ARCHIVIO ISTITUZIONALE
ONIVERSITA DI BOLOGNA DELLA RICERCA

Alma Mater Studiorum Universita di Bologna
Archivio istituzionale della ricerca

Promoting Social Solidarity Economy in Tunisia: Neoliberal Assumptions and Missed Opportunities Within the
Triple Nexus Discourse

This is the final peer-reviewed author’s accepted manuscript (postprint) of the following publication:

Published Version:

Sigillo', E. (2024). Promoting Social Solidarity Economy in Tunisia: Neoliberal Assumptions and Missed
Opportunities Within the Triple Nexus Discourse. THE INTERNATIONAL SPECTATOR, online, 1-20
[10.1080/03932729.2024.2334741].

Availability:
This version is available at: https://hdl.handle.net/11585/970256 since: 2024-05-24

Published:
DOI: http://doi.org/10.1080/03932729.2024.2334741

Terms of use:

Some rights reserved. The terms and conditions for the reuse of this version of the manuscript are
specified in the publishing policy. For all terms of use and more information see the publisher's website.

This item was downloaded from IRIS Universita di Bologna (https://cris.unibo.it/).
When citing, please refer to the published version.

(Article begins on next page)

09 August 2026



http://doi.org/10.1080/03932729.2024.2334741
https://hdl.handle.net/11585/970256

RESEARCH ARTICLE

Promoting Social Solidarity Economy in Tunisia: Neoliberal Assumptions and Missed
Opportunities Within the Triple Nexus Discourse

Ester Sigillo
University of Bologna
Contact: Ester Sigillo; email: ester.sigillo@unibo.it

Formally launched by the United Nations (UN) in 2016, the so-called Triple Nexus has been adopted by
several international donors that have intervened in Tunisia since the fall of its authoritarian regime. Faced
with the state's limited capacity to address critical post-revolutionary challenges such as escalating poverty
and radicalisation, external actors — spanning multilateral, bilateral and non-governmental organisations
— have endeavoured to tackle humanitarian, development and security issues to promote stability and
support the fragile democratisation process in the country. In this context, Social Solidarity Economy
(SSE) initiatives have gained prominence as a means to concurrently address diverse challenges associated
with the ‘lack of social development’, including marginalisation and the absence of social cohesion —
identified as catalysts for radicalisation and instability. In contrast with these stated objectives, fieldwork
spanning 2015 to 2019 across various regions of Tunisia reveals that the international donor discourse on
SSE, entrenched in a neoliberal approach and government securitisation strategies, exacerbates economic

insecurity and amplifies marginalisation.
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Following the 2011 uprisings, the international spotlight focused on Tunisia to observe the country’s
transition to democracy after more than half a century of dictatorship. Despite the enthusiasm of the
international community for the ‘democratic exception’ in the region (Nouira 2020), the post-
revolutionary era was marred by a complex web of challenges: the instability of neighbouring countries,
notably in Libya, and the pervasive poverty and fragile domestic political landscape in the Sahel region,
which together constituted fertile ground for radicalisation and jihadi terrorism. Thus, the priority of
strengthening security inevitably overlapped with the need to ensure sustainable aid for Tunisia’s economy
to grow, support the development of democratic institutions, engage civil society and promote social
inclusion (Faleg 2017). Indeed, the revolutionary protests that led to the fall of the regime of Zine El-
Abidine Ben Ali (1987-2011) had made a series of socio-economic demands from disadvantaged strata of
the population on the issues of employment, development and social justice. The demands were voiced
mainly by young people from the country's marginalised areas and, in general, by those social groups
excluded from the old regime's economic “security pact” (Meddeb 2011, 35). However, after the fall of
the regime, the political elites missed the opportunity to address structural problems related to
underdevelopment and socio-economic marginalisation. Given the urgency of these challenges and the
government's constrained resources, Tunisia emerged as a key recipient of aid initiatives, garnering
interest from international actors primarily driven by the country’s strategic significance in the
Mediterranean.

This article delves into the fabric of social solidarity economy (SSE) development programmes
implemented by foreign donors in Tunisia after 2011, in the context of the debate on the so-called ‘Triple
Nexus’ approach (HDP)."' The latter was formally launched by the United Nations (UN) in 2016 but has
already been substantially adopted by several international donors who intervened in the country since the
fall of the regime. The connection between SSE and HDP nexus lies in their shared emphasis on
inclusivity, localisation and the pivotal role of civil society organisations.

Although the priority of local engagement is a long-standing principle in the areas of international

development and peacebuilding, recent years have seen a surge in advocating genuine localisation within

! Social Solidarity Economy (SSE) refers to an economic system based on principles of cooperation, mutual aid and social
justice. In SSE, the focus is not solely on profit maximisation but also on meeting the needs of individuals and communities in
a sustainable and equitable manner. The ‘Triple Nexus approach’ refers to a framework that integrates humanitarian,
development and peacebuilding efforts in crisis response and conflict-affected contexts. This approach emphasises the
interconnectedness of these three areas and seeks to coordinate efforts across sectors to achieve more sustainable outcomes in
fragile contexts.



humanitarian policy discussions. Localisation first became a primary concern of the global humanitarian
agenda at the World Humanitarian Summit in 2016 (Barakat and Milton 2020). In recent years
international donors have contributed to expanding the operationalisation of the Triple Nexus by
emphasising the importance of localising initiatives and actively involving civil society organisations
(CSO0s). Consequently, the pivotal role of the social solidarity economy (SSE) has emerged in promoting
community resilience, economic empowerment and sustainable development (see European Commission
2022; Council of the European Union 2017; OCHA 2018).

