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Executive summary 
 

Small by its size but great by its history, Tunisia is a country that always aroused the 
covetousness of great powers. Its strategic geographical position, close enough to Europe to 
represent a gateway to Africa and the Arab world made it a very desired catch for the empires 
of all times. Tunisia successively suffered from the domination of the Roman empire, the early 
Arab Muslims, and the Ottoman Empire, before remaining a French protectorate until the 
middle of the 20th century. In reality, the country only gained full sovereignty about 75 years 
ago. 

This rapid historical account provides some context and helps us better understand the 
trajectory taken by Tunisia since gaining independence in 1956. At that time, the need to build 
a self-sufficient economic system, resilient to crises and free from dependency on external 
powers was very pregnant. In that respect, the development of a domestic tourism sector was 
seen as a great opportunity. 

More than sixty years passed since that period, but few changes have been made to adapt 
tourism policy to contemporary issues. Seaside tourism remains the country’s flagship product, 
while other offers are described as subsidiary or complementary at best. However, Tunisia 
currently finds itself at a crossroads and needs to review its development strategy urgently. 
The major disruptions of the last decade (Jasmin revolution, terrorist attacks, Covid-19 
pandemic) tremendously impacted tourism activity and stressed the importance of decisive 
actions to address the country’s conjunctural, but also structural vulnerabilities. 

In this report, we go beyond a mere analysis of tourism development and its impact on the 
domestic economy to look at changes that occurred over time on the demand side, in order to 
determine the reasons why the seaside-based model of development is not effective anymore. 
In particular, we emphasize the importance of diversification, but also listen to visitors’ 
expectations, and eventually find a new positioning for the country so as to make it attractive 
for European visitors again. 

The survey performed with 114 respondents (mostly Swiss residents) provides interesting 
insights into the perception of Tunisia as a holiday destination, but also shows the need to 
break off with the past, and envision a new development strategy for decades to come. In fact, 
not only has the number of tourists sharply declined over the last decade, but the visitors’ origin 
also changed quite dramatically. Nowadays, a large share of visitors comes from Arab 
countries, while European tourists, who historically represented the overwhelming majority of 
visitors, have turned into a minority. Whether this recent evolution will lead to important 
transformations remains to be seen. 

In addition to the survey, the following report includes an interview with a manager from the 
ONTT1 based in a major European country. In his view, seaside tourism will remain at the 
center of the strategy in the future, while other forms of tourism will stay on the sideline. But 
what kind of seaside tourism are we talking about? The traditional model, which relies heavily 
on tour operators and focuses on all-inclusive packages in protected resorts? Or a more 
modern approach enriching the experience with additional possibilities? We don’t really know 
as no long-term vision has been laid out by national authorities so far.  

By contrast, neighboring countries such as Morocco have set up comprehensive strategies, 
taking into account visitors’ needs, but also the concerns emblematic of our time such as 
sustainability and social well-being. Tunisia should take note of the policies implemented 
abroad to pave its way toward innovation and diversification in the field of tourism. 

 
1 Tunisian National Tourism Board 
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1. Introduction 
 

Tourism in Tunisia took off after independence in 1956. Before that, the country successively 

suffered from the domination of the Roman empire, the early Arab Muslims, and the Ottoman 

Empire, before remaining a French protectorate until the middle of the 20th century. In this 

report, we will not only analyze the pivotal role played by tourism in Tunisia’s economic 

development but also question the development model based almost exclusively on seaside 

tourism and try to understand why it is not effective anymore. 

The ultimate objective will be to make sound recommendations to reform tourism policy in 

Tunisia and reinforce the attractiveness of the destination for Swiss and European visitors. 

Those recommendations will be based on both quantitative and qualitative data collected 

through a survey and an interview. Historically, tourism has played a significant role in 

supporting Tunisia’s economic development. Therefore, it is strategically important for the 

country to reflect on its vision for the industry and stop its continuous decline encountered over 

the last decade. 

More broadly, when talking about the current economic situation and the tremendous 

challenges faced by Tunisia, we have to keep in mind that the country only regained political, 

social, and economic control over its national territory less than 70 years ago. As a result, the 

implementation of economic policies was delayed compared to other Mediterranean countries. 

Moreover, Tunisia had to deal with major disruptions over the last decade such as the Jasmin 

Revolution, terrorist attacks as well as the Covid-19 pandemic. 

In the following sections, we will begin by reviewing the existing literature and look at studies 

that have been conducted on tourism in Tunisia. We will also discuss papers written on 

neighboring countries that have also developed strong tourism industries (Morocco and Egypt) 

to identify differences in approach and the resulting outcomes. 

Later on, we will make a more robust historical account and analyze the development model 

followed by the Tunisian authorities since independence. All those information will introduce 

the data collection part of the report, starting with a survey submitted to a representative 

sample of the Swiss population. Once the results will be gathered and studied, we will discuss 

them with a manager from the ONTT. The goal will be to evaluate the country’s current 

positioning, before determining the critical changes to be made to establish a clear positioning 

for Tunisia in the highly competitive tourism industry of the 21st century. 

After that, we will explore tourism development in Egypt and Morocco more in-depth and try to 

underline any noticeable differences with Tunisia. We will also see whether some policies 

adopted in those countries might represent sources of inspiration for Tunisia’s decision-

makers. Most importantly, whether those countries have been able to meet European tourists’ 

expectations better than Tunisia will represent the major question we will try to address. 

Finally, we will review the results and list the findings’ limitations in the discussion section. 

Among other things, we will evaluate critically the methodological choices of the research. In 

the end, we will not only summarize the main takeaways from this work but also provide sound 

recommendations in line with the research. 
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This table displays some of the most important exporting industries in the Tunisian economy, 

with an emphasis on tourism. As we can see, the weight of this industry in the exporting 

figures (expressed in % of the total) has declined since 2005, despite a noteworthy recovery 

in 2009 which did not last after the Revolution. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1: Weight of tourism in the Tunisian economy 

 

Source: ONTT 2018 report. Available from: 

https://www.ontt.tn/sites/default/files/inline-files/Tourisme%20en%20chiffres%202018.pdf 

https://www.ontt.tn/sites/default/files/inline-files/Tourisme%20en%20chiffres%202018.pdf
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2. Literature review 
 

Between 1881 and 1956, Tunisia was occupied by France and part of the French colonial 

Empire. Before that, Tunisia was a mere province of the Ottoman Empire and governed by a 

representative chosen by the Sultan himself. The French were already ruling neighboring 

Algeria and were determined to engage in a massive modernization of the country. 

