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Abstract 
 
In post—2011 Tunisia, the reform of the security sector has proceeded haphazardly, hindering 
security efficiency and lowering the overall effectiveness in countering threats. Since 2015, the 
combination of three factors — external shocks, international actors' pressures and domestic 
configurations of political power — have paved the way for a progressive overhaul of the efficiency 
of security agencies. Following the 2015 terrorist attacks, that destabilized the political system and 
risked derailing the trajectory of democratic consolidation, European powers exerted pressure to 
improve efficiency in the security sector. Lastly, these push factors needed an enabling condition, 
a strong presidency of the republic, to make the changes happen. The measures adopted reflect a 
technical and supposedly depoliticized view of reforms, in line with a broader post-interventionist 
trend in Security Assistance. Based on process-tracing, the analysis of primary documents and 
several in-depth interviews carried out between 2015 and 2017, the article illustrates the workings 
of the policy process in the security arena. It sheds light on the conditions that made possible the 
adoption of reforms, the role external actors played in pushing for change and in creating a new 
multilateral mechanism, the G7+, which produced an unintended set of domestic consequences. 
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Introduction 
 
Tunisia has undergone two legislative elections, presidential and municipal elections, it 
has completed a constitutional reform process, and a slow but ongoing implementation 
process of that new constitution has defined the post-2014 political trajectory. In stark 
contrast, the security field has remained on the sidelines of policy change, despite societal 
demands for the overhaul of the traditional practices of the security forces. 

From the 1990s, under the watchful eye of President Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali, the 
security sector had developed increasingly authoritarian practices in its modus operandi. 
More specifically, it had evolved into community policing without proper oversight, 
decentralization and participation mechanisms, thereby amounting to little more than a 
hyper-localized form of surveillance.1 Unsurprisingly, in the wake of the revolution, both 
the general public and opinion-makers demanded rule-law abiding operating procedures 
for the security forces as well as increased accountability. However, when successive 
waves of terrorist attacks struck the country between 2013 and 2015, public opinion 
shifted the focus away from greater transparency and respect for the rule of law on to the 
need for greater effectiveness in the performance of the security forces. 

In 2013, the country suffered from major setbacks in its perception of stability and 
safety, when two prominent politicians, Choukri Belaid and Mohamed Brahmi, were 
assassinated. These tragic events threatened to derail the country’s fragile trajectory 
towards democracy, increased domestic political polarization and mistrust vis-a-vis the 
Islamist party Ennahda, thereby stalling potential reforms in the security arena, which in 
turn rendered the country more vulnerable to security threats. The ensuing lack of reform 
in the security sector, delayed until 2015, hindered security efficiency and lowered the 
overall effectiveness in countering threats. 

The targeted political violence morphed into wide-scale terrorist attacks in 2015, first 
at the Bardo national museum in Tunis and few months later at the beach of a hotel resort 
in Sousse, and in the autumn, against a bus of the Presidential Guard in the capital. It was 
only then that the political system carried out sweeping changes in the security sector. 
Despite the looming return of thousands of radicalized young Tunisians from Syria and 
Iraq,2 especially since the fall of the Islamic Caliphate in October 2017, terrorist attacks 
have not occurred since late 2015, and popular perceptions of security have continued to 
improve. 

Since mid-2015, the combination of three factors significantly strengthened the 
capacity of the Tunisian state in the security domain: the shock caused by the Sousse 
attacks, the ensuing pressures of key European countries and the centralization of security 
decision-making in the Essebsi Presidency. Together they led to the creation of an ad hoc 
multilateral framework facilitating Security Assistance (SA). 
 

The exogenous shock was capitalized on both by key European states as well as by key 
Tunisian policy entrepreneurs (the President of the Republic Beji Caid Essebsi and his 
Security Advisor, Kamel Akrout) who used the crisis as a catalyst to promote new security 
initiatives premised on the centralization of power in the hands of the executive. The G7+ 
mechanism3 facilitated intra-Tunisian security cooperation as well as relations with 
external donors. Security Assistance replaced Security Sector Reform (SSR): even though 



 
part of the SSR agenda got lost in the process (the normative focus on human rights and 
democratic accountability as the linchpin of the reform effort), the security performance 
of the Tunisian security forces improved. This positively impacted on the legitimacy of the 
political establishment and thereby contributed to overall political stability.4 

Despite contributing to the country’s political stabilization, however, the post-2015 
changes in the security governance and improvements in the security performance failed 
to be part and parcel of the democratization process, as they did not take the shape of 
comprehensive reforms of the security sector. 

The article investigates the conditions that made possible the adoption of security 
reforms in post-2011 Tunisia, by carrying out an in-depth analysis of the policy process in 
the security field, the role external actors played and assessing the framework within 
which these changes were carried out. 

The first section sets out a brief historical account of the measures taken in the security 
sector since the first transition government in early 2011, focusing in particular on how 
the mistrust between the Ministry of the Interior (MoI) and the Islamist party Ennahda, in 
power since October 2011, slowed down reformist efforts. The second section investigates 
the key actors of the security arena and their remit according to the 2014 Constitution. A 
combination of procedural and charismatic legitimacy enabled the Presidency of the 
Republic to play an assertive role in security matters since the adoption of the Constitution 
and the election of President Beji Caid Essebsi. The third section explores the key 
differences between SSR and SA, and the way in which they were conceptualized and 
pushed for in post-2011 Tunisia. The process of post-revolutionary change of the security 
sector ended up hardly resembling textbook cases of Security Sector Reform, as the only 
actor openly advocating for the normative side of reform was the European Union (EU), 
which failed to play a significant role. The politically-laden and demanding agenda of SSR 
subsided vis-a-vis a more modest and yet effective Security Assistance approach shared 
by European states and the USA. The final section deals with post-Sousse changes in the 
security sector and the role external actors played in improving security coordination and 
performance. It deals with the policy innovation represented by the G7+ format for 
improving coordination, both among Tunisian Ministries and security agencies and with 
external donors. We conclude by assessing the merits in terms of increased efficiency 
brought about by this new coordination mechanism, while at the same time stressing the 
shortcomings in terms of failed reforms to enhance the accountability of the security 
sector.5 
 
