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1. Tunisia’s fledgling democracy requires significant international support and solidarity in the wake of recent terrorist attacks at the Bardo Museum and the seaside town of Sousse. The new parliament in post-revolutionary Tunisia is slated to play a critical role in building a democratic society but needs to build up its capacity to serve as an effective partner in government and an expression of the public will.

2. These were among the key insights a delegation of 12 national parliamentarians from eight NATO member countries derived from a visit to Tunisia from 28 September-1st October 2015. The NATO Parliamentary Assembly’s Mediterranean and Middle East Special Group, led by the French MP Gilbert Le Bris, was in Tunis both to learn about the political, security and economic situation in that country and to express solidarity with a young democracy that has suffered two terrible terrorist attacks over the past year. 

3. [bookmark: _GoBack]The Bardo and Sousse attacks have had a telling impact on Tunisian politics and society. They not only exposed deficiencies in the country’s security apparatus - both in terms of preventing the attacks and in responding to them - but also demonstrated that Tunisia’s security problems are linked to grave instability in neighbouring Libya, which, according to Tunisia’s Minister of Interior Mohamed Najem Gharsalli, is where the terrorists were both trained and armed. The border with Libya, he told the delegation, remains very dangerous. He added that Tunisia is working with the international community, including NATO, to stabilise these remote areas and to develop economic, educational and social tools to counter the terrorist threat. 

4. Tunisia’s 500-kilometre border with Libya has long been relatively open and it remains porous. This is also the case with the border with Algeria. Both Algeria and Tunisia confront a serious threat given the grave weakness of the Libyan state, the country’s division and the resulting political vacuum that terrorist groups have filled. Tunisia enjoys a good working relationship with Algeria and there is a great deal of cooperation along the shared border. The Tunisian and Algerian militaries also enjoy a good working relationship and are sharing critical intelligence to counter common threats. 

5. Tunisian authorities told the delegation that Mali and the broader Sahel region pose another set of related and serious challenges as they had become a centre of regional arms and drug trafficking as well as a training centre for terrorists who then filter across the border into North Africa. 

6. The attacks at Bardo and Sousse killed a number of tourists from the United Kingdom, Spain, Japan and Latin America and marked a serious turning point in the terrorist challenge in Tunisia. The attacks have also paralyzed the country’s tourist industry, which normally accounts for nearly 7% of the country’s GDP. It is likely that those who launched the attacks were seeking to weaken the important links between Tunisia and the West and, by extension, to undermine the country’s effort to construct a genuine democracy. 

7. That the security force reaction to the Bardo and Sousse attacks was so slow has clearly been a source of concern in Tunisia and more broadly among its supporters in the international community. Delegation members raised this problem on a number of occasions during the visit. The Tunisians are very aware of the criticism and cited a number of measures that they have taken to address the immediate challenge of defending key infrastructure and tourist sites, and their long term efforts to address the sources of terrorism. In the discussions it was also noted that terrorism is a global challenge and many European countries have also had trouble anticipating attacks.

8. The dissolution of the Libyan state constitutes a serious security problem for Tunisia. Ungoverned space in that country has provided fertile ground for terrorist movements and an open road for young Tunisian radicals to make their way to fight with Daesh in Syria and Iraq. Interior Minister told the delegation that an estimated 900 jihadists have returned to Tunisia from fighting in Syria and Iraq and 294 of these people are now in jail. The Ministry estimates the number of Tunisian fighters in Iraq, Syria and Libya at more than 3,000. Some returning fighters have gone underground after crossing into Tunisia from Libya. This is a serious concern for the government and for Tunisia’s partners. The Minister of Interior told the delegation that they have put a great effort in tracking down those who have fought in Syria and Iraq and now pose a threat to Tunisia. There seems to be a tendency in Tunisia to see terrorist extremism as a purely external force, although there is clearly a domestic problem as well.  Officials admitted as much to the delegation. Indeed, Tunisian citizens have been involved in a number of terrorist attacks including those in Madrid. The government seems to have recognized the problem and is taking a number of measures in security, social, educational and religious policy to address it. It has closed nearly eighty radical mosques. The state funds places of worship and obviously has no interest in funding those who preach radical jihadism. 

9. There is considerable international support for this effort. The G7+3 have proposed to strengthen cooperation with Tunisia. Funding is being made available but there are legitimate concerns about the country’s capacity to absorb these funds and to put them to effective use, particularly given persistent barriers among Tunisian institutions. Capacity building is thus a key international priority. The Tunisian Finance Ministry ought to be more deeply engaged in the security dialogue as it is responsible for coming up with the funding relevant agencies. It too needs to build up its expertise in matters pertaining to security and deradicalisation. 