Infrastructures, industrial capacity, educational and health systems, as well as a national 

administration, were all developed during the French protectorate era that lasted 75 years 

(Perkins, 2014). This historical parenthesis is a necessary step to better understanding the 

challenges faced by the first leaders of independent Tunisia and the subsequent economic 

policies that led to the development of tourism. 

Despite their apparent enthusiasm for the economic development of Tunisia, the French cared 

more about their interests and the prosperity of their businesses. In addition, they placed their 

men at the head of public corporations and controlled the administration. As a result, the 

country’s new leaders faced a massive challenge when French civil servants left Tunisia after 

independence was granted in 1956. Driven by a strong anti-French sentiment, the 1st president 

Habib Bourguiba turned to the Soviet Union and adopted a socialist approach, with the support 

of the population. Interestingly enough, tourism was one of the only domains left to the private 

sector (Ayadi and Mattoussi, 2014).  

Over the period 1962-2000, tourism grew at an average annual rate of 12 percent, making it a 

central component of the economy. In 2009, tourism employed 450.000 people, representing 

12 percent of the working population. The golden age of the sector occurred in the 1980s and 

early 1990s when the structural adjustment program (SAP) was implemented, with the goal of 

better integrating Tunisia within the world economy (Chemingui and Sánchez, 2011). 

Nevertheless, tourism became less profitable from the late 1990s onwards, because of the 

emergence of services activities such as financial services, data processing, and 

telecommunications. At the same time, the electrical and mechanical industries also started to 

attract investors from abroad, especially from Europe, following the signature of the 

Association Agreement between the EU and the Republic of Tunisia (EURO-

MEDITERRANEAN AGREEMENT, [1998]). 

From the very beginning, Tunisia positioned itself as an attractive destination for European 

tourists belonging to the middle-class, eager to find good weather conditions near their borders 

at an affordable price point. In addition, historical sites such as Carthage, El Jem, Kairouan, 

and the impressive collection of ancient mosaics also contributed to capturing the interest of 

an alternative type of visitors, well-educated and interested in history. As early as 1962, the 

government selected a few places propitious to the development of the tourism industry.  

Those locations and their surroundings, primarily located on the coastline, quickly became 

prosperous and more integrated into the world economy than the rest of the country. Up to this 

day, unemployment is still much lower in Tunis, Sousse, Hammamet, and Djerba compared to 

the rest of the country. The geographical fracture is a major issue that has not been tackled 

seriously since the 1960s. Most political figures come from richer areas and proper 

communication and transportation infrastructures are still lacking in landlocked regions. 
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In their paper called Tackling Regional Inequalities in Tunisia, Alfonso Medinilla Aldana and 

Sahra El Fassi denounce the gap between promises from successive governments to promote 

local-level development and the effective actions taken on this issue (Medinilla and Fassi, 

2016). In their view, it is not surprising that the revolution started in Sidi Bouzid, one of the 

poorest cities in the country located 300 kilometers away from the capital and where people 

were profoundly impacted by inflation and the lack of support from the government. As we 

know, political stability and safety considerations are two major conditions for tourism to 

maintain its reputation. Without an ambitious agenda aimed at addressing social and spatial 

inequalities, those two conditions remain hard to meet. 

All in all, the tourism development strategy followed by the Tunisian government did not evolve 

from the 1960s up to this day. The main target audience is still European citizens, and the 

offers proposed are quite limited: mostly all-inclusive packages in coastline areas, and to a 

lower extent thalassotherapy, excursions in the desert, and promotion of historical monuments. 

Nevertheless, the geopolitical transformations of the late 20th century and early 21st century 

did have an impact on Tunisia’s positioning. For 15 years, the EU went from 15 to 27 member 

states. Tunisia’s officials saw that evolution as an opportunity to attract citizens from Eastern 

Europe. Therefore, they initiated negotiations with the EU to strengthen the bilateral 

relationship and facilitate the circulation of goods, services, capital, and people. The 

association agreement was signed in 1998 as explained above, and it was followed by the goal 

to create a Common Aviation Area ten years later (Creation of a Common Aviation Area with 

Tunisia, [2008]). 

However, the signature of those agreements merely indicates a rapprochement between both 

parties, rather than a plan to diversify the tourism offer from Tunisian officials. The most 

important question is to determine whether the existing offer, mostly unchanged since 1960, 

effectively aligns with the demand from European tourists. Before going any deeper in the 

analysis, we may express some doubt given the sharp activity decline encountered over the 

last decade, and the replacement of European visitors by tourists from Arab countries. 

A case study published by Polish researchers in 2017 tried to address this question, even 

though the research method was far from perfect (Brzezińska-Wójcik and Widz, 2017). They 

asked Polish tourists to evaluate the quality of tourist packages proposed by tour operators in 

Tunisia and comment on their experience. Thanks to the opening of Tunisian borders for 

Europeans, Poles are now in fifth place (for European visitors only) when looking at the 

numbers of visitors in Tunisia, after the French, German, Italian, and British. Facilities 

proposing such packages are mostly 3 and 4-star hotels, so we can expect a certain level of 

exigence from people choosing to spend their holidays in such accommodation. 

The results were mixed as the average assessment of the holiday package quality was 3.56 

over 5. Improvements are necessary for almost all domains, and the importance of the human 

component appears to be neglected by hotel officials, as tourists expressed the feeling that 

their complaints were not taken seriously enough. 