Between a rock and a hard place: the challenges of reforming the security sector 
between 2011 and 2014 
 
Between January and October 2011, when the first democratic elections for the National 
Constituent Assembly (NCA) took place, two interim governments ruled the country. 
Parties bloomed, some completely new, others already established, albeit in clandestine 
conditions. Among the latter was Ennahda, legalized in March after more than 30 years of 
repression, a period during which most of its leaders and active members had been jailed 
or forced either underground or abroad. 

In a first phase after the fall of Ben Ali, the interim government under prime minister 
Beji Caid Essebsi, in place since end of February 2011, adopted swift measures to purge 



 
the security bodies from their most compromised officials and injected new life in the 
security apparatus. However, the juxtaposition of an unsystematic security reform and the 
mistrust vis-a-vis Ennahda both by the Ministry of the Interior and most other political 
parties hindered change. These factors only made possible the adoption of a series of ad 
hoc initiatives, falling short of reforming a widely discredited repressive apparatus. In an 
extremely fluid environment, different political forces attempted to expand their influence 
on the system through recruitment, promotions and dismissals.6 

Between January and March 2011, the Interior Minister, the independent Farhat Rajhi, 
dismissed the security commanders more closely associated with the Ben Ali regime, 
forced 42 senior Ministry of the Interior officials into mandatory retirement – including all 
26 members of the General Directorate for National Security – and disbanded the 
Directorate for State Security, which had been accused of the majority of torture 
allegations.7 Overall, a hundred officers left, although none went on trial for human rights 
abuses. 

Several ministers and secretaries of state for security affairs, regardless of their political 
affiliation, tried to follow the steps of Rajhi and dismissed staff at the Ministry of the 
Interior. This sometimes translated into early retirement, or into recruiting and 
transferring personnel.8 Between March and December 2011, the Interior Minister Habib 
Essid, supposedly pushed more than a dozen high ranking officers into early retirement. 
Between December 2011 and March 2013, under the Jebali government, Ali Laarayedh, 
long imprisoned and tortured under Ben Ali, headed the Interior Ministry. In this capacity, 
he fired between 80 and 130 employees, while Lotfi Ben Jeddou, who succeeded him until 
February 2015, sacked between 45 and 50.9 However, as a number of those ousted were 
later reintegrated, the impact of the purges was limited.10 

For its part, the top leadership of the armed forces underwent critical changes in the 
summer of 2013, after the Chief of Staff of the armed forces, General Rachid Ammar, 
decided to resign.11 The army experienced some high rank replacements, mostly in favour 
of officers whose origins were from outside the historically privileged regions of the 
country. The country’s volatile security situation and the fear of a military-led coup, as in 
the Egyptian scenario, led the Troika government to adopt some coup-proofing measures, 
such as new appointments to key military positions.12 

In the build-up to the October 2011 legislative elections, the Ministry of the Interior was 
stripped of its electoral role, following the establishment of an independent High Electoral 
Commission in charge of supervising the electoral process. With over 37 per cent of the 
votes, the Islamist party Ennahda formed a so-called Troika coalition government with the 
centre-left Congress Party of the Republic and the leftist Ettakatol. Growing tensions and 
episodes of violence marked the Troika government, culminating in the 2013 political 
crisis. 

In the reigning atmosphere of polarization between secularists and Islamists, criticism 
of Ennahda grew following the new hundreds of recruits within the police, which 
represented an attempt to modify the balance of power within the security sector while 
also asserting major control over it. At the time, Ennahda was accused of trying to assert 
partisan control over the police, instrumentally using massive hiring, within the public 
administration and the security forces, as an electoral propaganda tool. The dismissal of a 
White Paper – discredited because of the old regime figures who produced it13 – by Interior 
Minister Laarayedh is an example testifying to this tension. The White Paper – drafted in 



 
October 2011 by a team of experts led by Mohamed Lazhar al-Akremi, a delegate minister 
for the reform of security, with the support of the Ministry of the Interior – supposedly 
dealt with the transformation of the security sector’s institutions and organizational 
culture.14 

This document acknowledged and addressed several challenges within the Ministry of 
the Interior from both an institutional and ‘cultural’ dimension.15 Despite that, it seems to 
have been considered, and thereby rejected, as a legacy of the ‘old regime’.16 For instance, 
N. Jebnoun stresses how this document endorsed a depoliticized view of reform, by 
focusing on single technical aspects to be changed in order to improve the dysfunctionality 
of the security apparatus, rather than addressing the overly state-centric focus of security 
and shift it towards a human-citizen security approach.17 Accordingly, while the document 
raised basic principles of oversight, Jebnoun argues it prioritized the strengthening of 
operational capabilities and the need for foreign assistance, at the expense of democratic 
control, accountability, transparency and oversight.18 At the time, Ennahda was under 
scrutiny for its supposedly ambivalent position on security.19 On the one hand, the party 
was accused of underestimating threats associated with the rise of domestic Salafism by 
attempting to politically include extremist elements. On the other, it was criticized for 
having contributed to the flow of Tunisians joining jihad in Syria. For several months, 
Ennahda’s leadership hesitated to ban Ansar al-Sharia (AST), a Salafi movement officially 
founded in May 2012 but operating since at least 2011. Ansar al-Sharia stayed out of the 
political fray and challenged ‘official’ political Islam from the margins of society, mostly 
through dawa.20 Salafi groups were deemed responsible for a number of security incidents 
in the country, among them the attack on the headquarters of the Nessma television 
station, guilty of having broadcasted the movie ‘Persepolis’, allegedly offensive to Islam; 
they were also behind the attack on the US embassy in September 2012. The latter attack 
exposed the existing security vacuum and it revealed the disarray of the Tunisian security 
forces. The failure to respond effectively demonstrated gaps in institutional capacity, from 
situational awareness, command and control to coordination between security forces and 
senior government officials.21 However, it was only in May 2013, after violent clashes 
erupted between AST supporters and security forces in various areas of the country,22 that 
Ennahda Prime Minister Laarayedh labelled Ansar al-Sharia a terrorist network. 