While SSE and HDP may appear to be distinct approaches, SSE can be effectively integrated into the
interconnected elements of the HDP nexus framework. The Tunisian case exemplifies this connection, as
a country where international donors have made significant efforts to incorporate SSE principles into
broader strategies that go beyond ‘development’ understood in a narrow sense and include objectives
related to social cohesion and security. Against this background, this study underscores the impact of SSE
projects in areas of the country considered critical from the HDP nexus perspective, plagued by a rampant
informal economy, high unemployment, radicalisation dynamics and the refugee crisis, the latter visible
on the southern border with Libya. By doing so, it illustrates the unintended consequences of programmes
implemented by foreign actors, contributing to the academic debate on the controversial impact of
international aid on CSOs (Challand 2008; Hilhorst 2003; Atia and Herrold 2018). Notably, it underscores
how the discourse underpinning SSE grounded in a neoliberal and decontextualised approach hindered
the socio-economic growth dynamics by fueling (economic) insecurity in marginal regions.

Moreover, it reveals how an overemphasis on security concerns over social inclusion may inadvertently
exacerbate social and economic disparities and act as catalysts for radicalisation and, potentially, violent
extremism (Wilkinson 2015). Following the terrorist attacks in 2015 at the Bardo Museum and in Sousse,
as well as the 2016 attacks in Ben Guerdane at the Libyan border, the Tunisian government initiated a
'war on terror', implementing a range of measures to address security issues. However, these measures
have relied on heavy-handed and repressive tactics that overlooked structural challenges such as
unemployment and marginalisation. One area where security measures have negatively impacted local
populations has been border control. This has severely restricted informal cross-border trade on which
many people’s livelihoods depend. Due to the economic paralysis it causes, people living at the borders
identified their closure as a source of conflict and insecurity.

The dataset on which the analysis is based consists of in-depth interviews with international donors, local

authorities and civil society actors, and is corroborated by document analysis of international and non-



governmental organisations’ reports. Interviews focused on two dimensions: international donors’
discourses and practices, and the impact on civil society.? First, they investigated how the discourses and
practices of the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP/PNUD in French), the World Bank, and
the European Union (EU) relating to the implementation of the SSE projects, reflect the idea expressed by
the Triple Nexus, notably the notion of ‘localisation’ and ‘inclusion of CSOs’ as prerequisites. Second,
interviews focused on the impact of international donors’ discourses and practices on local associations
scattered in different regions of the country. The study specifically examines CSOs' responses to the
implementation of SSE programmes and explores the implications of these programmes.

The article is organised into four sections. The first provides a contextual and historical background, by
depicting the case study as reflective of a fragile environment and highlighting the marginalisation and
instability prevalent in two regions of the country, notably the governorates of Médenine and Kasserine,
respectively bordering Libya and Algeria. These challenges make these areas particularly relevant in light
of the Triple Nexus Debate. The second part establishes the connection between the Human Development
Project (HDP) and the unique characteristics of Tunisian development, with a specific focus on the
discourse surrounding 'localisation' and 'inclusion'. The discussion underscores the intricate interplay
between the concept of development and the challenges inherent in these areas. The third part pinpoints
the main characteristics of a neoliberal approach characterising SSE projects. In the last part, the article
describes the implementation of SSE projects in Tunisia and their impact in the most fragile contexts, such

as borderland regions.

The fragility of borderland regions

Resource-poor and sandwiched between two giant rentier states, Tunisia has always been permeable to
informal trade occurring on its borders with Algeria and Libya. The cross-border economy developed in
the 1990s in parallel with trade liberalisation that followed the implementation of the structural adjustment
plan in 1986.° However, the austerity policy that emerged from international commitments contributed to
increasing socio-economic inequality between inland and coastal areas. In the face of the distortions of

the neo-liberal development model, public authorities tolerated and controlled the development of

2 All interviews were conducted with the informed consent of the research participants, who were assured anonymity for safety
reasons.

* A structural adjustment plan refers to a package of economic reforms that a country is required to implement in order to
qualify for financial assistance from institutions such as the International Monetary Fund or the World Bank.



heterodox border economy practices by actors co-opted by the Democratic Constitutional Regrouping
(RDC), the ruling party during Ben Ali’s regime. The marginalisation of border regions and the lack of
development policies transformed smuggling activities into a true ‘economy of necessity’ (Hanau Santini
and Pontiggia 2019). In a context where the state has almost been absent, the actors who invest in the
informal economy were young graduates without jobs, local government officials looking for a
supplementary salary and artisans who reverted to selling fuels, who secured their livelihoods through
illegal cross-border activities (Bono et al. 2015).

The Médenine governorate, on the border with Libya, has always relied on the informal economy related
to smuggling as a socially accepted practice tolerated by the government in the absence of state
development plans. Ben Guerdane, a border town located approximately 30 kilometres from the border,
has historically functioned as a hub for the trafficking of smuggled or imported goods. During Ben Ali’s
regime, the practices of mediation and protection of smuggling by the RCD-linked security services were
the preferred avenues of building a local notability dominated by the Twazine, Ben Guerdane's main tribe
with close relations to Muammar Gaddafi, which controlled the trade route linking the Tunisian city to
Zuwara and Tripoli, Libya (Ibid).

In the region of Kasserine, on the border with Algeria, smuggling has become a way to ‘use’ the border
and make it productive in this peripheral and long-marginalised region. The porousness of the border
between Tunisia and Algeria is due both to its peculiar geography, a steppe-like terrain that facilitates the
smuggling of goods to an artificial border division that occurred in colonial times, which divided a vital
social and economic space of many tribal groups, such as the Ouled Sidi Abid, the Ouled Sidi Tlil and the
Frechich (Meddeb 2016). Therefore, the entrenched nature of smuggling in the Kasserine region has also
been a product of kinship and solidarity relations on both sides.

Under Ben Ali's regime, tolerance of smuggling activities was part of a low-cost administrative approach
in the border areas. If customs and police authorities had prevented smuggling, these areas would have
been completely abandoned by their inhabitants due to the lack of government development policies in
the region. Therefore, the national security services saw smuggling as a safety valve that could keep rural
exodus, unemployment, poverty and crime in check (Ibid). However, tolerance was accompanied by a
patronage policy, without which it would have been impossible to maintain control. Small-scale assistance
in the form of food, livestock and water tanks increased the power of local officials who selected
beneficiaries based on their loyalty to the RCD. In addition to their political and patronage character, the

aid packages had a role from a security standpoint as they were a vital reference point in recruiting the



local community in border supervision. The work of the security services was mainly based on intelligence
activities involving the recruitment of informants from forest guards and smugglers. This mechanism was
mostly based on intimidation, fear of reprisals and bribery (Ibid). Although it increased the porosity of the
borders, this approach helped regulate the border space, reinforcing the state's dominance over smugglers
under an unwritten agreement characterised by the guarantee of economic protection in exchange for
loyalty to the regime.

