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Of all the news accounts of the forced retirement in November 1987 of 
Tunisia's octogenarian President Habib Bourguiba, a November 10 
commentary in the Financial Times (London) best summarized the facts 
and nuances: "Although the new Tunisian president, [former Prime 
Minister Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali], holds the rank of general in his 
country's army, it would be wrong to regard what happened in Tunis as a 
military coup ... . Article 57 of the Tunisian constitution specifically caters 
for a situation in which the state of health of the president no longer 
allows him to continue in office. Mr. Ben Ali was careful to follow the 
constitutional procedure in asking the state procurator to declare that this 
situation had arisen- having first fully consulted the government (of 
which he, Mr. Ben Ali, was the head), the leadership of the ruling [Parti 
Socialiste Destourien (PSD)] and the general staff .... It was sad that 
President Bourguiba, the hero of Tunisia's national independence, should 
end his reign like this after 30 years and it should not have been 
necessary. In a democratic country Mr. Bourguiba would have been 
obliged to stand down years ago. His slow descent into senility has done 
considerable damage to the country .... " 

The immediate cause of the events of November 7 was Bourguiba's 
decision to order a retrial of Islamic revivalists, many of whom had 

.already been tried on various charges and sentenced two months 
previously. Concerned that this action might ignite a serious religious 
reaction, Ben Ali availed himself of the constitutional provision permitting 
the prime minister to assume office in case of presidential incapacity. The 
takeover was accomplished virtually without a ripple, although two 
potential candidates to succeed Bourguiba were placed under house 
arrest as a precaution. 

The new president has given first priority to the objectives of renewing 
confidence, both external and domestic, in the government and of 
reconciliation with the political foes of the former regime. At his 
inauguration, he proposed constitutional amendments eliminating the 
presidency-for-life and automatic succession provisions, to be replaced 
with clauses specifying that the president be reelectable only twice for 
four-year terms; the min~mum age for a candidate would be 40 and the 
maximum 70. The term of the legislature would be reduced from five to 
four years and, in recognition of the youthful makeup of the population, 
the minimum age for candidates would be reduced from 28 to 25. In case 
of presidential incapacity, the duties of the office would be assumed for a 



2 I CSIS AFRICA NOTES 

maximum of 60 days by the president of the legislature, 
who could not be a candidate in the subsequent 
presidential election. 

Tunisians were somewhat surprised by Ben Ali's 
immediate attention to the role of minority parties. He 
has held meetings with leaders of the Mouvement des 
Democrates Socialistes (MDS), the Parti de I'Uriite 
Populaire (PUP), and the Parti Communiste Tunisien 
(PCT), as well as with a group within the ruling PSD 
entrusted with rethinking the party's future policies. As 
part of his political fence-mending, he freed from house 
arrest the former secretary-general of the powerful Union 
Generate Tunisienne du Travail (UGTT), Habib Achour. 
Municipal by-elections in December indicated that at 
least a degree of party competition is to be permitted. 
Indeed, at the birthplace of the PSD, Ksar-Helal, an 
independent slate won the majority of the votes, partially 
as a result of strife within the local PSD leadership. 

A number of presidential pardons were issued shortly 
after Ben Ali's takeover. These included revocation or 
reduction of the sentences of over 400 members of the 
Mouvement de Ia Tendance Islamique and other dissident 
groups imprisoned after riots in January 1984. Further 
public reassurance that the days of personalized power 
were gone came with the abolition of the State Security 
Court and the post of general prosecutor of the republic. 
The new president began to circulate informally, visiting 
schools and hospitals unannounced, but with appropriate 
media coverage. Overtures were also made to several 
human rights groups. 