The last aspect to cover in this literature review and related to the research purpose is to 

analyze the policies and positioning approaches taken by the two main competitors of Tunisia 

in North Africa, namely Morocco and Egypt. In 2015, Morocco was Africa’s most popular 

destination with more than 10.2 million tourists. The Moroccan case is interesting to analyze 

because tourism only became a major economic sector in the early 2000s when the new king 
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Mohammed VI integrated it among the key priorities of his large-scale development plan 

(Analysis of tourism policy in a developing country: the case of Morocco, 2018). 

Tourism did exist in Morocco before that, but it was never considered a driver for economic 

development. As opposed to Tunisia, where tourism was one of the first sectors left to the 

private sector, even though in reality the state used to impose the main orientations, Moroccan 

authorities have remained in full control of tourism development at all times. Nevertheless, it 

would not be relevant to go over the whole history of tourism in Morocco, as it would take us 

away from the main subject of this work. Rather, it will be more appropriate to focus on recent 

development policies and try to find some inspiring ideas for Tunisia to consider. In his paper, 

Fernando Almeida-Garcia analyses strategic choices taken since the 1960s by Moroccan 

authorities, but only the last part is relevant for our study. In particular, the Vision 2010 and 

2020 Plan will be interesting to look at as it details the ambition of the kingdom and its 

diversification strategy. 

For Egypt, a study was made in 2011 to better grasp the determinants of international tourism 

demand in the country (Ibrahim, 2011). The Saudi researcher used annual panel data derived 

from them several possible explanatory variables for the country’s attractiveness. This will be 

a valuable complement to the policy-oriented study presented above on Morocco’s tourism 

strategy. 

To sum up this review, it appears that well-documented and diverse research on Tunisia’s 

tourism strategy, positioning, and historical development has been made over the last 10 

years. In addition, the paper produced by Polish scholars complements the available evidence 

with a different approach, directly related to tourists’ overall experience in Tunisia.  

Since the 1960s, Morocco, Egypt, and Tunisia have been at the forefront of tourism 

development in North Africa. The three countries share roughly the same geographical 

characteristics (pleasant weather conditions all year round, several thousand kilometers of 

coastline, proximity to Europe), but have nevertheless chosen very different paths to develop 

their respective industries. At a time propitious to global reflection about the future of tourism, 

comparing the various approaches and finding inspiration for Tunisia’s future positioning will 

be of particular interest. 

Ultimately, the added value of this thesis will reside in the addition of a quantitative and 

qualitative dimension to the existing evidence. Through a survey conducted with Swiss 

residents as well as an interview with a professional from the field, the goal will be to go beyond 

a simple account of Tunisia’s current positioning to propose ways to better align the offer with 

the demand, and ultimately make the country’s industry more sustainable. 

The Global Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC) defines sustainable tourism as “an aspiration 

to acknowledge all impacts of tourism, both positive and negative. It aims to minimize the 

negative impacts and maximize the positive ones” (Global Sustainable Tourism Council, 2021). 

In Tunisia’s case, it means taking into account the social and environmental damage caused 

by the traditional model of development followed up to this day and elaborating a new strategy 

that is in line with the major issues of the 21st century. 
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3. Empirical analysis 

 

3.1 Tunisia’s current positioning 

3.1.1 Historical account 

 

Note: a map of Tunisia and its different regions (named governorates by the national 

administration) can be consulted in the appendices (page 86). It may serve as a useful reading 

aid.  

Before analyzing the survey data, it is essential to make a historical account of the evolution 

of tourism in Tunisia, the strategic choices made by the authorities, as well as the political 

motives behind tourism development leading to the country’s current positioning. The central 

question we will try to answer at the end of the analysis will be to determine whether this 

positioning aligns with visitors’ demands, and potentially make some relevant 

recommendations, based not only on the survey’s results but also on the comparative analysis 

made with Morocco and Egypt.  

In 1962, Tunisia was only independent for six years. The country was then in a fragile economic 

situation and just lost a critical battle against France in the city of Bizerte, where the French 

maintained a military base after Tunisia’s independence. Desirous to deliver on its promise to 

bring prosperity and initiate a profound post-colonial transformation, president Habib 

Bourguiba designed a comprehensive development strategy (Camau and Geisser, 2004). One 

of the components of this strategy was the creation of a tourism industry, organized by the 

state but with operational management left to the private sector. This decisive choice was also 

guided by the lack of natural resources capable of accelerating economic development, as this 

was the case for neighboring Algeria and Libya.  

 

 

Figure 1: Majestic Hotel in Tunis 

Source: Wikimedia. Available from: 
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/3/35/HotelMajecticTunisJuin2012.jpg 

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/3/35/HotelMajecticTunisJuin2012.jpg
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Bourguiba wanted to take advantage of Tunisia’s proximity to Europe to target a mass market 

of middle-class visitors, eager to spend a few weeks in a sunny place but at a limited cost. The 

package tour concept was adopted and rapidly allowed the country to attract tourist groups 

composed of 5, 10, or 20 people. The visitors could choose between staying full time at the 

hotel or including trips to the desert as well as visits to monuments left from the Carthage era 

in their package.  

In the 1970s and 1980s, the government promoted the construction of hotel resorts in specific 

places (Tunis, Hammamet, Sousse, and Djerba), while other regions were either dedicated to 

industrial manufacturing or left under-developed. Later on, President Ben Ali replaced Habib 

Bourguiba in 1987 with the ambition to strengthen the bilateral relationships with the European 

Community and the United States, while the previous president tended to align with the pan-

Arabism ideology envisioned by President Nasser (Egypt). This change of approach resulted 

in the signature of an Association Agreement with the EU in 1998. Furthermore, Ben Ali 

announced the convertibility of the Tunisian dinar in 1992, to promote foreign investment and 

capital growth. All in all, the first few years of Ben Ali’s mandate were conducive to the 

development of tourism, as the number of visitors reached 3.5 million in 1992 (Poirier, 1995).  

 

  

 

Figure 2: Tourism Growth in Tunisia (1995-2019) 

Source: The World Bank. Available from: 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/ST.INT.ARVL?locations=TN  

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/ST.INT.ARVL?locations=TN


 
 

   
MEHDI JABALLAH 14 

  HOW TO POSITION TUNISIA AS AN ATTRACTIVE HOLIDAY DESTINATION FOR EUROPEAN VISITORS? 