Whereas before the revolution, the informal frontier economy was tolerated and supervised by the ruling
party, after 2011 central supervision ceased and the porosity of the borders led to the reconfiguration of
new, uncoordinated networks, disengaged from any control. In Kasserine, the local population’s lack of
support for the RCD security forces led to the networks of informants, who were essential to the
surveillance of the border region, disintegrating (Meddeb 2016). Thus, the post-2011 political vacuum
provided opportunities for new actors, such as criminal networks linked to drug and arms trafficking or
jihadist groups linked to Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQMI), who penetrated Tunisia from Algeria
via the Sahel.

In the governorate of Médenine, the vacuum left by the collapse of the regimes of Ben Ali and Gaddafi,
and the arrival of hundreds of thousands of Libyan refugees following the outbreak of the civil war,
disrupted the delicate but stable balance of the border economy, leaving the local population in disarray
without the support of the state. The population's socio-economic grievances gave rise to new waves of
protests. Although violent groups did not enjoy broad popular support in Tunisia, they were able to
capitalise on people's frustration to recruit members. In particular, young people, lacking social and
professional opportunities, felt stuck between a rock and a hard place, seeing their options limited to illegal
migration, involvement in criminal networks or joining jihadi groups. As reported by a Tunisian expert:
“The success of the jihadi movements can be explained by the socio-economic marginalisation
experienced by those who participated in the Revolution but then felt betrayed by the new political
forces”.*

Indeed, while Tunisia continues to be the refuge for many Libyans, Libya has also taken in thousands of
young Tunisians linked to jihadist networks. The closest relationship between Tunisian and Libyan
militants has been through the sister organisations Ansar al-Sharia Tunisia and Ansar al-Sharia Libya. In

addition, a short-lived integration between militant networks in the two countries occurred through the

4 Author’s interview, Tunis, October 2019.



creation of Shabab al-Tawhid, an organisation composed of former Tunisian and Libyan militants from
Ansar al-Sharia, which proclaimed its support for the Islamic State (IS) in Libya. Since the fall of 2014,
the number of Tunisians fighting for IS in Libya has increased. According to data released by the
government, up to 7,000 Tunisians are believed to have left to fight in Libya, Syria, and Iraq (Trofimov
2016). The working-class suburbs of Tunis, Hay Ettadhamen and Douar Hicher, have been the main
departure points to Libya for many young Tunisians looking for work and a cause to believe in. The
terrorist attack carried out by IS in Ben Guerdane on 7 March 2016, involving Tunisian militants trained
in Libya, underscored the government's struggle to maintain control in the southeastern regions, despite
the deployment of militarisation measures. The stalemate in Libya's civil war has also increased the risk
of destabilisation, especially following the defeat of IS and the return of many jihadists to a country made

more fragile by a severe economic crisis.

HDP and Tunisian development: unravelling the debate on ‘localisation’ and ‘inclusion’ of CSOs
HDP is a term encapsulating a moment of post-hierarchical regime complexity (Baroncelli 2023)°, with
the aim of “strengthening the coherence between humanitarian, development, and peace efforts [with the
purpose of] effectively reducing people’s needs, risks and vulnerabilities; supporting prevention efforts;
and thus, shifting from delivering humanitarian assistance to ending need” (OECD 2021).

Since its formalisation, some have highlighted the need for better cross-policy integration and inter-
organisational cooperation. Others focusing on the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region have
emphasised how the operationalisation of the HDP Nexus approach is yet to be fully specified. Notably,
the lack of clarity on what constitutes the nexus has been affected by the failure to formulate a unified
definition, purpose and objectives. As a result, the operationalisation and integration of co-existing
humanitarian, development and peace strategies, programmes and actions, have offered a significant
challenge to the actors involved (Hoff et al. 2019; ICVA 2022).

Recently, there has been a notable emphasis from international actors on recognising the importance of
‘localisation’ and ‘inclusion’ of CSOs as essential conditions for ensuring the effective implementation of
the HDP. Notably, the stress on these prerequisites has been put forward by UN agencies, the EU and non-

state actors. The UN Trust Fund for Human Security emphasised the significance of incorporating "human

5 A post-hierarchical regime refers to a system characterised by the departure from rigid top-down power structures where
authority and decision-making are centralised. It implies a more decentralised approach where decision-making is distributed
across multiple actors.



security" as an operational tool for implementing the HDP. In doing so, it underscored the need for an
inclusive approach concerning local communities (UN 2022). The EU has made significant contributions
to the discussion on social cohesion. In a Scientific Report titled ‘HDP Nexus: Challenges and
Opportunities for its Implementation’ of November 2022, the EU Commission highlighted the importance
of integrating “social cohesion” through the inclusion of CSOs (European Commission 2022). Act
Alliance® posited that “a context-specific and people-centred approach is needed to implement the nexus.
This includes understanding people’s religious beliefs and practices in addition to the local actors they
turn to in crisis” (de Wolf and Wilkinson 2019).

The major novelty of post-2011 aid programmes implemented in Tunisia was that international actors
could directly target non-state actors, bypassing the state. In this respect, since the fall of the regime,
Tunisia has become an emblematic laboratory of international development cooperation aimed at
supporting civil society (Sigillo 2023).” Since 2011, foreign aid to Tunisia has doubled, going from m562
in 2010 to @1.067 million in 2012 (Net ODA Disbursement). In particular, local associations in the most
marginalised regions of the country became the privileged targets of international funding.