One of Ben Ali's most delicate internal tasks was to 
deal with the upsurge of Islamic revivalism. Although 
Islam has remained the state religion since independence 
in 1956, its official role was substantially eroded in the 
course of Bourguiba's efforts to modernize Tunisia along 
Western lines. Among the moves taken to restore 
confidence that the government would afford Islam 
appropriate attention, the Higher Islamic Council was 
increased in size and budget and given a consultative role 
on the training of imams and religious education; the 
Hegira calendar was reinstated in official documents; and 
the call to prayer is now part of the daily programming 
of all radio and television stations. Announcing the 
revival of the virtually dormant Committee of Reflection 
on Religious Affairs, the new prime minister, Hedi 
Baccouche, affirmed that the government would "confer 
on the Islamic religion the place it should have in 
Tunisian society but this would be clearly distinguished 
from any form of fanaticism." Meanwhile, Ben Ali 
implicitly affirmed Tunisia's tradition of religious 
tolerance by meeting with the head of the country's 
Jewish community. 

In sum, Islam is accorded the symbolic recognition it 
lost under Bourguiba, but without being made a direct 
participant in the competitive political scene. 

The Economic Balance Sheet 
The acid test of the new leadership will come in the area 
of economics. In the decades immediately following 

independence, the Tunisian economy flowered, producing 
the highest quality of life in North Africa. Education and 
public health facilities expanded rapidly. The gains were 
achieved only at the cost of large government 
expenditures on public services and subsidies, however, 
and governmental resources became increasingly 
strained with the drop in oil prices. (Tunisia's petroleum 
reserves were an estimated $1.8 billion barrels as of 
January 1987; production peaked at 5.6 million tons per 
year in the early 1980s. Unless there are new finds, the 
country could become a net importer of energy in the 
early 1990s.) 

A program of fundamental economic reform was 
introduced in 1986, in the face of depleted foreign 
exchange reserves and negative economic growth. 
Results of this program are becoming evident as 
investment deregulation, liberalization of imports, and 
price decontrol begin to take effect. Combined with a 
better harvest after recent droughts, anticipated growth 
of the tourist industry, and growing export prospects in 
textiles, leather goods, and agricultural products, the 
outlook for the economy as a whole has improved. But 
deep-seated structural problems remain. 

The economy developed after independence within an 
ever-tightening web of regulations that allowed the 
government to influence, manage, or control almost 
every aspect of economic activity. Some 60 percent of 
industrial output and employment was placed in the 
hands of state-owned enterprises, many of which were 
money losers requiring subsidization. Resources that 
could have been more productively used elsewhere were 
devoted to new investment and to maintaining 
employment levels in these industries. Productivity 
declined as a result, while private-sector initiative was 
discouraged by a maze of restrictions on business activity. 

The National Assembly passed in 1987 a law requiring 
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Tunisia: Some Key Economic Indicators 
(in $ millions unless otherwise indicated) 

1984 1985 1986 1987 
Average exchange rate 

(U.S.$ per Tunisian dinar) 1.29 1.20 1.27 1.18 

Production and Employment 
Labor Force (in thousands)a 2,010.0 2,090.0 2,170.0 2,250.0 
Unemployment 

(yearly average %)a 15.0 15.0 16.5 18.0 
Industrial production 

(1983= 100) 103.8 105.6 106.7 108.7 
%change 3.8 1.8 1.0 1.9 
Gov't operating deficit 

(as% of current GOP) 10.8 7.2 9.2 7.5 

Domestic Economy 
Population (millions) 7.04 7.21 7.42 7.6 
%growth 2.4 2.5 2.8 2.4 
GOP in current$ 8,045.5 8,284.2 9,024.6 9,355.2 
GNP in current$ 8,108.4 8,202.6 8,948.4 9,260.7 
Per capita GOP, current$ 1,142.9 1,148.5 1,216.2 1,230.9 
GOP in dinars (1980 = 100) 117.2 123.9 122.7 127.4 
GDP%change 5.7 5.6 -0.9 3.5 
CPI%change 8.6 7.8 7.1 8.5 