 

3.1.2 Model of development 

 

As stated in the literature review, Tunisia’s strategic approach to tourism has always been quite 

straightforward. The authorities put their efforts into positioning Tunisia as a mass-market 

destination, with a particular focus on all-inclusive packages designed for groups. This also 

helps to explain why the government chose to concentrate the activities of the sector in a few, 

well-delimited locations, namely Tunis, Hammamet, Sousse, and Djerba. The logistics were 

much easier to manage that way. Compared to other African and Arabic countries, Tunisia 

initiated a process of secularization2 early on in its history. Concretely, the independentist 

movement led by Habib Bourguiba was profoundly anti-Islamic and perceived religion as an 

impairment for the successful completion of its modernization agenda. As a result, Tunisian 

society was considered one of the most liberal in the Muslim world by Western scholars. This 

factor helped the country in its quest to position itself as an attractive destination for European 

visitors.  

For them, Tunisia offered multiple advantages: geographical proximity, affordable prices, 

pleasant weather conditions all year round, ease of communication (especially for French 

speakers), feeling of safety, and the socio-cultural profile of the Tunisian society, more 

inclusive and less influenced by religious ideologies than neighboring countries. 

Nevertheless, the mass-market strategy based on all-inclusive packages slowly reached its 

limits in the late 1990s. The sectoral growth attained a plateau, the demand stalled, and more 

worryingly, social unrest because of economic disparities between the coastal regions and the 

rest of the country began to alter Tunisia’s reputation and stability. Aware of the issues, the 

government designed a new development plan, promoting the creation of “thematic tourism 

products”, with a clear emphasis on desert tourism (Hazbun, 2007). In practice, this paved the 

way for the emergence of creative ideas, such as four-wheel-drive adventures and exotic 

excursions in the desert. Some traditional places were transformed to welcome visitors, and 

local communities protested against this evolution. A “disneylandisation” process took place, 

as described in Sylvie Brunel’s book (Brunel, 2012). 

The diversification strategy also implied 

the promotion of Tunisian crafts 

(carpets, ceramic, pottery) and 

agricultural products (olive oil, dates, 

fish, figs, oranges, watermelon). In 

addition, several movies were filmed in 

the southern region of Tatouine, 

including Steven Spielberg’s famous 

Star Wars: Episode IV. For sure, this 

contributed to popularizing Tunisia 

differently on the international stage.  

 

 

 
2 The secularization thesis expresses the idea that as societies progress, particularly 

through modernization, rationalization, and advances in science and technology, religious authority diminishes in 
all aspects of social life and governance (Wikipedia definition). 

Figure 3: Berber village in the Tatouine 
governorate 

 
Source: Dynamic Media. Available from:  

https://dynamic-media-cdn.tripadvisor.com/media/photo-
o/16/5c/55/d6/cour-interieur-du-ksar.jpg?w=600&h=400&s=1 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Modernization
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rationalization_(sociology)
https://dynamic-media-cdn.tripadvisor.com/media/photo-o/16/5c/55/d6/cour-interieur-du-ksar.jpg?w=600&h=400&s=1
https://dynamic-media-cdn.tripadvisor.com/media/photo-o/16/5c/55/d6/cour-interieur-du-ksar.jpg?w=600&h=400&s=1
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Even though the initial prospects of the diversification strategy looked promising, it quickly 

appeared to be insufficient to represent a viable alternative to the traditional seaside model. 

Indeed, desert tourism is much more expensive, and by definition has only very limited capacity 

to absorb visitors because of transportation and accommodation issues. It may represent a 

good complement to coastal facilities while offering the opportunity to position Tunisia 

favorably in a niche market, but it does not lead to comparable revenue streams. It also 

requires consequent investments and may trigger conflicts with local communities, desirous to 

preserve their way of life. 

For all those reasons, desert tourism never really took off and remained a small segment of 

the whole tourism sector with limited development prospects. Later in this report, we will 

compare the Tunisian development model with the one from competitors in North Africa, 

namely Morocco and Egypt. One key differentiator that we can underline at this point is the 

greater emphasis put on advertising alternative offers by Tunisia from the 1980s onwards. 

Regarding desert tourism, a paper was published in 2010 by a researcher from the College of 

Management and Technology of Alexandria (Amara, 2010). In his case study, the author looks 

at the Siwa oasis and the potential of tourism as a tool of development in this area. In his 

conclusion, he argues that the location may be included in the national tourism development 

scheme, with an approach “based on the principles of precaution and effectiveness at two 

levels; concerning the tourism activity itself, and concerning its role as a vehicle for developing 

desert destinations”. In other words, desert tourism is an interesting segment to explore, but 

the strategy used for the development of seaside tourism cannot be replicated. 

Local populations have to be closely associated in the process, something that has not been 

done properly in the past, neither in Tunisia nor in Egypt. In remote areas, investments in 

infrastructures must not only benefit visitors but local communities as well. According to the 

author, expertise in natural resources management is severely lacking in the Siwa region, and 

that represents a major impairment to tourism development. In addition, there is a continuous 

tension between private actors and state authorities when it comes to allocating responsibilities 

and enforcing regulations. Indeed, the laws on biodiversity and environmental protections are 

often breached and the state appears incapable to put in place prohibitive sanctions. 

Overall, desert tourism has a place in the diversification equation faced by Tunisia. According 

to the available evidence, the current model, which relies heavily on seaside resorts for its 

survival, is unsustainable. All-inclusive packages in 3 or 4-star hotels, as well as promotional 

campaigns solely focusing on coastal destinations during the summer season, will remain 

important components of Tunisia’s positioning, but the development of alternatives has to be 

accelerated. Until now, desert tourism has remained a niche market, captured by private 

businesses and reserved for a privileged elite. The Siwa case shows that the democratization 

of such destinations is desirable if social and environmental considerations are seriously taken 

into account. 