By then, however, Ennahda had lost its credentials as a serious actor in ensuring the 
country’s security. Namely, Ennahda was not just criticized over its inability to keep the 
country safe or failing to train the over 10,000 security personnel it had recruited, but it 
was accused of building parallel security forces. In particular, Ennahda was associated with 
the League for the Protection of the Revolution (LPR),23 which behaved as a moral police 
force vis-a-vis the population and was politically unaccountable.24 

However, partly because of the distrust between Ennahda and the Ministry of the 
Interior, the security forces remained insulated from the political establishment. The 
Ministry of the Interior justified its uncooperative attitude by suggesting that Ennahda was 
an illegitimate political force operating against the interests of the state and pursuing a 
partisan, Islamist security agenda and not a national one.25 

In this context, unsurprisingly, only timid structural reforms were passed in the early 
postrevolutionary period in the security sector. These included a procedural guide on 
human rights for internal security forces, the revision of laws governing arrest and 
detention, as well as the October 2013 Torture Commission Law, which subjected 



 
detention facilities to control by human rights monitors.26 As previously argued, the 
staunch opposition of the security forces against Ennahda ministers made it impossible to 
modify any of their operating procedures. At the domestic level, this was set to change, 
albeit to a limited extent, first, with the 2014 technocratic government and then with the 
rise to power of Ennahda’s competitor, Nidaa Tounes, in late 2014. 
 
 
The 2014 constitution and the new balance of power in the security arena 
 
The consolidation of the democratic trajectory was the product of a combination of 
factors, among them the compromising attitude shown at several key junctures by the 
post-2011 political elites, as Rory McCarthy notes in his contribution to this special issue. 
While the post-revolutionary path does not necessarily correspond to a pacted transition 
a la Schmitter and O’Donnell,27 whereby the reformist section of the regime’s elite gives 
up power to revolutionary forces in exchange for its survival, and allows for a swift and 
bloodless transition, a ‘twin toleration’28 pact was nevertheless struck between the two 
ideological poles – nationalist and Islamist – ensuring democratic progress, to the 
detriment of disenfranchised lower classes,29 what G. Parolin depicts as the most 
revolutionary voices.30 In the Tunisian case, a ‘pacted’ transition refers to an informal 
agreement between the leadership of the two main parties, Ennahda and Nidaa, which 
have, at several key critical junctures, shown a consensus-driven attitude and the ability 
to accept compromises for the greater good of the country’s stability.31 

In order to avoid further social and political polarization, they have partially extended 
the consensus-driven constitutional politics phase into ordinary politics. As the 
International Crisis Group stated in a 2017 report, the political consensus is ‘based on a 
gentlemen’s agreement aimed at preventing the re-emergence of political polarization 
between Islamists and anti-Islamists, but resulting, at best, in the clientelistic sharing of 
state resources’.32 Others argue that this is evidence of a double caution: a strategy of ‘risk 
avoidance’ by Ennahda and of ‘containment’ by Nidaa Tounes, opting to sidestep 
differences rather than confronting them.33 

In a number of policy areas, this has led to slow progress, as the two main political forces 
have refrained from dealing with and clashing over potentially explosive issues.34 Often, 
progress has stalled also given the role several veto players have. This has been the case 
with socio-economic reforms, where strong social forces, such as the main workers’ union 
(UGTT) have reduced the capacity of both parties to translate their political capital into 
actual policies. This also occurred in the security arena, where only a clear attribution of 
powers to the President of the Republic in the 2014 constitution paved the way for more 
effective policy-making. As Sheran Grewal argues, the management of the military had 
become more decentralized and rather than being a ‘domaine reserve’, it was a 
responsibility shared among multiple actors.35 Similarly, Florence Gaub maintains that ‘the 
responsibility for military matters (had become) increasingly dispersed’ amongst the 
executive, the parliament and civil society under the 2011-2013 Troika government.36 

We argue that the same applied to security matters more broadly, not only to military 
issues. Rather than stressing the positive byproduct of power dispersion among a plethora 
of policy actors in terms of greater inclusiveness in the decision-making process, the 
unclear definition of tasks among security actors and the ensuing lack of effectiveness 



 
risked derailing the early transition phase.37 The new Constitution, by clearly defining the 
remit of all policy actors in the security arena, enabled the emergence of a functioning 
division of labor and the setting up of effective coordination mechanisms. According to 
article 77 of the Constitution, the President of the Republic is ‘responsible for determining 
the general orientations in the domains of defense, foreign relations and national security 
in relation to protecting the state and the national territory from all internal and external 
threats, after consulting with the Head of Government’.38 Furthermore, he/she chairs the 
National Security Council – to which the Head of Government and the Speaker of the 
Assembly of the Representatives of the People (ARP) are invited – and is the Commander-
in-Chief of the armed forces. As Head of State, he/she is allowed to undertake emergency 
provisions (art. 77 and 80) and, through presidential orders, to appoint and dismiss 
individuals in senior military and diplomatic positions, and positions related to national 
security, after consultation with the Head of Government (art. 78). The latter selects the 
members of his/ her cabinet, but in the case of the Ministers of Foreign Affairs and 
Defense, the choice must be made in consultation with the President of the Republic (art. 
89). The Head of Government defines and implements the state’s general policy, with the 
exceptions of defense, foreign affairs and national security (art. 91). At the same time, 
when it comes to these three areas – defense, foreign policy and national security – the 
President of the Republic presides over the Council of Ministers (art. 93). 