Balance of Payments 
Exports 2,726.6 2,703.7 2,686.0 2,914.6 
Imports 3,666.8 3,211.5 3,435.3 3,516.4 
Trade balance 940.1 507.8 749.3 601.8 
Current account balance - 877.2 - 589.4 - 698.5 - 649.0 
Foreign direct investment (new) 247.3 184.1 171.5 147.5 
Foreign debt (year-end) 4,063.5 3,816.0 5,270.5 5,557.8 
Debt service paid 618.2 656.5 781.0 908.6 
Debt service rat io 

(as % of goods and services exports) 22.7 24.3 29.1 31.2 
Foreign exchange reserves (year-end) 387.8 220.9 203.7 N.A. 

U.S.-Tunisian Trade 
U.S . exports to Tunisia 257.3 134.0 203.3 39.9b 
U.S. imports from Tunisia 344.6 113.0 12.4 6.9b 
U.S . trade balancec -87.3 21.0 190.9 33.0b 
U.S. share of Tunisian exports 12.6 4.2 0.5 1.5b 
U.S. share of Tunisian imports 7.0 4.2 5.9 6.1b 
U.S. bilateral aid: economic 40.2 33.1 58.6 42.8 

military 111.6 66.6 67.0 33.8 

a . Estimates 
b. January-March 1987 
c. Sharp shift in trade balance between 1984 and 1986 due to decline in sale of Tunisia n petroleum products to United States. 

SOURCES: B udget Economique, 1987. Institut National de Ia Statistique. Banque Centrale de Tunisie. Foreign Economic Trends Report, 
U.S. Embassy/Tunis, May 1987. 
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the privatization of a substantial number of small and 
large state enterprises. A Restructuring Committee 
attached to the prime minister's office was established 
to decide on the priority and form ofthese divestments, 
but action has been delayed by the government's concern 
that large-scale privatization will further increase 
unemployment. 

For political as well as economic reasons, generation 
of new employment opportunities poses probably the 
most serious hurdle for the new regime. Education at the 
primary level is almost universal for boys and nearly so 
for girls. Government-financed professional-training 
programs have been in existence for several years so that 
a potentially highly capable work force has been created. 
Officially, unemployment figures are given as about 15 
percent of the work force; if teenage unemployment is 
counted, a more realistic figure is closer to 25 percent. 
To this must be added underemployment in urban areas. 

In a country where it is estimated that over 40 percent 
of the population is under the age of 20 (and the current 
population growth rate is over 2.5 percent), the challenge 
is one of staggering proportions. Government 
employment has been drastically reduced by budgetary 
exigencies, while private-sector placement services are 
rudimentary. Steps have been taken to encourage the 
private sector to employ school leavers through 
subsidized apprenticeships, but the absorptive capacity 
of industry is limited and the process is so complicated 
that employers have been discouraged from taking them 
on. One solution is development of labor-intensive 
industry, but whether this can take place rapidly enough 
to absorb even those entering the labor market each year 
is questionable. 

The rate of industrial development depends in part on 
modernization ofthe capital market, technology transfer, 
improvement of management skills, and development of 
new products for a wider export market. The nascent 
stock market plans to broaden its operations to permit 
establishment of brokerage houses by private firms 
(stocks have hitherto been sold only by banks) and to 
seek new issues for trading. Further relaxation of 
regulations concerning access to credit will also be 
needed to encourage rapid expansion of the industrial 
sector. 

The Problem of Categorization 
Tunisia is at a period in its growth difficult to categorize. 
It is neither developed nor underdeveloped. With an 
annual per capita income of over $1,200, it qualifies 
perhaps not as an advanced developing country (ADC) 
but clearly as a transitional developing country (TDC). 