10. The delegation learned that the government has embarked upon an important round of security sector and economic reforms, and has had to do so in the framework of a new constitution. This has proven a difficult challenge, particularly as the Police, National Guard and Army have no tradition of working in concert. Tunisia needs to develop structures to facilitate rapid reaction, better coordinate intelligence gathering and make intelligence operational. It also needs to elaborate comprehensive strategies to cope with a terrorist threat that was previously unknown in the country. The fact that Tunisia is undergoing a transition from authoritarian to democratic rule adds a degree of uncertainty to the struggle against radicalism and terrorism. Accordingly, Parliament has an important role to play in guiding and overseeing this crucial set of reforms.  However, it needs resources and know-how to carry this function out and to exert a requisite degree of democratic leverage over the executive branch and the security agencies. 

11. Tunisia is also compelled to develop deradicalization strategies as part of its comprehensive effort to cope with the terrorist challenge, which includes judicial reform, countering arms trafficking, upgrading border control and supporting stabilization efforts in neighbouring Libya. Tunisian authorities want to see a political settlement of the Libyan crisis and worry that another full-fledged civil war or international military intervention there would be extraordinarily destabilizing and could lead to an even greater flow of arms and terrorists throughout the region. Needless to say, there are few Tunisians who feel that the previous international intervention in Libya was in any way a success.

12. Tunisia has had some success in better securing its borders. It has, for example, worked closely with Italy to restrict the outflow of migrants from Tunisia’s coastline, and this effort has been largely successful. There is also an effort to encourage moderate Islam to develop a counter‑narrative to that advanced by jihadist extremists and to encourage religious and social tolerance, both of which are fundamental to building a democratic order. Tunisia has long practiced a tolerant form of Islam, but a more radical form of Wahhabism has made inroads in recent years. Several Tunisian parliamentarians and officials stressed that there is no desire to militarize the struggle against terrorism and expressed a strong preference to employ judicial, social and political means. Nonetheless there are concerns about potential tension between human rights and domestic security. The restitution of the death penalty by parliament in December 2014 was cited as a serious concern by human rights advocates with whom the group met. 

13. There are clear concerns that the rise of terrorism could facilitate the return of systematic torture. NGO’s like the World Organization against Torture are working with parliament and the government to develop a road map to cope with this problem. That said, there has certainly been improvements on this front since the revolution and the problem can now be openly discussed in Tunisia. There is a new attitude about the role of civil society in the governing of the country and in bolstering the reform process. Political protest is now recognised as a right, and this too has made a significant difference. One concern is that the ongoing terrorism, economic slowdown and the fragility of Tunisia’s democratic transition could lead to backsliding on the human rights front. Terrorism is relatively new to Tunisia and old anti-democratic forces could use its presence to justify a return to authoritarian governance. 

14. One problem today is that there are discrepancies between formal government laws and rules and their implementation. There are cases of detentions without notification to family and obligatory medical exams. There have also been cases in which preventive detention has been abused and there are insufficient numbers of lawyers working on these cases and many lack adequate resources to carry out their tasks. This risks fostering an environment of impunity. It would be very helpful for Tunisia’s European partners to keep this issue on the table and to push for progress. Tunisia’s Parliament has not been sufficiently assertive on these issues and is still finding its feet as an institution. But its engagement in defending human rights and the institutions that ensure these rights will ultimately be central to affecting enduring systemic change. The human rights community sees the restitution of the death penalty as a step backwards and was not asked to testify in parliament when it was under consideration. Serious and well-financed investigations of perpetrators of human rights violations are clearly needed, and parliament should be more forceful in leading inquiries. This is the only way to fight the culture of impunity which is deeply embedded in the institutional life of the Tunisian state and in the mindset of many Tunisians. Extensive judicial reform will also be essential. 

15. The Tunisian state is highly bureaucratic and its stewardship of the national economy has reflected this problem which is another product of decades of authoritarian rule. In its current form, it is a hindrance to the country’s economic and democratic development and thus requires fundamental structural reform. Government officials are quite aware of the problem but are challenged to address it. Thirteen percent of the budget goes into public salaries—a figure which is twice as high as the equivalent figure for France. The state simply cannot generate enough jobs to keep Tunisia’s young people employed and dedicated supporters of Tunisia’s democracy. In this regard, it is important to recall that the Arab Spring began as a revolt by the young people in the face of the daily humiliations they were compelled to suffer under the Ben Ali regime and the lack of economic prospects that his regime offered. Job creation must henceforward be a product of the private sector. But this is easier said than done and requires not only fundamental reform of state structures but also significant investment. The two, however, are not unrelated and it is expected that investment will increase only if the state is properly streamlined. 