Since 2014, Western donors have played a significant role in the country. This trend can be attributed to
governmental policies aimed at limiting the influence of Arab and Islamic actors, including a crackdown
on Islamic associations suspected of receiving illicit funding from terrorist networks. These actors, along
with their local beneficiaries, primarily local faith-based associations, have faced accusations of promoting
the Islamisation of the country and facilitating terrorist activities.®

Major donors include the US government through the United States Agency for International
Development (USAID) and the Middle East Partnership Initiative (MEPI); EU institutions, including the
European Commission; EU member states (in particular France, Spain, Germany and Italy); other
countries such as Japan; several Arab states; as well as major inter-governmental bodies such as the United
Nations Development Programme (UNDP),’ the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank
(Kausch 2013). During Tunisia's deepening economic and social crisis, notable organisations such as the

World Bank and the IMF significantly bolstered their presence in the country. In a speech at the Tunisia

% ACT Alliance is a faith-based global network of more than 145 churches and related organisations from over 120 countries
created to provide humanitarian aid to poor and marginalised people.

7 See https://www.aidflows.org/index.php?cid=TN (accessed 12 March 2024).

¥ In interviews conducted by the author, local experts employed by Western international donors reiterated this accusation.

Y UNDP acts as a transmission belt between international donors and local NGOs. In Tunisia, it distributes funding mainly from
Italy, Japan, Switzerland, Norway and Belgium.



International Investment Conference on 29 November 2016, the former World Bank’s president for the
Middle East and North Africa, Hafez Ghanem, confirmed that the 2016-20 partnership strategy between
Tunisia and the World Bank provided financial assistance totalling up to USD 5 billion throughout the
period, as noted by Giovanni Faleg (2017). In 2016, the IMF agreed on a four-year $2.8-billion fund
facility with Tunisia.

Among the numerous international non-governmental organisations providing technical and/or financial
assistance in Tunisia are the National Democratic Institute (NDI), the International Republican Institute
(IRI), the Carter Center, Electoral Reform International Services (ERIS), Freedom House, the
International Foundation for Electoral Systems (IFES), Search for Common Ground, the Euro-
Mediterranean Human Rights Network (EMHRN), and four German party foundations (Ibid). Of these
donors, however, only some focus predominantly or entirely on sustainable development and support of
civil society. During the immediate post-revolutionary phase, the EU earmarked 34 million euros in direct
support for CSOs in Tunisia, emphasising the vital role of civil society in promoting democracy within
the country (Council of the European Union 2016)."" The action of the EU was framed as a response to
the Arab Uprisings through two Joint Communications,'' in March and May 2011 respectively, attempting
to upgrade its democracy promotion policies in the MENA region: ‘The Partnership for Democracy and
Shared Prosperity with the Southern Mediterranean’ (PDSP), putting civil society support at the heart of
the EU’s Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) in the South, and the ENP Review: ‘A New Response to a
Changing Neighborhood’. Based on these two documents, the EU launched two programmes: the Civil
Society Facility for the Neighbourhood and the SPRING Programme. Under the framework of the
SPRING programme, the EU allocated @7 million for the period 2012-16 to support civil society through
the ‘Programme d’Appui a la Societé Civile’ (Civil Society Support Programme) (PASC)."? Tunisian
CSOs have also benefitted from the European Endowment for Democracy (EED), funding around 378
initiatives led by Tunisian CSOs in the post-revolutionary period (Dandashly 2020).

The EU’s development cooperation is based on ‘Calls for Proposals’ aimed at contracting international
NGOs (mainly European) to lead its projects. In September 2012, an EU call for proposals was published

to "support and accompany Tunisian civil society in its efforts to structure and consolidate, so that it can

' The EU grants an average of 399 million euros annually to the country (Cherif 2017).

! Issued by the EU Commission and the High Representative for the EU Common Foreign and Security Policy.

12 The EU’s civil society support programme (PASC) is part of the SPRING programme (Support for Partnership, Reform and
Inclusive Growth), launched by the EU in the southern countries of its neighbourhood “to support the democratic transition
process and promote good governance”. See European Commission (2011).



contribute effectively to the democratic transition and the improvement of the local socio-economic
context” (PASC 2013). The grant was awarded to the non-governmental organisation European
Partnership for Democracy (EPD), an NGO based in Brussels. Through the EPD management, the PASC
agreed a programme with the Tunisian government’s service responsible for helping local associations
(Robert 2016). The programme had three main objectives: “to strengthen the capacities of civil society
organisations and their networking, to encourage dialogue and joint initiatives between civil society and
the state, and to revise the regulations concerning the work of civil society” (EEAS 2012). To achieve
these objectives, the EDP, in turn, selected four local partners, labelled as ‘leading civil society actors’:
the Tunisian Forum for Economic and Social Rights (FTDES), the Tunisian Association for Studies and
Research in Democracy and Local Affairs (ATERDAL), the Center for Training and Support for
Decentralisation (CFAD) and the National School of Administration of Tunis (ENA). This top-down
selection was based on technical criteria set up by the donor which created a competitive environment
among associations wishing to obtain EU funding.

As shown in the next section, the SSE model, widely endorsed by Western donors, has been touted as a
novel bottom-up approach to addressing the developmental challenges in Tunisia by integrating social
cohesion with security issues. As explained by an international organisation’s official: “Only economic
development can enable this country to fight terrorism over the long term, and the SSE must play an
important role in this development”." Indeed, SSE donors have promoted practices based on the creation
of an alternative to a pre-existing model of development considered non-inclusive of marginalised groups

(Sigillo and De Facci 2018), some of whom have embraced the path of jihadism.

Promoting Social Solidarity Economy

Since 2011, international actors have been at pains to foreground a participatory approach in their
development cooperation programmes, granting local associations a pivotal role. In its report on Tunisia,
the PNUD empbhasised the role of civil society actors as a “lever for local development”.* “Civil society

support”, often combined with the notion of “sustainable development” has been incorporated into EU

13 Author’s interview, Médenine, April 2016.

' La société civile: levier du développement local (Civil society: a lever for local development) is the title of a project targeting
civil society actors, implemented by UNDP Tunisia. See Jamaity (2014)
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external action through funding instruments after the fall of the regime.”” The Word Bank stressed the
crucial role of civil society in formulating its strategy for the Country Partnership Framework, pinpointing
significant development challenges in Tunisia (see, BIC 2015). Within this context, the idea of inclusive
development related to the model of SSE, has been widely promoted in the country as an 'alternative' to
traditional development paradigms mostly based on a rather exclusive approach (Sigillo and De Facci
2018).