The Head of State enjoys decision-making powers in all exceptional matters and 
provides an overall strategic direction, while the Head of Government is in charge of day-
to-day affairs. However, besides the ‘formal’ constitution, a material constitution has 
already shown a partially different reality.39 Between January 2014 and February 2015, 
under the technocratic Jomaa government, President Moncef Marzouki (who had been in 
power as interim President of the Republic from December 2011) was politically 
marginalized and, especially in security matters, enjoyed limited power. Marzouki, who 
enjoyed Ennahda’s support, had not welcomed the creation of the National Dialogue, and 
as a consequence his cohabitation with Prime Minister Jomaa proved difficult. Despite 
officially presiding over the National Security Council (NSC) within the Presidency of the 
Republic, in a typical case of inter-institutional competition, this body lost ground to the 
crisis cell Jomaa set up within the government.40 In 2014, the Jomaa government produced 
an elaborate strategic document, left unpublished, which illustrated in great detail the 
nature of the terrorist threat in the country. Several ministries had contributed to its 
drafting process in a highly inclusive way. In 2015, President Essebsi – successful both at 
the October 2014 legislative elections and the December presidential ones – reconvened 
and revived the National Security Council.41 Despite the semi-presidential42 nature of the 
post-2014 political system, many agree that President Essebsi has centralized decision-
making and strengthened the executive, especially in security matters, by over-extending 
the label of ‘national security’.43 The NSC has been instrumental in the attempt Essebsi 
made to reinforce the Presidency without pushing for constitutional amendments towards 
a presidentialization of the regime.44 This effort has been facilitated by Essebsi’s defense 
advisor, Rear-Admiral Kamel Akrout, who presides over all G7+ meetings and is, in the 
words of several European diplomats, the real kingmaker. Akrout coordinates the Tunisian 
security decision-making process, eases tensions among different ministries’ 
bureaucracies, facilitates compromise and reports back to the President. Finally, he feeds 
back in the decision-making process presidential inputs.45 This is made possible also by the 



 
role the President has in chairing the NSC,46 whose members are the Prime Minister, the 
President of the Parliament, the Ministers of Justice, Defense, Foreign Affairs and Finance, 
as well as the President of the National Intelligence Center. It ensures ‘the safeguard of 
the state’s vital interests within the framework of a strategic vision whose aim is the 
preservation of the sovereignty of the State, its independence and the guarantee of the 
integrity of its territory, the security of its people and the protection of its natural 
resources’ (art. 1).47 The NSC deliberates on public policies, national security strategies and 
information management. It is in charge of implementing the national strategy for fighting 
extremism and terrorism –in coordination with the National Counter-Terrorism (CT) 
Commission. Lastly, the NSC also assesses internal and external challenges and responses 
to potential threats, and orients foreign policy according to national security priorities. 

Under Essebsi, the NSC provided the impetus for the drafting of a new national strategic 
document. Since it was a legitimate and strong presidency that initiated the drafting 
process, two things happened. First, the process benefited from centralization and a 
strong goal-oriented bent. Second, inter-ministerial cooperation and inclusivity suffered 
as a result.48 This document was eventually adopted as the National Strategy Against 
Terrorism and Violent Extremism in November 2016. While the document has not been 
published, the takeaway point is the identification of four pillars for countering the 
terrorist threat which neatly correspond to the EU’s 2005 Counter-Terrorism (CT) strategy: 
Prevent, Protect, Pursue and Respond. In March 2016, in order to have a dedicated body 
overseeing the implementation of the country’s counter-terrorism action, the government 
created an ad hoc body, the National Counter-Terrorism Commission. The commission 
approved the counter-terrorism strategy and strove to implement the July 2015 counter-
terrorism law. The CT Commission has a similar but lower-ranking composition compared 
to the NSC. Its main goal is to facilitate information and intelligence sharing and improve 
inter-agency coordination. In addition to that, however, the Commission has a consulting 
role on judicial texts, it supports policy implementation, raises awareness, and collects 
statistically relevant data. As far as the external dimension is concerned, the CT 
Commission is also in charge of following the United Nations (UN) resolutions related to 
the fight against terrorism, within the framework of Tunisia’s international obligations. 
Compared to the CT Commission, the National Security Council has a wider mandate, and 
does not limit itself to terrorism but deals with security at large. 

The post-2014 system of government is a semi-presidential one, where ‘the president 
and the parliament both have significant power over the government formation and 
dismissal processes, and in which neither the parliament or the president can fully 
dominate the other’.49 In any case, on security matters the parliament has a residual role. 
Assessing the system as a ‘threeheaded executive’50 overestimates the parliament’s 
prerogatives in security and defense matters. These claims cannot be substantiated in 
terms of legal provisions, and even less in terms of post-2011 practices. The parliament 
has two committees dealing with foreign and security matters: the Committee on the 
Organization of the Administration and the Affairs of the Armed Forces, and the 
Committee on Security and Defense. The former is permanent and is in charge of 
examining projects, proposals and questions related not only to the armed forces, but also 
to the general organization of the public administration, as well as decentralization and 
local communities. The wide remit of the mandate, coupled with a chronically under-
resourced and underfunded parliament, has narrowed the focus of the committee mostly 



 
to decentralization and local communities.51 The Committee on Security and Defense, 
meanwhile, is an ad hoc committee: it can follow up on issues with a security and defense 
component, inquire about the government’s implementation of security strategies, and 
can consult experts on security matters. The activities of this ad hoc committee have 
mostly revolved around monitoring, inviting experts, encouraging topics of discussion and 
promoting analysis.52 