Another type of tourism that is already present in Tunisia, especially during the colder months 

is called “health tourism”, and is composed of two main sub-segments: curative medical 

tourism and short stays aiming at improving overall well-being (wellness-focused). This type of 

tourism can be presented as a valuable complement to seaside resorts, as it attracts a very 

different audience (mostly retired people) at different times of the year (typically November to 

March). In addition, visitors coming to Tunisia for such a purpose tend to remain loyal to a 

specific location they appreciate and like to come back to the same place year after year. 
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According to a journal article published in 2015, this type of tourism has not reached its full 

potential yet in Tunisia (Boulifa, 2015). Thalassotherapy is common along the coastline, but 

the southern and western parts of the country have been neglected once again. As a result, 

the territorial fracture, already marked by the concentration of economic activities in major cities 

such as Tunis, Hammamet, Sousse, Sfax, and Djerba is reinforced. 

There is a clear imbalance between the different types of health tourism in today’s Tunisia. 

While curative tourism (including thalassotherapy) is already well-developed, the opportunities 

opened by other activities (wellness-focused) have not been seized by political authorities. As 

explained by Boulifa in his article, the expansion of balneology in the southern region would 

be especially appropriate given its richness in geothermal waters.  

Overall, thalassotherapy grew at a faster rate than tourism as a whole for the period 2000-

2007. Indeed, the number of visitors has increased by 11.1%, while the industry as a whole 

only registered a growth rate of 7.7%. Nevertheless, figures derived from the ONTT and cited 

in the article show that thalassotherapy only concerned 2.2% of tourists coming to Tunisia to 

spend their holidays during the same period. 

Now that we defined the existing tourism landscape in Tunisia and sketched some ideas to 

accelerate the development of alternatives to the traditional seaside model, we will explore and 

analyze the data related to the origin of tourists, the country’s bed capacity and occupancy 

rate, as well as the various projects put forward by the ONTT to protect and strengthen 

Tunisia’s position as an attractive holiday destination for Europeans. 

A public agency called StatistiquesTunisie is responsible for gathering and publishing data 

related to visitors in Tunisia. The latest detailed data available concerned the year 2018 

(www.ins.tn, 2022). What we can say from the table shown at the top of the following page is 

that the flow of European and North American tourists has stagnated over the last decade, 

while the flow of visitors from other Maghreb countries has dramatically increased and 

represents today the overwhelming majority.  

Over the last few years, there have been continuous negotiations between Tunisia and the EU 

Commission to facilitate air connections between the two parties. In this regard, the creation 

of a common aviation area was presented by the EU Commission as an important matter in a 

communication published in 2008 (EU Commission, 2008). According to their review, “the 

Common Aviation Area represents an excellent catalyst for regional integration and economic 

development”. Moreover, Tunisia is recognized as “an essential partner for the European 

Union”, and the need to strengthen cooperation in the transport sector is seen is presented as 

a priority. 

Unfortunately, those intentions have not been translated into actions until now. Tunisia is 

indeed emerging from a decade characterized by the repetition of disrupting events, but this 

does not justify the current deadlock. This point was also raised in the interview with the 

advertising manager of the ONTT. To attract and retain visitors from Europe, the prevalence, 

prices and administrative issues related to air travel have to be addressed. 
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Table 2: Visitors’ origin 

Source: ONTT 2018 report. Available from: 

https://www.ontt.tn/sites/default/files/inline-files/Tourisme%20en%20chiffres%202018.pdf 

https://www.ontt.tn/sites/default/files/inline-files/Tourisme%20en%20chiffres%202018.pdf
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Note: The Syphax airlines company was founded by the businessman Mohamed Frikha in 

2011, driven by the ambition to challenge Tunisair’s dominant position, with the help of the 

Open Sky Agreement negotiated with the EU. Unfortunately, the company went into financial 

trouble a few years later and is largely seen as a symbol of the deteriorating economic 

conditions prevailing in Tunisia since the Jasmin Revolution. 

 

 

Figure 4: Syphax airlines 

Source: Tour Mag. Available from:  

https://www.tourmag.com/photo/art/grande/8251576-12902034.jpg?v=1441961195 

Table 3: Key statistics about tourism in Tunisia 

Source: ONTT 2019 report. Available from: 

https://www.ontt.tn/sites/default/files/inline-files/rapport2019.pdf 

https://www.tourmag.com/photo/art/grande/8251576-12902034.jpg?v=1441961195
https://www.ontt.tn/sites/default/files/inline-files/rapport2019.pdf
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The data from the 2019 annual report of the ONTT indicate that bed capacity remained stable 

over the period 2010 to 2019. There are roughly 236,000 beds available for tourists in the 

country. The average occupancy rate in 2019 was 44.6% (ONTT, 2019). One section of the 

report is dedicated to the alternative forms of tourism as opposed to the dominant seaside 

resort model.  

The ONTT explains that Tunisia developed an over-dependence on seaside tourism and 

initiated a diversification process to “respond to the desires of a younger, more mobile visitor 

profile, more sensitive to the cultural and ecological dimensions”. As part of this strategy, the 

ONTT supported several projects linked to alternative forms of tourism. Among them, there is 

one project aiming at protecting biodiversity and promoting ecotourism in three national parks 

located in desert areas.  

To summarize this section of the report, we began by detailing the historical development of 

tourism in Tunisia after its independence from France was gained in 1958. The government 

has always remained a central actor in this sector, from the Bourguiba period up to this day. 

Today, the ONTT plays the role of a facilitator and represents Tunisian’s interests abroad.  

We also analyzed the country’s positioning, offer, as well as the visitors’ profile to have a better 

understanding of the current situation. The dependency on the traditional model of all-inclusive 

packages in seaside resorts is widely recognized as a critical issue to be addressed by the 

ONTT. We explored alternatives to this type of tourism, which may play a greater role in the 

future. 

We will now turn to the analysis of the data collected from 114 individuals. The main purpose 

of the analysis is to have a better understanding of the perception of Tunisia as a holiday 

destination by European (mostly Swiss) citizens. We will then compare the results with 

Tunisia’s positioning and the actions undertaken by the ONTT to determine whether the offer 

aligns with the demand. 
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3.2 Data analysis 

3.2.1 Survey introduction 

 

Before entering into the analysis, we will give some contextual information about the survey 

and the methodology. The survey was published on the 15th of March 2022 and the data were 

collected until early April. 108 answers from the French version of the survey were collected, 

while 6 responses were recorded through the English version. 15 people answered through 

social media, and 99 people answered with an anonymous link they received either by mail or 

private message.  