All the international actors promoting SSE initiatives in Tunisia since 2011 have emphasised key concepts
such as ‘employability’, ‘entrepreneurship’ and ‘strengthening civil society’. These are complemented by
terms reflecting a supportive approach to associational work, including ‘local and inclusive development’,
‘social integration’, ‘social assistance’ and ‘micro-credit’, among others.'® SSE remains challenging to
precisely define due to a lack of consensus within the international donor community. However, certain
common characteristics can be identified: all stakeholders involved in SSE training and projects agree on
their fundamental role (having a social purpose), core values (such as prioritising people over capital,
voluntary participation, democratic management and equitable wealth distribution), and the traditional
implementing entities, namely associations, cooperatives and foundations.

To be sure, development initiatives and social services that respect the general principles of the social
economy are nothing new. Indeed, after the implementation of the IMF’s Structural Adjustment Plan in
the late 1980s, associations developed throughout the country and progressively gained control of several
areas that before were reserved for the state: the provision of essential services and facilities, particularly
in the rural areas, the struggle against illiteracy, the creation and support of development projects, the
promotion and integration of women in the economic activity, and the rise of income-generating activities.
Moreover, in November 2007, the Spanish Cooperation Agency organised an international conference on
the ‘social economy’ in Tunis. On this occasion, Tunisian associations signed the ‘Tunisian Charter of
Social Economy’, which launched the Tunisian Network of the Social Economy (RTES), offering

technical assistance to organisations working on diagnosis, training and professional accompaniment of

"> The EU programme to support civil society implemented in 2013 emphasised the role of CSOs in promoting economic
development. See European Partnership for Democracy (2013). Sustainable economic growth and social cohesion in
marginalised regions have been listed as two priority sectors by the EU for the period 2021-24. In 2023, the European
Commission launched a call for proposals to support the initiatives of CSOs in the “development of economically inclusive
and viable models”. See Funds for NGOS (2023).

'¢ Data collected through document analysis of international donors’ brochures stored by local associations.
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SSE projects. However, under Ben Ali, associations and, more generally, social economy actors were part

of the authoritarian system of population control, serving as a legitimising apparatus for the regime.

After 2011 social action came to the fore as an alternative to dysfunctional state institutions in Tunisia.
The phenomena of unemployment, poverty and underdevelopment were no longer seen as a failure of the
market or ‘delays’ in public action. Still, they said something about the role of the state itself. Against this
background, the norm of ‘participation’ has been spread by the intervention of international donors
through the implementation of development programmes. Indeed, the discourse on the participation of
local associations in the implementation of welfare policies, an area that before 2011 was fully controlled
by the authoritarian state, fits with the neoliberal agenda of international donors, which targets the third

sector to support the state in fostering the distribution of goods and services.

In this way, social work becomes part of an ideological framework explaining the complex functioning of
society and the economy. Associations become essential economic players in two main ways. On the one
hand, they are promoters of alternative ideas on development; on the other, they are the central part of a
network of economic organisations with which they work in synergy (Abu-Sada and Challand 2011).
Thus, after 2011, local associations specialising in socio-economic development were brought into an

‘ecosystem’ of stakeholders contributing to the implementation of SSE projects.

The international donors’ infrastructure is organised along two main axes: the participatory axis, based
on consultation between associations and local administration, and the development axis, related to the
implementation of sectorial projects led by associations. According to this approach, the targeted
associations are given the role of development agents in partnership with the state. As such, they are

considered crucial actors in the democratic consolidation of the country.

Thus, Tunisian associations are conceived internationally as critical players in fostering local development
and democracy. The participatory dimension is emphasised in international donors’ discourse and
practices, which are informed by the notions of ‘participation’ and ‘inclusion’ of non-state actors in
decision-making. As an international organisation’s representative in the country noted: “our effort is to
enable civil society actors, through the implementation of our programs, to contribute to decision-making

in the public sphere and to establish associations as fundamental elements of democratic governance.”"’

17 Author’s interview with an international organisation’s official, Tunis, December 2016.
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According to the general understanding of civil society, associations need to be independent of other
spheres to function effectively. This notion informs the dominant discourse deployed by international
actors targeting civil society in Tunisia. In this view, donors expect associations to be autonomous,
requiring them to be professionalised and depoliticised: As an international organisation’s official put it:
“To participate in decision-making, associations need to be autonomous [and] thus professionalised.”"®
This discourse has informed all the practices of international donors in Tunisia and their development
programmes have reflected this influence. As the footprint of international donors in the country has
grown, local associations have not only been seen as facilitators of democracy but increasingly as agents

of development.

Beyond functional autonomy, international donors have also emphasised the need for policy competence.
Essentially, this envisions local organisations taking on the roles that were traditionally the responsibility
of the state. Thus, foreign donors have been implementing development projects across the country with
the expectation that local actors will quickly acquire these skills. This strategy, grounded in a neoliberal
interpretation of civil society participants, has been reiterated at recent meetings of the EU council and
has been critically embraced by local NGO professionals. As argued by one EU’s officer: “International
actors have operationalised civil society in terms of professional NGOs as they are bureaucratically
suitable vehicles for the implementation of development projects in those sectors and regions where the

state is considered absent.”"’

Implementing SSE at the margins: a neoliberal and security-oriented approach

Despite the efforts of international donors, several studies have highlighted the ineffectiveness of
development projects in Tunisia (Hanieh 2015; Letsch 2023; Sigillo 2023). This section shows the
unintended, detrimental consequences of SSE projects in borderland regions that are characterised by
specific fragilities. As will be seen in the following pages, development programmes initiated by
international actors, purportedly aimed at fostering social cohesion, have predominantly focused on
security concerns rather than prioritising the inclusivity of the most marginalised communities.