16. In this regard, building up the institutional capacity of the Tunisian parliament will be essential. That institution is now challenged to develop the habits and procedures needed to control the executive and national security institutions in the name of the Tunisian people. The new Constitution accords parliament a significant role in government, but many of its members are new to national politics. Many parliamentarians are young and this is a welcome indication of renewal and change. But they do not have access to all the information they need to carry out their functions, lack staff, computers and funding, and now are challenged to develop expertise very quickly in core security matters. Gilbert Le Bris communicated to members of the Tunisian Parliament that the NATO Parliamentary Assembly stands ready to help the parliament develop its capacities both through NATO PA seminars and staff training programs.

17.  Tunisia’s military emerged from the revolution with its reputation intact. Ben Ali had asked the army to fire on demonstrators. Military leaders, however, refused, thereby earning the enduring respect and admiration of the Tunisian public. The military now must adapt its doctrine, training and posture to the current range of security threats it confronts. Along these lines, the delegation visited the Naval Base in Bizerte to discuss this transition with senior naval officials. Bizerte is located strategically and stands at a halfway point between Gibraltar and the Suez Canal near the Straits of Sicily in a region of very heavy maritime traffic. Three hundred large ships pass through these waters every day and there are at least 7,500 fishing boats operating off the coastline. There is also increasing offshore gas exploration along the southern coastlines of Tunisia. 

18. The Bizerte base commanders discussed the core missions of the Tunisian navy including coastal defense, protecting the Tunisian maritime domain, coastal surveillance, defending national economic interests and assets, search and rescue, countering human and commercial trafficking and counter-terrorism operations, among others. From their perspective, the Mediterranean has become a theatre of mounting threat with a number of littoral countries in crisis and confronting serious problems such as mass migration, arms trafficking and terrorist activities. Tunisia is upgrading its fleet. It recently acquired additional fast patrol boats and looks to procure ships with Intelligence, Surveillance and Reconnaissance and helicopter carrying capabilities. The commanders also discussed the work that they have conducted with NATO and ongoing efforts to achieve a higher level of interoperability with NATO forces. Tunisia’s Centre for Operations exchanges critical information with the high command at NATO. NATO combat groups have made port calls in Tunisia as part as part of joint exercises and there are also a number of bilateral initiatives with countries like France, Greece, Turkey, Spain and Portugal. Cooperation with Italy has proven particularly important and helpful. Tunisian naval forces engage in real time information sharing with their Italian counterparts and also with NATO’s Maritime Operations Centre in Naples.

19. Indeed, Tunisia is not compelled to confront its daunting range of security challenges alone. The delegation met with Eileen Murray, the Director of the World Bank’s office in Tunisia as well as Laura Bazea, Head of the EU Delegation to Tunisia to explore the support both of these institutions are extending to this new democracy in areas as diverse as privatization, government restructuring, judicial reform, infrastructure development, good governance and border management. Ambassadors from NATO governments also described a range of national bilateral and G 7 supported initiatives as well as NATO’s outreach efforts to Tunisia in areas such as force interoperability. Tunisian officials later told the delegation that the government values its collaboration with NATO and has focused it work with the Alliance on special force training, counter IED, information exchange and improving force interoperability. 

20. Tunisia needs external support, but it also requires significant foreign investment, market access and a return of once abundant tourism. Fostering a higher degree of domestic security while reinforcing democratic institutions will be the key to achieving these three ambitions. Hotels throughout the country were empty this summer and many have closed. This has had a very significant economic impact, contributed to unemployment levels now approaching 15% and likely to rise. Economic crisis has rendered the overall political situation all the more fragile in Tunisia. The lack of economic possibilities for young people leaves some vulnerable to recruitment by terrorist groups and their false promises. Private investment in Tunisia is at a virtual standstill, and the international community needs to do more to encourage capital inflows. The Tunisians have produced a list of major infrastructural projects of long-term economic significance, and there is an international effort underway to encourage investment in these projects. 

21. The World Bank has a long history working in partnership with Tunisia and as continued this relationship in the wake of the 2011 revolution. The Bank mobilized quickly after the fall of the Ben Ali government and provided $700 million to support reforms aimed at building greater transparency and accountability. It has also helped mobilize support for Tunisia with other key players including the European Union, the Africa Development Bank and key donor countries like the United States and France. Eileen Murray told the delegation that reform in Tunisia must be understood as a long-term process. Tunisia not only must overcome a legacy of authoritarian rule and statist economic policy, it also confronts ongoing regional and domestic insecurity and serious immediate economic challenges made worse by uncertainty and instability. Recent terrorist attacks have unsettled potential investors and left society even more vulnerable, she said. It hardly helps that youth unemployment is now approaching 32%. 