The initial goal was to have a sample as representative as possible of the general population. 

Given that the respondents were recruited among people from the professional, familial, and 

academic network of the author, as well as people from the professional circle of close 

relatives, this objective cannot be said to have been completely achieved. This is particularly 

evident from the results to the question: have you ever been to Tunisia? Indeed, it is very 

unlikely that about half of the Swiss population visited the country. We should keep this in mind 

when analyzing the results. 

In terms of demographics, 53 men and 34 women completed the questionnaire until the end. 

The other respondents were excluded earlier in the survey as they categorically rejected the 

prospect of going on holiday in Tunisia, hence they did not have an interest in answering the 

analytical part of the questionnaire.  

35 people aged 25 years old or below were part of the sample group, as well as 23 people 

aged between 26 and 35 years old, 12 between 36 and 45, 7 between 46 and 55, 9 between 

56 and 65, and only 1 above 65. Compared to the general population, the sample group is 

much younger, as the overwhelming majority has not reached 35 years old, while the median 

age in Switzerland was set at 42.7 years in 2020 (Office fédéral de la statistique, 2021).  

One practical implication of this observation is the fact that most respondents do not have 

children. Indeed, only 28 of them indicated having one or more children. This is not necessarily 

problematic, but we will have to keep this consideration in mind when analyzing the results. 

The next demographic question was related to the level of education. It appears that most of 

the sample went to university and got a bachelor’s or a master’s degree. 63 people are in this 

situation. The others are either still on their way to a bachelor’s degree or chose another path, 

namely a professional qualification (CFC or specialized maturity).  

Regarding their current professional status, most respondents are either students or 

employees. However, we still have a substantial minority of people either responsible for a 

team, manager, or entrepreneur. The final remark is related to the average monthly income. 

In this case, the answers are remarkably diverse. Apart from the 17 people who preferred not 

to answer, the rest of the sample is evenly distributed in each revenue bracket. 
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3.2.2 Results interpretation 

 

In total, the questionnaire was composed of 19 questions. In the section above, we presented 

the answers to the questions related to demographic factors, which were located at the end of 

the survey. We will now look at the results of the analytical questions asked right before the 

demographic ones we already discussed. 

Note: the pictures and comments made below are mostly linked to the French version of the 

survey, as most responses were recorded in this language. 

 

What comes to your mind when you hear about Tunisia? 

The first question was entitled: what comes to your mind when you hear about Tunisia? This 

was an open question, and the goal was to identify answer patterns and begin the survey with 

spontaneous answers before the respondents become biased because of the questions asked.  

Apart from the meaningless answers, 4 types of comments have been identified: 

1. Beach, sea, sunshine, heat and seaside holidays atmosphere 

2. History, recent events, and political turmoil 

3. Geography, including landscapes and other natural characteristics (olive trees, desert) 

4. Other comments encompassing several dimensions mentioned above and additional 

themes such as food, culture, and Tunisian sense of hospitality 

Generally speaking, the majority of the answers mentioned elements that can be linked to 

summer holidays (sun, beach, sea, heat). Quite surprisingly, the comments related to the 

events of the last decade, such as the 2011 revolution were rare. By contrast, there were more 

remarks on the geographical location of the country, which is both a member of the Arab world 

and very much linked to the West because of its history and its strategic position south of the 

Mediterranean Sea. 

Finally, quite a few respondents talked about cultural features, such as food, souks, camels, 

and museums.  

The fact that the respondents knew that the survey was about tourism in Tunisia beforehand 

by reading the introduction might have influenced their answers. Even in this case, the 

observation we can make is that Tunisia is largely perceived as a seaside destination, a place 

to visit during the summer season. It appears that the other attractions such as the desert, 

museums, and the monuments inherited from the Carthage period and the Islamic civilization 

are either unknown or secondary elements in the eyes of Swiss residents. 
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Have you ever been to Tunisia? If yes, can you describe your experience in a few words? 

If not, would you be considering going on holiday there? Why? 

 

 

The purpose of question 2 was to divide the panel into two distinct groups people that have 

already been to Tunisia and those who have not visited the country yet. About half of the people 

answered “yes” to this question, while the other half answered “no”. The proportion of people 

who have already visited Tunisia is higher compared to the general population. Nevertheless, 

this is not a problem given that building a sample representative of the general population was 

not a major concern. Rather, we tried to get a fairly accurate representation of Tunisia’s 

perception among a diversified panel. Therefore, it is positive to have a substantial number of 

people in both groups. This strengthens the credibility of the results obtained through this 

survey. 

People who answered positively to Q2 were asked to describe their experience in a few words. 

Unsurprisingly, the answers correlate strongly with the ones expressed in Q1. Most 

respondents highlighted their holiday memories in tourist places located along the coastline. 

The sense of hospitality was underlined by several respondents once again. Some of them 

also appreciated the possibility to speak in French with the staff working in hotels. It seems like 

the contact with local people was quite limited for most visitors. The hotels and their quality 

infrastructures seem to provide a safe environment, which is not so easy to escape. As 

explained in the introductory part, the whole tourism strategy envisioned for the European 

public and put forward in the 1970s and 1980s revolved around all-inclusive packages in high-

standard residences. The effects of this approach are still felt to this day. 

For people who answered “no” to the previous question, a sub-question was asked: would you 

consider going on holiday to Tunisia? The responses we got from this question are worrying. 

Indeed, about two-thirds of them said that Tunisia was not an appealing touristic destination 

for them. Interestingly, we notice a sharp contrast between people who already visited the 

country and those who did not. The overwhelming majority of the comments collected from 

visitors are positive. As analyzed earlier, Tunisia is seen by them as a welcoming place, 

offering a pleasant environment for summer vacations.  

Figure 5: Have you ever been to Tunisia? 