Furthermore, the drive towards depoliticising and professionalising associations, stringent funding criteria

'8 Author’s interview with an international organisation’s officer, Médenine, April 2016.
1 Author’s interview with an EU’s officer, Djerba, April 2016.
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of such programmes and endorsing the state's oversight of civil society, have all served to obscure the
initial objective of promoting genuine social cohesion.

After the terrorist attacks in 2015 and 2016, several efforts to curb violent extremism within the country
received financial support from global donors under ‘development aid’ (Simoncini 2020). In particular,
the Tunisian youth have emerged as the main beneficiaries of these efforts (Ibid). Within this framework,
international actors have introduced SSE predominantly in areas of Tunisia considered the most
marginalised, in line with their assessments of the connection between socio-economic conditions and the
likelihood of radicalisation of the local youth (Fahmi and Meddeb 2015; Nurunnabi and Sghaier 2018;
Sigillo 2022). Médenine and Kasserine have been perceived by international donors as two regions
particularly susceptible to security issues, given their low development index and proximity to Libya and
Algeria.

The first SSE project in the Southern region of the country was implemented by the Swiss Agency for
Development and Cooperation (SDC). This effort was initiated through the establishment of a 'socio-
economic round table' known as TREMED, serving as a platform for the introduction of the SSE concept
in Tunisia. Since its creation, the activities of the round table have been oriented to ensuring the
participation of civil society actors to develop a space for reflection on the economic and social
development of the region. In one of the gatherings, held in Djerba in December 2016, the key ideas that
emerged from the stakeholders were the “valorisation of the resources of the territory” (human or material)
and the imperative “to create employment” to enhance “human security in a fragile region.”*

Other SSE-inspired programmes, such as ‘Tounes Tekhdem’ (Tunisia Works) and ‘Tounes Temna’
(Tunisia Develops) have been implemented since 2012 by the American NGO Mercy Corps, the
intermediary of the funding organisation MEPI. In this case, the general idea of the intervention is also to
contribute to local development through the valorisation of civil society actors as development agents

including marginalised groups at risk of radicalisation.

Following the example of TREMED, the UNDP agency has also implemented development projects based
on the support of the private sector according to an SSE’s approach. Notably, in 2014 it initiated the
programme Projet création acceleré d’emploi et d’appui a |’éntrepreneuriat (accelerated job creation and
support for entrepreneurship project), aiming to foster employment through intensive training for young

unemployed graduates and rural women, considered the most vulnerable social category in Southern

2% Participant observation in a meeting of the round table, Djerba, May 2017.
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Tunisia. The project, in partnership with the Office de Developpement du Sud (Southern Development
Office) and with financial support from the Japanese Government, promotes the social and solidarity

economy in the Médenine and Tataouine governorates. According to one expert familiar with the project:

This project aims to take care of unemployed young women and men graduates, facilitate their
access to the labour market and create businesses adapted to the local market that meet the needs
of their communities, improve the socio-economic inclusion of young people through the
strengthening of their role as drivers of socio-economic development and stability to strengthen

the resilience of their local communities.*!

Since its inception, 250 Tunisians have benefited from the training programme.** Beneficiaries have been
selected based on the ‘merits’ of their proposed individual development projects.”’ Training programmes
are conceived to help beneficiaries develop a business plan as the first step toward creating a sustainable
livelihood as a microentrepreneur. In the project brochure, the experiences of individuals who have
successfully implemented their projects through this programme are highlighted. Another example is the
Najah mashroua (My project can be successful) initiative. It provides seed capital to help young
unemployed people get their start-ups off the ground. Finally, in Kasserine, UNDP implemented a similar
program, Appui au relevement économique, développement du secteur prive et cohesion sociale pour une
croissance inclusive en Tunisie (Support for economic recovery, private sector development and social
cohesion for inclusive growth in Tunisia), based on a ‘participatory approach’ and inspired by

entrepreneurial norms and values.

In 2018, the UNDP (2018) introduced ‘The Entrepreneurship for Development’ project contributing to
the economic and social empowerment of populations, “particularly young people, women and the
vulnerable”. The expected results are supposed to be achieved by combining two effects. First, national
authorities implement, monitor and evaluate, in an informed and concerted manner, appropriate public
policies aimed at promoting entrepreneurship. Second, the social and solidarity economy is promoted at
national and territorial levels through the strengthening of social entrepreneurship and the promotion of

entrepreneurial projects.

21 Author’s interview with an international organisation’s officer, Médenine, April. 2016.
22 Author’s interview with an expert, Tunis, October 2019.
2 Tbid.
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The SSE model imported into the country by international actors has been informed by requirements of
‘efficiency’ standards. All the programmes activated in the regions provide preliminary training for local
associations to acquire sound knowledge of SSE’s precepts and to strengthen technical skills to manage
projects professionally. This training, in the form of workshops and seminars, is made as open as possible
to any associations, based on an inclusive approach. Upon completion, only the best associations are
selected for grants based on their capacity to correctly internalise the norms and standards provided during

the training phase. The reward for their efforts is a grant to implement their development projects.

This merger between the norms of inclusion and participation of social actors on one side and
entrepreneurial skills on the other has informed international donors’ conceptualisation of the notion of
SSE, characterised mainly by a neoliberal frame. Indeed, donors’ interpretation of the social solidarity
economy is increasingly related to the idea of social entrepreneurship. It is no coincidence that social
enterprises rather than community cooperatives are the normatively desired outcome of most international
projects. In fact, besides the disengagement of public action, the diffusion of the neoliberal ethos is based
on the promotion of a model of individual responsibility, inspired by the homo-economicus conception™,

according to which everyone must be a self-made entrepreneur.

Therefore, associations, as new agents of development, are trained by international donors to become the
facilitators of the diffusion of these norms. Through their projects, local associations, in turn, diffuse ideas
and practices of individual entrepreneurship and self-realisation to their beneficiaries. An exemplary case
of this trend is the creation of the so-called ‘espace entreprendre’ (entrepreneurial space) throughout the
country by the Tunisian-Belgian development projects, which promotes self-employment and consolidates
the assistance given to entrepreneurs during the different phases of their projects. The entrepreneurial
space is aimed at anyone with qualifications or professional experience who wishes to set up a business.
By adopting a participatory approach, local development associations act as facilitators to help micro-

entrepreneurs manage projects over their life cycle.