22. Fortunately, the fall of energy prices has reduced the adverse impact of cuts in consumer subsidies. Tunisia needs to move beyond its traditional economic model, in which it relied upon low productivity but low wage labour. It must now move up the production chain and produce high value and more sophisticated products if it is to address its long-term employment requirements. Tunisian society also needs to confront corruption head on as it has long undermined economic dynamism and undercut investment. Privatization remains a politically tricky topic in Tunisia. One way to get at this problem is to develop a better and more agile and transparent working partnership between the private sector and the state. The grey and black economies may account for as much as 50% of GDP and this is a clear indication that market rules need to be altered and overall governance improved in order to foster greater transparency across the economy. This huge black market sector naturally undercuts state revenues as it is generally untaxed. Tunisia ranks 87th out of 144 countries in the World Bank’s 2014-2015 Competitiveness Index. 

23. The delegation held discussion with the Laura Bazea and her team. She focused on the complex and broad relationship between the EU and Tunisia. Ms Bazea first asserted that the Tunisian economy cannot function much longer without fundamental reform and these reforms are also critical to building a vibrant democracy. Unemployment is a growing challenge and the recent terrorist attacks have only worsened the problem. The collapse of tourism has had spill over effects on other service related sectors. Tunisia will need to develop a structured response to security in order to reassure both investors and tourists and the international community will need to help it as it works out the parameters of this approach. 

24. The European Union has been providing Tunisia critical support in this difficult moment, and this support covers a broad range of sectors. The EU has supported a process of national dialogue to foster political trust and a shared outlook on the country’s future. It has also worked with European firms operating in Tunisia and sought to bring the concerns of these firms to the attention to key Tunisian decision makers. Tunisian companies, in turn, need to understand European commercial law and practices as well as standards and codes if they want to bolster exports, and the EU is helping on this front as well. It is also interested in easing visa requirements for students, tourists and enterprises, but negotiations have not yet begun. The EU has made a priority of justice and criminal law reform as this is important not only to building democracy but also advancing economic reform. Education reform, particularly in rural areas is another priority area and will be key to addressing the problems of unemployment and low productivity. European support funds are very strictly audited and transparent and this has helped assure accountability. When Tunisia does not use EU funds, they are refunded to the EU budget. 

25. The EU has also organized a major consultation with the Tunisian Parliament, NGO’s and other social and economic actors. This has helped EU officials better understand Tunisian requirements and Tunisian leaders to better understand European priorities and standards. It is directly supporting the new parliament and will, for example, provide each new member with a laptop and an internet connection. Parliamentarians do not currently have offices, but the laptops will at least provide a virtual space for these politicians to work and interact. The EU is supporting an array of cultural programs and sees this as a key element of a comprehensive approach to the problem of radicalization.

26. Tunisia’s Minister for Development, Investment and International Co-operation, Yassine Brahim, also met with the delegation and opened his remarks by exploring some of the weaknesses of the traditional Tunisian development model. Although the country enjoyed long‑term growth and had a relatively large middle class, poverty remained a problem. But 15 years ago this model began to disintegrate and Tunisia has been in crisis since then. An archaic educational system was clearly a factor in growing unemployment. Young people were not prepared for the rigors of the global economy and were poorly positioned to become protagonists in it. The investment in education families made turned out to be a failed investment. This was clearly a factor in the revolution. Today the economy’s failure to generate jobs for young people is certainly a factor in why some Tunisian young people are drawn to extremism. Coping with the employment challenge is thus critical to dealing with the underlying conditions that lead to terrorism. One of the dilemmas Tunisia faces today, however, is that the military and other security spending threatens to crowd out the kind of spending that will allow Tunisia to address structural youth unemployment. 

27. Along these lines the government is developing a social and political plan to improve governance, fight corruption, decentralize decision making and fully implement the Constitution. The goal is to advance human development, improve education, encourage social dialogue, increase job prospects and build an economically and environmentally sustainable economy. The European Union has been a particularly important supporter of this process and is providing both resources and expertise to bolster the Tunisian effort. The Minister for Vocational Training and Employment Zied Laadhari, told the delegation that improving vocational education has become a critical national priority. The idea is to better align the educational system with the long term requirements of the job market. He also noted that the government has sought to foster dialogue between trade unions and employers to achieve a higher degree of consensus on economic policy. But there is also a sense that the overall governmental-private sector relationship needs to be recast and far better coordinated. The state had previously done much to undercut the private sector. This must now change if the private sector is to generate jobs for young Tunisians. 

28. Perhaps the most important message that the delegation took away from the visit was that Tunisia is a young fragile democracy and its capacity to emerge out of its current difficulties is consequential for the entire region. If it fails, the prospects for the stability and democratic future of the region will be significantly diminished. But if its democratic experiment succeeds, it lays down a marker for positive democratic change and economic reform that could have an outsized impact beyond its borders. Throughout the deliberations, delegation members asked about how Tunisian about how the international community can best support Tunisia and its parliament.
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