TUNISIA PRESIDENTIAL ELECTIONS 2024

BACKGROUND

KEY INDIVIDUALS

On October 6, 2024, Tunisia’s third presidential election since the
“Arab Spring” will take place. Incumbent President Kais Saied is
seeking to secure a second term, with the outcome all but settled
through Saied’s systematic erosion of democratic checks and
balances. Many observers have described the upcoming election
as undemocratic. Tunisia was once heralded as the sole success
story of the 2011 Arab Spring, with the country implementing
pluralistic elections and a representative constitution. Two
elections held since 2011 have been considered by experts to be
democratic.

However, since a 2021 power-grab, Saied has systematically
dismantled Tunisia’s democratic framework to concentrate power
in the hands of the executive through the creation of a contentious
constitution in 2022. The new constitution gives the president
unilateral controlin appointing the prime minister and cabinet, and
has introduced elements of Sharia law into its framework. He has
leveraged the judiciary to target political opponents, some barred
and others arrested, monopolized state institutions, and deployed
xenophobic rhetoric — reminiscent of the “Great Replacement”
conspiracy theory — to scapegoat sub-Saharan African migrants in
the context of severe economic mismanagement.

Inthe lead up to the 2024 election, Saied has utilized the autocratic
environment to ensure opposition figures are unable to participate
in the election. On September 27 — nine days before the election -
the Tunisian parliament amended an election law, stripping power
from the judiciary over decisions made by the election authority
whose members are appointed by Saied. The move has been
strongly criticized by political opposition and civil society, which
have argued that the election authority has acted jointly with Saied
to ensure he faces little to no competition in winning a second
term. The electoral commission ignored a court ruling to reinstate
three candidates to run in the presidential election.

WHY YOU SHOULD CARE

» President Kais Saied: Former law
professor, populist leader, and
president of Tunisia since his
democratic election in 2019. Saied’s
anti-immigrant rhetoric has mobilized
support; however, low voter turnout and
lack of polling data obfuscates his true
popularity. Over his first term he utilized
a range of legal reforms to suppress
opposition and centralize power. His
restructuring of the previously
independent elections commission
(ISIE) has curbed the pool of potential
opponents in the current election from
26 to just 3.

» Ayachi Zammel: Head of the Azimoun
Party and a relatively unknown figure
with limited political experience. On
September 26 he was arrested and
sentenced to 12 years in prison for
falsifying ballot signatures. He has
indicated that he will attempt to run for
office from prison.

» Zouhair Maghzaoui: A prominent
political Nasserist — a pan-Arab
nationalist and socialist ideology — and
leader of the Tunisian People’s
Movement, a secularist, nationalist,
and socialist political party. Heis a
former ally of Saied and was supportive
of his decision to dissolve parliament in
2021.

VOTER ISSUES

EU-Tunisia Migration Pact: The EU struck a migration deal with
Tunisia in July 2023, aimed at stemming migration to Europe via
Tunisia. In 2023, Tunisia eclipsed Libya as the key departure point
for migrants to Europe, over 43,000 total migrants left the country
for Italy alone last year. The deal promised €105 million to Tunisia
to fight human smugglers and stem migration flows, expanding an
existing multimillion euro border-control fund. Although the
Tunisian government later said it has given back €60 million to
Brussels, Saied’s previous statements before the deal was struck
that he would not be Europe’s border guard underscore the EU’s
gamble to outsource its migration policy. Significant concerns have
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Economy: Government corruption, high
inflation, and an unemployment rate of over 16
percent are key concerns for voters. Saied’s
economic mismanagement, including the
rejection of an International Monetary Fund
(IMF) $1.9 billion bailout loan and increased
domestic borrowing, is pushing Tunisia further
towards an economic crisis. The government’s
recent request to borrow billions from its
central bank to cover budget deficits could also
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not only been raised that the EU is potentially strengthening an
autocratic regime and damaging the bloc’s credibility, but that it is
also willing to give significant amounts of money to a partner that
may be unwilling to actually enforce Europe’s expectations.

Russian & Chinese Influence: Malign foreign interference and
disinformation attempts by Russia and China have focused on
undermining European influence in Tunisia, due to Tunisia’s key
geostrategic location. This messaging could serve to further
undermine the last remnants of Tunisia’s democratic project, and
often centers on manipulating public opinion vis-a-vis European
partnerships as inherently self-serving, weakening the appeal of
Western-led policies. This could erode Western influence and
policy priorities in Tunisia, as well as attempts for democratic
consolidation in the region more broadly such as in Libya and
Algeria.

KEY OUTCOMES

lead to increased inflation and further
undermine confidence in institutions.

Migration: Xenophobic and conspiracy-laced
narratives fueled by President Saied and others
have led to human rights abuses and violence
against migrants and refugees residing in the
country, particularly those from sub-Saharan
Africa. The Tunisian government has also
reportedly conducted systematic expulsions of
migrants, with the country confirming it has
pushed groups of migrants attempting to enter
the country back into the desert. This has
become a salient issue for many Tunisians who
are grappling with the poor economic
conditions.

RECENT DEVELOPMENTS

» Shift towards authoritarianism: The continued centralization
of power is likely to continue after he is elected, significantly
diminishing the likelihood of future potential democratic
reforms. Experts are concerned about the increasing role of
the military in structures of governance, underscoring a
potential move toward militarized rule.

» Economic and political instability: The political climate and
economic downturn may lead to public unrest. Given Tunisia’s
history of uprisings, and the disillusionment with the
democratic backsliding, significant public unrest could emerge
and lead to further instability.

» Divided foreign partnerships: The West may respond to the
electoral outcomes in divergent ways. As Saied’s retention of
power becomes increasingly autocratic to observers, this
could lead to sanctions as well as reevaluations of diplomatic
ties. However, given the European Union’s continued reliance
—for now —on Tunisia to temper migration, it is also possible
that the human rights abuses and political crackdowns will
continue without strong condemnation.

TOPIC EXPERTS: MICHAELA MILLENDER and KENNETH KATZMAN

September 13, 2023: The Tunisian Network for
Rights and Freedoms, a new coalition of civil
society organizations, organized a protest of
thousands in Tunis after the electoral
commission disqualifies three prominent
candidates. The march was one of the country’s
largest in the two years since Saied’s 2021
consolidation of power.

August 25, 2024: President Saied announces a
cabinet reshuffle of 19 ministers.

September 12-13, 2024: Tunisian authorities
arrest 97 members of the opposition on
conspiracy and counterterrorism charges in
what was viewed as a pre-election crackdown.

September 27, 2024: Tunisia’s parliament rules
in support of stripping the administrative court
of its authority to rule on election appeals.
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