Soon it becomes apparent that international donors have seen their function not only as providing technical

assistance in project implementation but also as “educating associations to be effective”.” In so doing,

2 The concept of homo economicus, originating from classical economics, posits individuals as rational agents who make
decisions to maximise their self-interest, particularly in economic exchanges. This notion intersects with neoliberal ideology,
emphasising individual initiative and self-reliance over dependence on governmental or societal assistance.

2 Author’s interview with an expert, Tunis, October 2019.
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international donors intervene in the life cycle of an NGO: they set the agendas, fix priorities and shape
the means and conditions of activism itself. Put differently, they bring a specific set of ideas about how
‘civil society looks’ to the field, shaping the process fundamentally as a result. From this perspective, the
role of international training and workshops is to share ‘best practice’. The direct intervention of
international donors concerns capacity-building programmes and organisational skills transfer targeting
newly established and formerly renewed associations. The demand for the managerialisation of
associations and the consequent professionalisation of associational activity is justified by discourse
around capacity-building as development. This training is conceived to build a developmental ecosystem,
where the primary concern is to improve the skills of local associational operators and transfer these skills

to the target population of associational projects.

Generally, international donors insist associations remain far from critical political processes. Indeed,
most donors publish grants for specific technical issues, not to strengthen an organisation's political
capacity. Evidence of this trend was provided in many interviews where local experts of international
organisations acknowledged: “We only finance associations that are not linked to the political sphere.”*®
According to an international organisation’s officer: "Associations are fundamental actors for solving the
country's socioeconomic problems, as they are closer to people, so they can easily implement projects
funded by international donors.””’ The consensus among the community of international donors largely
aligns with this perspective. Consequently, various actors including multilateral organisations,
governmental bodies, and non-governmental entities have primarily focused on bolstering the social
fabric. As a result, they have heightened their efforts to support local associations to compensate for the
absence of public intervention. Nonetheless, for associations to effectively serve as development agents,
it is imperative for them to enhance the professionalism of their operations. Indeed, the main activities

undertaken by the UNDP were to reinforce the professionalisation and the specialisation of associations

to guarantee the autonomy of civil society.”®

The main idea is that associations must become agents of development. To achieve this task, they must
specialise in their work as civil society actors. Therefore, the effort of ‘specialisation’ is deeply linked to

the idea of ‘professionalisation’ and development professionals often adopt the term to highlight the need

%6 Author’s interview with an international organisation’s officer, Tunis, October 2015.
7 Ibid.
2 Ibid.
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for the independence of civil society actors: “We are working on the professionalisation of civil society
and its specialisation as well. We have good examples of associations that have become professional, and
now they are financed by the European Union.”” A EU’s official articulates this precise argument: “Out
of 220 applications submitted after the training, only 18 projects were funded by the European Union.
These projects are proposed by associations that distinguished themselves during the training phase [and]

who developed their managerial skills”.*

The EU-funding project PASC is scattered throughout the country and delivers workshops and training
programmes to help associations formulate and manage projects, and strengthen their capacity to avoid
interference from the political sphere across the entire life cycle of a given project. Local associations
have been increasingly encouraged to follow the “ethical” rules of “good civil society actors” through
training linked to EU funding programmes. Thus, only associations that have correctly internalised
international norms and standards are selected to receive grants, according to the notion of conditionality.’’
On the other hand, only the most internationalised associations, having established strong contacts abroad,
eventually receive funding from the EU. Field observations indicate that this financial instrument tends to
overlook many recipients in need due to their lack of expertise. The EU's 'renewed' approach after 2011,
characterised by the concept of ‘positive conditionality’, appears to diverge from the rhetoric of a new
bottom-up strategy centred on fostering ownership and empowerment within civil society. The stringent
conditions ultimately dissuade local recipients, who opt instead to seek grants from other donors.

Mercy Corps followed the same approach, often funded by MEPI. In the framework of the projects Tounes
Tekhdem and Tounes Tenmna implemented in Medenine, the training phase was open to all associations
active in the governorate. However, only a tiny number of them were selected to receive grants. Therefore,
one can easily argue that norms and standards are diffused through a mechanism of indirect coercion or
cooptation, as most local associations adapt to international norms and standards and often transform

themselves in order to receive funding and be included in development programmes.

SSE development projects implemented in the regions of Médenine and Kasserine had controversial
effects. The very few associations that secured funding from international donors acknowledged that this

‘new’ approach is crucial to address regional unemployment and regional development through

2 Ibid.
3% Author’s interview with a EU’s official, Médenine, February 2017.
3 bid.
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investments in local resources to avoid socio-economic marginalisation and potential radicalisation.
Agricultural projects have been a large part of this work. For example, after completing SSE training
courses provided by the SDC in 2015, the Zaytouna Association for Agricultural Development created the
cooperative El Amal. Besides these micro-projects, the TREMED project in Médenine has for instance
developed actions in partnership with the Union des Diplomés Chomeurs (the Association of Unemployed
Graduates of Médenine [UDC]) to encourage and mentor young entrepreneurs in establishing start-up

ventures.

The TREMED project was quite well received by local beneficiaries, mainly due to the alleged success of
its ‘participatory approach’, which associations consider a workable way to contribute to local
development policies in collaboration with the Tunisian state. However, while the opportunity to
participate was widely publicised, only a few local associations were able to make the most of the
opportunity. Indeed, several associations that strived to professionalise and reach the requisite level of
expertise nevertheless failed to pass the selection process and expressed a degree of frustration at the
hurdles involved. Many associations complained about the exclusivity of the selection criteria of these
programmes: only the ‘best pupils’ of the associational classroom are selected for funding and only the
selected associations are legitimised by international donors and the state as ‘true representatives’ of civil
society. Moreover, those actors excluded from the project complain about the associational sector’s lack
of independence from the state’s apparatus and the persistence of cooptation dynamics. Even if the SSE
has often been presented as a ‘civil society project’, the state’s apparatus continues to be active and exert
control in the most important steps of project implementation. Indeed, decentralised administration is
present in all the projects’ steering committees, which are responsible for the decision-making, including
the selection procedure of associations. The same critique is made against SSE projects implemented by
the UNDP or the World Bank, which have merely “copied” the Swiss model.** Notably, the persistence
of training cycles on ‘good practices’ and the selective criteria upon which only the best associations

acquiring the ‘right skills’ acquire funding, has generated high levels of resentment.