NO YES 
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To better understand why Tunisia is not considered a potential holiday destination by most 

people, we will have a look at the remarks left by respondents to support their answers. Indeed, 

people who said they feel attracted by the country were asked to justify their position. The 

responses can be classified into 3 main categories: 

1. Insufficient knowledge about the country, fear of the unknown 

2. Holiday destinations have to be carefully selected because of time constraints, and 

other countries appear higher on the list 

3. Lack of interest, cultural barriers 

The main takeaway from this question is the fact that the tourism industry is very competitive 

and it is complicated for countries with limited resources to allocate for advertising purposes 

to position themselves among the most desirable destinations in the eyes of visitors from 

European countries. Nevertheless, one reassuring fact is that once the entry barrier is 

overcome, visitors are willing to come back as they mostly appear to have enjoyed their 

experience in Tunisia. 

 

How often do you travel abroad for vacation? 

The following two questions were related to people’s travel patterns. To begin with, we started 

by asking people about their traveling frequency habits. Then, we raised a question about the 

criteria that matter the most when choosing a holiday destination. We will use the answers to 

the first question later when we will make a cross-tabulated interpretation of the results to fine-

tune the analysis. Such operation will allow us to test some hypotheses for instance whether 

Tunisia might appeal more to people traveling abroad several times per year. Indeed, we saw 

with the previous question that Tunisia was often not considered a potential holiday destination 

given the higher attractiveness of other countries. As such, the data collected here are not very 

helpful in providing clues to answer the research question. 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Do you consider it a potential destination? 

Probably yes 

Probably not 

Neutral 
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What criteria matter to you the most when considering a holiday destination? 

 

 

We will now turn to the question of the criteria looked upon when choosing a holiday 

destination. This was a multiple-choice question, as the purpose was to identify a few critical 

elements and try to determine Tunisia’s position on each of them. Later on, we will also 

compare the results to this question with the ones related to the perceived competitive 

advantages of Tunisia asked at the end of the analytical section. In order of preference, here 

are the five most important criteria raised by the panel: 

1. Landscapes & nature (53) 

2. General price level (43) 

3. Cultural activities (43) 

4. Feeling of safety (34) 

5. Local cuisine (29) 

Figure 7: Important criteria when choosing a holiday destination 
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The other propositions, such as the diversity of activities, distance, accessibility, reputation, 

language barriers, and the quality of the infrastructures were mentioned less than 15 times. 

Those results may help political authorities define the main priorities when it comes to the 

conception of a long-term tourism development strategy. Nevertheless, we should keep in 

mind that decision-makers do not have so much control over some of the criteria listed above. 

For instance, the general price level depends on several factors that are not easily 

manageable. By contrast, the preservation and promotion of natural assets, the richness of the 

cultural offering, and the level of support to local gastronomy are factors that can be influenced 

by political decisions, with a potentially positive impact on tourism development. 

 

Which of these cities do you know by name? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This question was entitled: which of these cities do you know by name? The proposed list 

included 8 cities with either a solid background in welcoming European tourists or playing a 

strategic role in the Tunisian economy because of the size of their population. Only four of the 

eight cities proposed are known by 40 respondents or more: 

1. Tunis (88) 

2. Djerba (69) 

3. Carthage (60) 

4. Hammamet (42) 

5. Sousse (40) 

Figure 8: List of Tunisian cities 
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The other cities (Sfax, Bizerte, and Tabarka) were cited 25 times or less. The case of Tabarka 

is particularly interesting to look at. This place, located on the border with Algeria, in the 

extreme northwest of Tunisia was supposed to become a new economic zone conducive to 

the development of tourism. In an article written in 2000 for the Revue Tunisienne de 

Géographie, the German scholar Andreas Kagermeier explained that a specific area located 

in the east of the city center was supposed to become a special hotel zone, like the one built-

in Port-el Kantaoui (near Sousse) in the 1970s and 1980s (Kagermeier, 2000).  

According to Kagermeier, the initial plan of the authorities was to distinguish Tabarka from the 

other touristic areas by targeting in particular European visitors with a higher level of income. 

In reality, the hotels built in Tabarka were relatively similar to the ones in Hammamet, Port-el 

Kantaoui, or Djerba. Moreover, the weather conditions on the North coast are not as ideal as 

the ones in the East to develop seaside resorts. Finally, the infrastructure problems (tiny 

airports, poor road connections) complicated the matter further. As a result, Tabarka became 

one of the most popular holiday destinations for Tunisian people from higher social classes, 

as well as visitors from neighboring countries, but it remains largely unknown to European 

people as shown by the results of this survey. 

 

What is your perception of Tunisia as a holiday destination? 

This was one of the most important questions of the questionnaire. It was an open- question 

directly linked to the main research question. The objective was to understand how Tunisia, as 

a holiday destination, was perceived by the panel. Overall, we can identify five types of 

answers: 

1. Good destination to relax and spend time on the beach under sunny conditions 

2. Good price/quality ratio 

3. Hotels are seen as “tourist bubbles”, and it appears to be difficult to escape hotels and 

get in touch with locals 

4. Real cultural potential, insufficiently exploited 

5. Safety concerns, especially for women 

As we can see, some of the answers are comparable to the ones expressed at the beginning 

of the survey. The most prevalent type of comment is once again related to the perception of 

Tunisia as a seaside destination. However, some respondents appear to regret that tourism 

has been constrained in dedicated areas, while large parts of the country remain hard to 

access. Others underlined the potential for the development of another form of tourism, around 

the cultural assets of the country. 