In general, the working environment of all parliamentary security-related committees 
is highly complex, due both to the number of institutions involved, with a particularly 
strong engagement of the executive, and the sensitive nature of the issues addressed. 
More specifically, members rotate each year and are simultaneously members of other 
committees. They often lack expertise and the support of technical staff, as well as 
financial independence, which, although guaranteed in the new constitution, has not been 
implemented yet.53 

While the description of the post-2014 institutional set up offers a complex and 
multifaceted picture of security policy-making, we have argued that in practice, since the 
election of President Essebsi, security policy-making has become more centralized and less 
consensual than foreseen in the constitutional text, and yet increasingly efficient. This 
would point to the divide between a formal and a material Constitution and to the 
importance of scrutinizing how powers are empirically exercised in the policy arena under 
study. Despite the existence of several bodies dealing with security and defense issues 
both within the parliament and the government, we have shown how the presidency has 
centralized decision-making, using the NSC and the President’s security advisor, facilitating 
coordination but, as compared to the 2011-2013 period, diminishing debate and a more 
collegial attitude. 
 
 
The role of external actors in reforming security in post-2011 Tunisia and the shift to 
upgraded security assistance 
 
Predictably, one of the strongest demands after the fall of Ben Ali revolved around the 
transformation of the security forces into democratic and accountable bodies within a 
post-revolutionary polity in the search for greater legitimacy. As already mentioned, with 
the exception of ad hoc limited measures, post-revolutionary transition governments and 
the first democratically elected one – after October 2011 – ignored these demands. It was 
not long before public opinion turned its attention towards the other aspect of security, 
namely performance.54 

As M. Kartas argues, demands for democratic reform of the security sector subsided 
after the two political assassinations in 2013 risked derailing the fragile political transition 
and they concentrated instead on requesting a better performance by the security forces 
in countering threats.55 

The debate focused on the ability or lack thereof of the various security bodies – the 
Army, the National Guard, and the Police – to effectively coordinate among themselves as 
well as on the quality of the training received. The shift from legitimacy to efficiency is far 
from a neutral or an inevitable one in post-revolutionary contexts, where issues of 
increased security become necessarily intertwined with the legitimacy of the new political 
system. On paper, strengthening both legitimacy and efficiency of the security sector is 



 
the first and foremost goal of Security Sector Reform. This is premised on good governance 
in the security arena. In light of this, it reflects conceptual coherence with the liberal state-
building paradigm, which is what makes Security Sector Reform a normative agenda. SSR 
is a recent endeavor, dating back to the late 1990s, and is associated with post-conflict 
peace building and, more recently, state building.56 Both goals of SSR, the improved 
effectiveness and legitimacy of the sector, are premised on the subjugation of security 
forces to civilian control, an aspect deemed crucial in strengthening statehood. In its 
standard definition, SSR is understood as a transformation of security institutions towards 
greater democratic accountability, transparency and effectiveness.57 

The debate over SSR did not penetrate the Arab world in the 1990s and 2000s,58 and, so 
far, the EU has only implemented an SSR agenda in Palestine.59 Not unlike the way that 
transitology has come under scrutiny in the past few years,60 SSR has been increasingly 
criticized for either its normative orientation or the marginalization of local needs and 
agendas.61 Most notably, there are concerns about its rather open assumptions concerning 
the interpretation of the state monopoly of violence, its confines, and rationale, all of 
which are premised on Western liberal – and historically contingent – experiences of state 
development. 

Some, however, have salvaged specific aspects of the SSR agenda,62 and in this line of 
thought, the focus on the notion of a ‘security sector’ deserves merit, as it is meant to 
include not just the military dimension of security but its social one. The notion of security 
sector implies the application of good governance principles across all state agents 
wielding coercive power, including the judicial sector. This enables us to conceptually 
move away from the typical concerns of authoritarian regimes for their security, and to 
widen security referents.63 

In a post-authoritarian setting, it is expected that SSR will go hand in hand with political 
reform, undergoing the same democratizing process as all other policy areas. This should 
follow the logic of moving away from regime security towards societal security. The 
‘security for whom?’ question, which characterizes much of the critical security studies 
literature, lies at the heart of post-authoritarian security sector reforms. SSR is in principle 
not limited to respect for the rule of law, good governance and human rights, but also 
greater transparency and accountability of the armed and security forces, and a more 
straightforward access for civil society to the security arena. The more the rationale of the 
security forces shifts from ensuring the survival of the political regime to safeguarding 
citizens, the deeper democratic ideals permeate the logic and inner workings of the 
security sector. 

In post-2011 Tunisia, challenges to the adoption of an SSR agenda have revolved around 
an under-conceptualization of new security orientations and intra-institutional 
competition among security bodies. On a strategic level, what hampered increased 
efficiency was the lack of coordination among different institutional bodies, each of them 
drafting White Papers or National Security Strategies without previously consulting the 
other security bodies. Unsurprisingly, only very few strategic documents have come to 
fruition. At the operational level, the lack of coordination and cooperation among the 
ministries of Defense, Interior and Justice continued unabated until 2015.64 

It is not an exaggeration to argue that in the security arena, the obstacles to carrying 
out deep reforms have been mostly endogenous, i.e. within the political system, and 



 
mostly linked to the early post-revolutionary phase,65 whereas the triggers for reform have 
been mostly exogenous, i.e. security threats and external actors’ pressures. 