Being in the TDC category has implications for the 
types of aid the government is likelr +'> seek. While 
Tunisia is quite capable of supplying from its own 
resources much of the training that is needed in the 
modern sector, substantial basic economic support will 
continue to be required, particularly in agriculture in the 
southern and northwestern areas. Specialized technical 
assistance is needed to build competence in high-tech 

President Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali 
Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali, the new president of Tunisia, 
was born on September 3, 1936 at Hammam-Sousse. 
He studied electronic engineering and subsequently, 
as a military officer, attended the Special Inter-Arms 
School at Saint-Cyr, France, as well as the Artillery 
School at Chalons-sur-Marne and the French Higher 
School of Intelligence and Security. He later spent 
time in the United States at the U.S. Army Field 

. Artillery School in Fort Sill, Oklahoma. 
In 1958 he was appointed director of military 

security, a post he held until197 4. After a three-year 
posting as air and naval attache in Morocco, he was 
named to the personal staff of the minister of defense 
and subsequently to the post of director general of 
national security. He attained the military rank of 
general in 1979, but does not use the title. From 
1980 to 1984 he wasT unisian ambassador to Poland. 
On his return, he again took up the post of director 
general of national security. He was made secretary 
of state for national security later in 1984, and the 
following year was named minister of national 
security. He became minister of the interior in 1986, 
and prime minister on October 2, 1987. Five weeks 
later, Ben Ali replaced Habib Bourguiba as president. 

fields such as communications and financial markets. 
The assistance made available under the recently 
negotiated structural adjustment loan of the World Bank 
will provide critical support in carrying out the new 
government's economic reform program. 

Illustrative of the kinds of initiatives appropriate to 
Tunisia's specialized development needs are the Institut 
d'Informatique and the Institut de Carthage. The Institut 
d'Informatique has developed software programs for a 
number of government functions such as the tracking of 
export loadings, local taxation, and payment of civil 
service salaries. 

The purpose of the Institut de Carthage is to provide 
specialized management and engineering training in 
collaboration with the private sector. It is expected that 
representatives of industry will play a major role in 
developing its curriculum, especially in management 
training, and that the private sector will contribute to its 
operational budget. On the model of the Stanford 
Research Institute in the United States, the Institut de 
Carthage will conduct practical research on industrial 
problems on a contract basis; revenues from these 
contracts would go to support faculty research and 
teaching. The hope is that the lnstitut will one day play 
a role in the Arab world similar to that of the Asian 
Institute of Technology in Bangkok. 

Tunisia as a Regional Actor 
Addressing the assembled diplomatic corps in Tunis 
shortly after taking office, President Ben Ali laid out his 



foreign policy goals for North Africa's smallest country. 
They are a mixture of the old and the new. "Tunisia," he 
said, "has embarked on a decisive change in the course 
of its contemporary history without negating its past nor 
the principles of its political course." 

The old is represented by continued adherence to the 
stance of the former regime - moderate inclination 
toward the West, but with due regard for Tunisia's place 
as an Arab state, and observance of the principles of the 
United Nations regarding self-determination of peoples, 
with particular emphasis on the rights of Palestinians 
and the people of Namibia. But past emphasis on 
modernization of Tunisian society through Western 
education and technology will be tempered by an effort 
to forge a stronger relationship with the Arab world and 
with the Maghreb in particular. (See "Diplomacy's Day 
in Northern Africa?" by William H. Lewis and Donald R. 
Norland in CSIS Africa Notes no. 79, December 20, 
1987.) 

A practical step toward this end was the almost 
immediate restoration of relations with Libya, which had 
been severed when the government of Muammar 
ai-Qaddafi expelled Tunisian workers in 1985. Qaddafi, 
on his part, pledged $10 million as reparations for the 
losses the Tunisian workers had suffered. The road to 
improved relations suffered a temporary setback when 
the Libyan leader abruptly put off an official visit to Tunis 
scheduled for January 1988, apparently piqued by Ben 
Ali's having received the commanders of the French and 
U.S. Mediterranean fleets. The visit was, however, 
subsequently rescheduled for February 4-6. 