Therefore, the ‘participatory approach’ resulted more as an ideal than a lived reality and has increasingly
appeared as a hegemonic practice of international actors backed by national authorities, a pedagogical
vision of participation, the primary goal of which is not inclusion but the assimilation of local associational

life to a strict model of civil society. The patronising approach of national authorities is apparent in the

32 Author’s interview with a CSO’s member, Médenine, October 2017.
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discourses of local administration officials during the interviews, who, when talking about civil society,

refer only to those associations that have received grants from international donors:

In Médenine and Kasserine civil society is very weak, there are only two associations
receiving funding from international donors. [...] We should also be careful, together with
international donors, to not select the wrong associations to implement development projects.
I am referring to those having a religious orientation, such as charitable associations are the
most inappropriate, as they could be linked to terrorist groups acting at the border with Libya.

For this reason, we need to exclude them.*

The officer of an international organization also acknowledged that “we have the power to promote and
to exclude, and we decide to exclude certain actors such as faith-based associations”.** In this regard, it is
important to note that religious associations represent the majority of the conservative social fabric in

South Tunisia, so their exclusion breaches the declared ‘participatory approach’.

Associations interviewed have shared their increasing frustration. As one interviewee complained: “We
are legitimised only if we receive grants from international actors. We feel judged by donors and the state

9935

like children judged by their parents””. Another bemoaned that “associations are strictly chosen based on
their distance from politics and their professionalism; thus if they are not selected, it means that there is a
problem for donors, which are mostly concerned by security issues rather than by social development
objectives.””® From this vantage point, it is unsurprising to observe intense competition among local
associations that aspire to obtain funding for their activities and to acquire legitimacy vis-a-vis local
institutions. This competition is directly or indirectly produced by international donors and exploited by
the state itself to exert control over civil society according to a ‘divide and rule’ approach, a logic inherited

by the authoritarian regime’s practices.

Growing frustration with the international donors’ projects, perceived as too state-centred, has led some
excluded actors to justify alternative trajectories to survive, such as taking part in the informal economy.

However, due to border closures in light of the state's securitisation campaign since 2015, becoming a

33 Author’s interview with a local official, June 2016.
** Author’s interview with an international organisation’s officer, Médenine, May 2016.
35 Author’s interview with a CSO’s member, Médenine, June 2016.

3¢ Author’s interview with a CSO’s member, Djerba, February 2016.
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jihadist for IS has also become a seemingly plausible alternative for several Tunisian youths, or at least

has been justified by them. As claimed by a young man from Médenine:

The Tunisian state is the true terrorist, it kills its people. International donors are even worse, as
they pursue their selfish interests. That is why a new struggle, a jihad, is the only solution, even

by violent means, if necessary.”’
In a similar vein, a young local said:

I hate the state, it has abandoned us. We are at the edge of the world. And what is worse, we are
imprisoned in our country, we can’t even dream of going to Europe. The state has stolen our
future, and it deserves to be destroyed, by any means. That is why I sympathise with jihadis, even

if I am not a jihadist.’®

In summary, the frustrations expressed by local associations highlight the interplay between international
donor priorities, state control, and the marginalisation of civil society actors in Tunisia. This environment
not only fosters competition among associations for funding and legitimacy but also pushes some
marginalised individuals towards extremist ideologies as perceived alternatives to their socio-economic

struggles.

Conclusion

This article analysed the impact of SSE programs in Tunisia against the background of the Triple Nexus
debate, officially institutionalised by the UN in 2016, yet already implicitly adopted by international
donors in the country since 2011. Therefore, this study not only dissects the outcomes of multilateral aid
programmes but also situates them within the larger narrative of international relations, shedding light on
how the outcomes in Tunisia have influenced the broader debate surrounding external support of political

transitions in the MENA region.

The findings presented above highlighted how international aid addressing developmental issues is mostly
shaped by security-based considerations and by the diffusion of a standardised neo-liberal paradigm at the

expense of an integrated approach that would consider security from a broader perspective, including

37 Author’s interview, Médenine, February 2016.

3% Author’s interview, Médenine, June 2016.
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human security and inclusive growth. This approach reiterates old dynamics of inclusion/exclusion,

facilitates the state’s co-optation and undermines precarious local dynamics relating to economic survival.

The critical analysis presented in this study reveals a paradox within the implementation of the Triple
Nexus framework, if only when the latter is not properly operationalised. While a more integrated
approach has been designed to integrate humanitarian, development and security efforts, the overemphasis
on exclusionary policies — implicitly (in the case of the neoliberal emphasis on skills and expertise) and
explicitly (in the case of security-oriented concerns towards faith-based groups) — at the expense of holistic
developmental approaches is likely to inadvertently worsen the very crisis it intends to alleviate. By
prioritising security-oriented strategies and excluding certain segments of the population from the
development process, international aid initiatives might inadvertently deepen social inequalities and
economic disparities. This myopic focus not only perpetuates cycles of poverty and marginalisation but
also fuels resentment and unrest among marginalised communities. As a result, far from fostering stability
and supporting the Tunisian transition, this unbalanced approach has contributed to a growing economic
crisis that has now turned into a humanitarian crisis under the authoritarian drift led by President Kais
Saied, thus accentuating the country's instability in recent years. It underscores the imperative need for a
recalibration of multilateral aid strategies, emphasising a balanced and context-specific integration of
humanitarian, developmental and security efforts (intended not just as military security but also human

security) to truly realise the goals envisioned by the Triple Nexus framework.
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