Agriculture, 
meaning it essentially no longer exists�

In spite of the lack of proper attention and the lack of 
awareness-raising efforts, there have been a number 
of encouraging measures and initiatives since the 
revolution� Some have picked up where Ben Ali left 
off with his green policies; others are new projects 
that have managed to capitalise on the opportunities 
presented by Tunisia’s fresh start� At this point, it is 
important to mention the commitment of GIZ and its 
work in this field. For many years it has aided Tunisia 
in developing a national, anticipatory and preventative 
strategy to help the country tackle climate change and 
minimise its negative effects�

Although it has been hard to judge public percep-
tion of climate change in Tunisia over the past few 
months, there is a clear political resolve with regard 
to energy policy and energy security� The characte-
ristics of Tunisia’s energy sector and the widespread 
awareness that traditional resources will inevitably run 
out already prompted Ben Ali to implement measures 
promoting renewable energies and energy efficiency, 
including the introduction of a favourable institutional 
and legal framework�4 It appears that politicians in 
Tunisia have, for several years now, recognised the 
fact that a targeted policy centred on energy efficiency 
is the way forward to securing Tunisia’s energy supply 
and curbing climate change, and have thus geared 
their policy decisions in these areas accordingly�5

The partnership between Germany and Tunisia 
launched in 2012 to help Tunisia switch to renewa-
bles demonstrates this approach� Helped along by 
Germany’s experience and inspired by the German 
energy transition, Tunisia aims to produce up to 
30 percent of its energy from renewable sources and 

4 |  A closer analysis reveals that despite the legal frame-
work there is, among other things, a lack of global 
coherence to include other sectors such as water, infra-
structure and urbanism, as noted in the country report 
Tunisia of the Bertelsmann Stiftung’s Transformation 
Index BTI 2014�

5 |  Tunisia was ranked 52th in the 2014 Environmental 
Performance Index� The Yale Center for Environmental 
Law & Policy and Center for International Earth Science 
Information Network, “2014 Environmental Performance 
Index. Country Profile Tunisia”, Columbia University, 
http://epi.yale.edu/epi/country-profile/tunisia 
[28 July 2014]�

cut its greenhouse gas emissions by up to 40 percent 
by 2030� Tunisia is on course to developing a new 
energy policy that strives to follow in the footsteps 
of the German model� With this in mind, it initiated 
a nationwide debate on energy in November 2013 
to put together a new and integrative strategy and 
educate the public on energy matters, with the goal 
of demonstrating the links between energy security, 
policy making and climate change� Tunisia natu-
rally also views European climate and energy policy 
from an economic perspective� It is aware of its 
huge potential to produce solar power and aims to 
play a central role in supplying Europe with rene-
wable energies� As a result, the country is active in 
numerous projects, including initiatives organised 
by the Union for the Mediterranean, which promote 
the development of renewable energies and aim to 
build future energy partnerships� In order to develop 
an environmentally friendly energy policy, support 
is needed from “developed countries”; this, at least, 
was Tunisia’s position during the last UN Conference 
on Climate Change in November 2013� According to 
Mohamed Salmen, the former Minister for Infrastruc-
ture and the Environment, “it is essential that deve-
loped countries keep their promise” and help develo-
ping countries make the switch to renewables through 
subsidies and other measures� Salmen’s relatively tra-
ditional stance is reminiscent of the decisions adopted 
in Durban: all nations have common but differentiated 
responsibilities and particular consideration must be 
given to the development of poorer countries� Salmen 
points out that Tunisia has always been willing to join 
international efforts to combat global warming, in 
spite of its political challenges and its limited financial 
means� He adds, however, that Tunisia’s continued 
involvement must not hinder the country’s economic 
development�
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