The Ben Ali regime also lost no time in making evident 
its concern with the political issues of the Moslem world 
beyond the Maghreb. An official visit to Iraq by the 
foreign minister signaled concern about the Gulf war, and 
close contact with the Ozal regime in Turkey is forecast. 
These gestures were balanced by an almost simultaneous 
"working visit" to Paris by Prime Minister Baccouche to 
seek greater flexibility in the payment of the 1.2 billion 
francs of French aid received annually - the largest 
contribution from a single country. In return, the French 
gained the right to distribute in Tunisia certain French 
television programs. This will offset the impact of Italian 
television, the only Western service previously available. 

In the field of communications Tunisia is taking early 
steps toward leadership in integrating this key Western 
technology with the Arab world. Created in 1986, the 
new lnstitut Regional des Sciences d'lnformatique et 
Telecommunications (IRSIT) has both a research and 
training mission in the general field of computerized 
communication. Its goal, as described by its director, is 
"l'arabisation de Ia communication," which involves 
both fundamental and applied research designed to 
extend an Arabic-language computer network 
throughout the Maghreb, the Middle East, and 
Arabic-speaking Africa. Working with the Tunisian 
lnstitut d'lnformatique, IRSIT will initially focus on the 
complex problems of translating Western computer 
languages into compatible Arabic versions and 
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standardization of computer products and software 
throughout the region. 

IRS IT's members will be governments joined by way of 
conventions signed with the Tunisian government. As 
members, they may call on IRS IT for specific research 
services and advanced training, as well as draw on data 
banks established for regional use. Apart from its purely 
technological tasks, IRSIT is expected to "contribute to 
the safeguarding and development of the heritage of 
Arabic culture and civilization in the face of the economic 
and cultural transformation engendered by the computer 
age." Financing for IRSIT has come from the Tunisian 
government and outside donors, but it is envisaged that 
member governments will contribute a large portion of its 
operational and capital costs. 

Visions for the 1990s and Beyond 
These early diplomatic moves by the new government 
further underline a view of Tunisia's future as a crossroads 
between the Arab world and the West. The (as yet largely 
unverbalized) vision is that Tunis could take over the role 
played by Beirut for decades before the Lebanese civil 
war - a center of commerce, finance, industry, and 
communications joining the two worlds. 

Tunisia is located at the juncture of the West and the 
Mediterranean; its colonial background and proximity to 
Europe have engendered an understanding of the West, 
while its cultural heritage stems from Arab roots. Tunisia 
also has familiarity and regular contact with a range of 
French-speaking nations in the sub-Saharan region. 
Tunisian communications experts already serve as 
contract advisers to several governments as far south as 
Burundi, and students from Senegal and Niger are being 
trained as computer programmers at the Institut 
d'Informatique. Well removed from the centers of conflict 
in the eastern Mediterranean, Tunisia is small enough not 
to be a threat to any other regional state, but has 
demonstrated, by giving refuge to the PLO in time of 
need, its involvement in matters of critical importance to 
the major Arab states. 

The domestic base for Tunis to become a new 
Beirut is already partially in existence - a 
reasonably modern administration, established 
institutions of government, a strongly entrepreneurial 
private sector receptive to new technology and 
marketing techniques, and an educated labor force . 
Lacking as yet are the financial resources and 
sufficiently flexible credit facilities for rapid industrial 
development. But the prospects are promising, with 
appropriate help from outside donors. 

L. Gray Cowan is a Washington consultant on development. 
His previous contributions to the CS/S Africa Notes briefing 
paper series include "Africa Reconsiders Its Parastatals" 
(issue no. 33, September 4, 1984), "Benin Joins the 
Pragmatists" (issue no. 54, February 28, 1986), "A New 
Guinea?" (issue no. 59, June 30, 1986), and "Cote d'lvoire 
at 27" (issue no. 71, April 28, 1987). 
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