From mid-2013, the terrorist threat increasingly replaced political violence in security 
discourse: counter-terrorism became the new mantra around which security forces 
coalesced in unanimously pushing for improved security management at the expense of 
reform and accountability. If the era of security vacuum was over, this did not mean fully 
coordinated security forces with improved security performance. It did however represent 
the suspension of the reformist security discourse, under the securitization mantra. 
Counter-terrorism became the one and only priority and raison d’^etre of the security 
establishment, and was accompanied by the demonization of those political forces that 
had tried to rein in the debatable practices of the past, as these actors were now accused 
of having weakened the overall performance of the security sector, making them indirectly 
responsible for terrorist attacks. In other words, a wider security agenda, beyond CT 
purposes, seemed to have disappeared for good, until it resurfaced in mid-2015 under the 
guise of upgraded Security Assistance. SSR, in sum, subsided after only an initial 
parenthesis of tentative reforms in 2011 and of EU-led attempts to bring it back to the 
table. In October 2011, the transitional government in Tunisia had requested the EU to 
engage in a structured security cooperation, but due to bureaucratic dynamics, mostly on 
the part of the Tunisian authorities, the stock-taking exercise and peer-review process of 
the security sector in the country carried out by security experts took until December 2013 
to be finalized and until January 2015 for a more precise identification of milestones to be 
achieved.66 

The 2015 terrorist attacks accelerated EU-Tunisia political dialogue and in November 
2015, the Tunisian government signed the EU Commission’s proposal for an SSR 
programme with a financial agreement of e23 million.67 In accordance with the overall 
European Agenda on Security,68 the EU’s SSR insists on security and respect for 
fundamental human rights as complementary policy objectives of a ‘new doctrine,’ while 
enhancing transparency, accountability and democratic control.69 Priority axes, beside the 
support to integrated borders management and intelligence service, include reforming 
and modernizing the internal security forces according to international standards in terms 
of oversight of activities, recruitment and training, as well as restoring citizens’ trust in 
security services by fighting corruption and police’s abuses.70 The EU’s SSR programme has 
had a very slow implementation: the first contracts were signed only in mid-2017, after a 
lengthy procedure both on the EU and the Tunisian sides.71 

Domestic reasons also hindered the process, and in particular the volatile Tunisian 
political environment, its bureaucratic politics and the emergence of a double charismatic 
leadership. Since 2014, two political personalities have dominated the political scene: the 
leader of Nidaa Tounes, Beji Essebsi, and the leader of Ennahda, Rachid Ghannouchi, 
representing the largest political parties in parliament. Both leaders enjoy charismatic 
power and a high degree of legitimacy, partly as a consequence of an increased 
appreciation of strong leaders on the part of public opinion.72 The consensus-driven and 
compromise-prone attitude of both leaders has secured the country’s progress in the 
security arena. This was facilitated once the new President of the Republic, Beji Caid 
Essebsi, was sworn in early in 2015. The personal legitimacy of the President, his 
institutional role and external powers’ strong demands for security changes further 



 
strengthened the presidency, and paved the way for more accountable and collaborative 
interministerial procedural practices. 

The terrorist attacks at the Bardo museum, where 21 people lost their lives on 18 
March, the great majority of them European citizens, and at a beach resort in Sousse 
where, on 26 June, an ISIS (Islamic State of Iraq and Syria) gunman killed 38 people – out 
of whom thirty were British citizens – sent shockwaves across the entire political 
establishment and society at large. The large number of European victims in both attacks 
reverberated across European capitals, leading their leaders to advance bolder proposals 
for more structured Security Assistance. 

The pathologies of ad hoc, un-coordinated and under-funded Security Assistance by 
external actors – duplication, lack of coordination, diverging rationales and agendas, the 
recipient country’s shopping list attitude vis-a-vis donors – radically changed in the wake 
of the Sousse attacks. That an external shock sent shockwaves across European capitals 
and in Tunis, leading policymakers to create a new policy format and an enlarged G7 
mechanism responsible for coordinating efforts to support Tunisian security sector 
reforms, should not come as a surprise. The cognitive uncertainty on how to respond to 
the twofold challenge of increasing security for European citizens in Tunisia and saving the 
country’s stability and democratic trajectory led to the adoption of a new policy response 
under the guise of a G7 þ 6 mechanism, formally inaugurated in June 2016.73 

In 2015, the deterioration of the security context in Tunisia led to key policy reversals 
in the security domain, first with the adoption of a Counter-Terrorism law and then with 
the creation of the G7+ mechanisms. 

Domestically, as an immediate reaction to the attacks, the Tunisian parliament, despite 
some heated debate, endorsed the new counter-terrorism law on 24 July 2015, with a 
majority of 174 votes out of 217. It replaced the 2003 Anti-Terrorism Act, approved during 
a favorable international conjuncture after the attacks of September 11, and constantly 
under severe criticism for being used, given its broad definitions of terrorists and 
terrorism, by the Ben Ali regime against political dissidents.74 Interestingly, immediately 
after the 2011 uprisings, the law was neither abrogated nor amended. In May 2013, then-
Minister of Human Rights and Transitional Justice, Samir Dilou (from the party Ennahda), 
announced the creation of a commission to amend the law no. 2003-75 of 10 December 
2003. In November 2013, the minister aupres du gouvernement, Noureddine Bhiri chaired 
a ministerial working session discussing a draft law on the fight against terrorism and 
money laundering.75 In January 2014, the Laarayedh government submitted to the NCA a 
first draft of the law.76 The law was only approved in July 2015, when a revised version was 
submitted to the parliament by the technocratic government of Mehdi Jomaa. 

The law improved the 2003 text, as the words ‘reparation damages to victims,’ and ‘an 
exception to extradition or deportation’77 appeared, together with the requirement that 
the judiciary exercise greater oversight of surveillance and other activities.78 Despite these 
changes, however, the new text has been referred to as a return to a ‘police state’, with 
regard to those provisions related to the extension of the period of detention and the 
(re)introduction of the death penalty.79 

Externally, three days after the attacks in Sousse, the British Home Secretary and the 
Interior Ministers of France and Germany visited the country and pledged enhanced 
support. The informal E3 – France, Germany and the UK – joined the other members of 
the G7 at the meeting in Schloss Elmau in June 2015. While Tunisia had been at the heart 



 
of the 2011 Deauville initiative, the security cooperation dimension had received scant 
attention. In the wake of the Bardo killing, however, the G7 decided to include Security 
Assistance on the agenda of its June meeting. There, the Tunisian government asked to 
enlarge the G7 to include Spain, Belgium, and the EU, and to step up the efforts of the 
wider international community. A new Security Assistance format was devised, the G7+, 
and rapidly implemented. 
 
 
The G7+: same format, different agendas? 
 
As a coordination framework, the G7+ was not a transformative mechanism because it 
was mainly aimed at sharing information among partners on the ongoing security-related 
bilateral initiatives with Tunisia. The G7 would operate with an executive committee, 
meeting every three months and providing strategic guidelines, sharing the state of the 
art of Security Assistance and reforms, and organizing a number of operational working 
groups. The G7 framework increased the visibility of the United States – Tunisia’s biggest 
donor for SA – in the security sector. It also permitted a coordination of efforts among 
international donors without losing national control of bilateral action, as would have 
been the case with an EU-only mechanism. In addition, it obliged the Tunisian authorities 
to come together, formulate shared demands, design an overall strategy upon which 
specific requests could be formulated, thereby avoiding the duplications that had been 
frequent since 2011.80 The Ministry of the Interior, for example, had until 2015 relied on 
the Directorate-General for External Relations and International Cooperation for security 
cooperation with external partners on a purely bilateral basis. 

The G7+ operates across four different working groups: the protection of 
tourist/sensitive sites, co-led by Tunisia and the UK; borders, co-led by Tunisia and 
Germany; ports and airports, co-led by Tunisia, France and the UK, and counter-terrorism, 
co-led by Tunisia, France and the EU. On the Tunisian side, the lead was within the Ministry 
of the Interior until the end of 2016, and has been within the Ministry of Defense from 
January 2017. Several international donors lament the somewhat more rigid, hierarchic 
and bureaucratic operating procedure of the Ministry of Defense as compared to the 
Ministry of the Interior.81 

Different views over the identification of working groups have emerged. While for the 
UK terrorism was a crosscutting theme, the Germans insisted on having a separate working 
group, with a narrow military outlook and a focus on intervention. This, however, has 
failed to substantiate its output as effectively as other working groups have. In light of the 
recurring issue of Tunisian foreign fighters scattered across the region, a new working 
group on counter- and deradicalization is currently under discussion and will likely see the 
light before the end of 2017.82 

The G7+ could be characterized as a bureaucratic exercise, where states fill in a matrix 
in which they include all security-related projects and activities. The voluntary nature of 
the scheme implies that highly confidential information or projects can be omitted and 
not shared among participants. The expected added value which the G7+ is supposed to 
deliver consists of a more proactive approach by the Tunisians, which could, and should, 
in the eyes of the G7+ members, provide more detailed inputs on the security evolution 
on the ground in terms of challenges and actual needs, impact assessment and 



 
formulation of specific reform demands. So far, however, the format has mostly consisted 
in European and international actors using the G7+ scheme to avoid duplications of 
training, equipment and funding, as well as getting a sense of what other countries are 
doing/offering in terms of SA. The existence of different agendas among donors has not 
been solved by the G7+, and secrecy over some security initiatives remains high even 
between partners, given the sensitive nature of this issue area. 

While most commentators agree on the increased performance and efficiency of the 
Tunisian security forces from 2016,83 good governance and human rights mainstreaming 
across all security-related legislation and practices – the backbone of SSR – have been 
slower in getting addressed, let alone implemented. Whereas these provisions figure less 
prominently in the G7+ format, they are indeed part and parcel of the EU SSR package 
agreed with the Tunisian government, but which is yet to be implemented. As previously 
argued, domestic pressures for efficiency in the security sector became more vocal since 
late 2013, and received a boost by European countries after the Bardo and especially 
Sousse attacks in 2015. The rule of law and the human rights component that the EU 
strategy focused on got somehow lost in the framework of the G7+. This was devised as a 
format enabling better coordination among security forces thanks to tailor-made external 
Security Assistance, which incorporated individual initiatives of the European member 
states, watering down the aspect of accountability and rule of law. 

Having suffered the most casualties in Sousse, the British government immediately 
offered assistance in training Tunisian security forces to better protect tourist locations, 
and has co-led the ports and airports security group. Overall, the UK has supported Tunisia, 
in terms of development assistance between 2011 and 2017, with over £24 million.84 From 
2018, having positively assessed Tunisian progress in the sensitive sites working group, the 
British will carry out more projects in the border working group. In the wake of the attacks, 
the British had formally discouraged their nationals from traveling to Tunisia. In that 
context, in order to reassure them and have their travel warning canceled, the Tunisian 
authorities tasked the UK with mapping critical aspects in the tourism infrastructure and 
helping them improve these. 

On borders, Germans have taken the lead. Since late summer 2015, a cell of the 
German federal police has been installed within the German Embassy in Tunis, so as to 
provide direct assistance, especially along the eastern border with Libya, to the Tunisian 
border police (posted at the checkpoints) and the National Guard, (patrolling along the 
border).85 In September 2016, a bilateral agreement was signed between the Tunisian 
Interior Minister, Hedi Madjoub, and his German counterpart, Thomas de Maziere, 
aimed at increasing intelligence sharing and providing regular and continued training to 
Tunisian security personnel.86 Between mid-2015 and June 2017, the German federal 
police trained 500 officers, 80 per cent of them in the National Guard and the remaining 
20 per cent in the border police.87 Other contingent events have also played a part in 
rising German involvement in the Tunisian security sector, including the cessation of 
activities in Egypt as a consequence of the trial against the director of the German 
Konrad Adenauer Foundation in Cairo, leading several German foundations to halt their 
work in Egypt between 2013 and 2016.88 

As far as France is concerned, the focus has been on first intervention training for the 
National Guard and police units at the entry level – though it is envisaged to progressively 
extend this to those in further stages of their careers – in order to make low-ranking 



 
officers capable of coping with a sudden threat before the arrival of specialised forces. 
Once again, the Sousse attack, and the then-chaotic and delayed reaction of police units, 
reinforced the need to adopt a new approach, and a new ‘doctrine’ aimed at developing 
and improving quick reaction capacity, starting from those serving at the forefront even in 
supposedly safe spaces – and this not only in Tunisia but also in Europe following the 
dynamics of recent terrorist attacks.89 More specifically, in terms of CT, France is engaged 
in supporting two main projects: first, Tunisia’s efforts in digitizing an identity database, in 
order to make information-sharing, on both a national and international level, more 
efficient and rapid; second, a ‘red line’ in support of those families whose members have 
been somehow affected by jihadist propaganda. 

Lastly, the external actor who has been devoting the most resources, and who is widely 
appreciated by Tunisians for its more pragmatic approach and limited red tape, is 
Washington, as the US tripled its military aid in 2015.90 In comparison to the e23 million-
SSR program by the European Union in 2017, the US earmarked over $86 million for 
military and police aid and $79 million for humanitarian and development assistance.91 So 
far, the bulk of US support in SA to Tunisia revolves around – although is not limited to – 
two axes: military assistance, both infrastructure and equipment, and training. Assistance 
to the armed forces focuses especially on those troops along the borders with Libya. Since 
August 2013, a border buffer zone has been in the far south, and operational command in 
the region went to the military authorities.92 There, Germans have also contributed to the 
Tunisian effort of securing the borders with Libya: while Tunisians have erected a fence 
aimed at making cross-border traffic more difficult, it is the US and Germany who are in 
charge of providing electronic surveillance tools.93 

Out of an overall bilateral cooperation budget of $60 million for Tunisia, a sixth is 
earmarked for the new Police Academy, to be launched in 2019. The project, supported 
by the Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs (INL),94 entails a 
double dimension: the building of modern infrastructure in the vicinity of Enfidha-
Hammamet airport; and the development of specific curricula for police officers.95 The US 
has adopted an approach of ‘training the trainers’ in the security sector, so as to multiply 
the effect and reach the widest possible number of officers the Tunisian Ministry of the 
Interior selects from both the police and the National Guard, who will then, in turn, train 
the new trainees within their bodies. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
In the wake of the uprising, the mistrust of the population vis-a-vis the police and other 
security forces translated in widespread demands for a security sector more strictly acting 
in accordance with the rule of law, within a broader context of a profound overhaul of 
previous authoritarian practices. The priority attributed to accountability, however, 
subsided when political violence struck the country and the killing of two prominent 
politicians seemed to plunge it into further political instability. The imperative quickly 
became the efficiency of the security sector, through improved coordination, better 
training and equipment. Domestic pressure for the democratization of the security forces 
and the international support for a systemic approach to reform, mostly embodied in the 
EU-sponsored SSR agenda, were cast aside. The 2013 political killings however failed to 



 
generate sufficient pressure for change in the security forces’ standard operating 
procedures and in external actors’ assistance. This only changed when, in July 2015, a 
massacre on a beach in a Sousse resort killed dozens of European tourists. This external 
shock triggered a strong reaction in key European member states, notably the UK, France 
and Germany, which offered substantially increased Security Assistance to the Tunisian 
government. Within a short span of time, European countries and the Tunisian 
government agreed on a new mechanism of multilateral security cooperation. The 
creation of an enlarged G7, including also the EU, facilitated coordination, both among 
external donors and among ministries and security agencies on the Tunisian side. The 
centralization of decision-making in the security arena occurred thanks to the 2014 
Constitution, which acknowledged a key role to the President of the Republic’s ability to 
steer the policy process in the security sector. President Essebsi capitalized on these 
provisions and on the availability of external donors to rapidly oversee a series of 
measures significantly improving bureaucratic coordination and overall efficiency. While 
the country has significantly improved its safety, both in terms of public perception and 
prevention of terrorist attacks, the good governance aspect of security reforms has lagged 
behind. 

Like most other Arab countries, the Tunisian security sector since 2011 has been open 
to only one of the two dimensions of SSR, namely the modernization of equipment and 
the improvement of training standards, rather than increasing accountability, which has 
so far faced considerable resistance.96 Despite domestic demands and the EU availability 
to offer an SSR package in early 2011, which is only slowly seeing the light, the sense of 
urgency of carrying out deep and structural reforms of the security sector was not a 
priority, and mistrust between security forces and Ennahda ran high. When terrorism 
struck and risked derailing political stability and economic growth linked to tourism, the 
consensus coalesced around the need to open up the security sector also to partial 
international scrutiny. Accountability was neglected in favor of efficiency: European 
member states opted for a nominally multilateral but bilateral in nature Security 
Assistance framework for cooperation with the Tunisian authorities, sharing information 
on bilateral initiatives which would continue to be earmarked nationally, rather than 
supporting a more normative and demanding EU effort as a more wide-ranging and more 
rapidly implemented Security Sector Reform package would have implied. 
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