In a recent article, the French newspaper Le Monde also expressed concerns about the current 

state of cultural tourism in Tunisia (Blaise, 2022). The case of the Bardo museum closed since 

President Saied’s decision to suspend parliamentary activities in the summer of 2021 was the 

object of the article. This place holds one of the largest collections of mosaics in the world, and 

attracted more than 1 million visitors every year before the events of the last decade, more 

than 10 percent of the total number of tourists that visited the country in 2019 

(data.worldbank.org, 2021). In fact, the museum never really recovered from the 2015 terrorist 

attack that killed 22 people. Since then, no more than 40,000 tourists per year visited the place.   
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The last type of answer to this central question was related to safety concerns, a problem that 

is particularly difficult to solve, as it is linked to subjective feelings rather than objective 

measures. This issue is even more problematic for women, who fear for their integrity when 

traveling alone. In a 2017 survey on 19 megacities and relayed by the BBC (Cairo ‘most 

dangerous’ megacity for women - survey, 2017), Cairo was described as the “most dangerous” 

for women. Generally speaking, Muslim countries are seen as “less welcoming” compared to 

western ones for women. 

Moreover, Tunisia was presented by the authorities as a model of political, economic, and 

social development under the rule of Ben Ali (Cavatorta and Haugbolle, 2012). Since 2011, 

the reputation acquired abroad was severely damaged, not only by the terrorist attacks but 

also by the arrival in power of the Islamic party Ennahda and the rise of more radical ideologies 

on the Islamic identity of Tunisia. 

As a result, other countries with a large Muslim majority such as Morocco and Turkey put 

forward their attachment to the values of secularity, tolerance, and coexistence between 

religious communities. They appear today as more welcoming than Tunisia for a lot of visitors.  

 

In your opinion, which measures should be taken to make Tunisia more appealing to 

Swiss tourists? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Increasing investments in 

infrastructures 

Diversification of the offer 

Promotion of historical 

sites 

Increasing flights frequency 

New positioning on niche 

markets (e.g., surfing) 

Openings of new vacation 

clubs 

Other 

Figure 9: Measures to be taken 



 
 

   
MEHDI JABALLAH 28 

  HOW TO POSITION TUNISIA AS AN ATTRACTIVE HOLIDAY DESTINATION FOR EUROPEAN VISITORS? 

 

Now that we asked people about their perception of Tunisia as a holiday destination, and we 

have a rather solid understanding of the country’s positioning, it is time to look out for solutions 

to the issues raised earlier. 

Question 7 interrogated people about the most important measures that have to be taken 

shortly to reinforce Tunisia’s attractiveness through a multiple-choice question. Respondents 

were allowed to select three answers from the list. Interestingly enough, we can identify a 

correlation between the results of this question and those expressed in the previous one. A 

greater emphasis should be put on the promotion of historical sites, such as Carthage, Djerba, 

El Jem, and Kairouan. This was by far the most popular option. The second choice was to 

improve the country’s airline sector by increasing both the flight frequency between Europe 

and Tunisia and also making it more affordable. 

The project of a common aviation area between Tunisia and the EU has been on the table for 

a very long time. In 2008, the Commission communicated on this topic and expressed the will 

to develop such an area with the countries located at its eastern and southern borders as part 

of its Neighborhood Policy (EU Commission, 2008b). Morocco was the first to join this sectoral 

common market by signing the first Euro-Mediterranean agreement in December 2006. In its 

communication paper, the EU Commission stresses the point that about 20% of international 

flights outside the Community are with neighboring countries. This represents roughly the 

same number of flights as those going to North America. 

Regarding Tunisia, about 73% of the country’s imports come from Europe and 31% of the 

country’s exports go the other way. Overall, the total trade value reaches 16 billion euros. The 

Commission also put forward some figures for the tourism industry. Even if they are a little bit 

outdated, those figures provide an order of magnitude that is important to keep in mind: 

• 8.5 million passengers were carried between Tunisia and Europe in 2007 

• 40% increase over ten years (1997-2007) 

• Four main markets: France, Germany, Italy, and the UK 

• Total number of international passengers carried to Tunisia in 2007: 10.5 million 

According to the Commission, there is a huge potential for further development, if the 

constraints faced by foreign carriers trying to enter the Tunisian market are eased. Indeed, 

about 70% of the traffic is still operated by Tunisian companies, which do not always provide 

a level of service aligned with the price charged.  

The other ideas that received a substantial level of support are related to the diversification of 

the tourism industry. More than 30 people agreed with the statements saying that Tunisia 

should imagine a 4-seasons tourism strategy and position itself on niche markets targeting a 

very specific public. 
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In your opinion, what are the competitive advantages of Tunisia compared to other 

popular destinations in North Africa (Egypt, Morocco)? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At this point of the analysis, we enter into the comparative section between Tunisia and other 

popular destinations in North Africa, which is the last part before the demographic question 

presented in the introduction to the results’ analysis. To begin with, we asked about the 

comparative advantages of Tunisia against its most serious competitors: Morocco and Egypt. 

The last question was presented in the form of a multiple-choice question with the possibility 

to select a maximum of three options. Naturally, the answers collected here and through the 

next question are not objective measures of Tunisia’s strengths in comparison to the other two 

countries, but rather subjective perceptions from people that have already visited the country 

or not.  

The most prevalent answer by far was the ability to communicate in French with locals. This 

may seem quite logical, given that the teaching of French is not as developed in neither 

Morocco nor Egypt and that the survey was mainly conducted with French speakers living in 

Western Switzerland.  

French is still the second official language of the country after Arabic. The national education 

system was reformed at the beginning of the 1990s. Nowadays, the elementary school 

curriculum lasts for a total of nine years. Primary school lasts for six years and secondary 

school for three years. In practice, most students continue for an additional four years in high 

school to get their baccalaureate, which paves the way for university (Ben Jemia, 1998). 

Figure 10: Tunisia’s strengths compared to neighboring countries 
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The point here is that French is still the first foreign language taught to schoolers and it is 

possible to ask for public services to be delivered in this language. This reality is the result of 

history and the attachment of the authorities to preserve what is seen as a precious heritage.  

Behind this factor, the geographic proximity, the welcoming nature of Tunisian people, and the 

rich cultural past of the region have all been among the most popular options chosen here. 

  

In your opinion, what are the weaknesses of Tunisia compared to Egypt and Morocco? 

 

A fair analysis not only has to look at the strengths but also the weaknesses. Therefore, we 

asked the reverse question and interrogated people about their perception of what may 

constitute weaknesses in comparison to the other two North African countries relying heavily 

on tourism for their economic prosperity. 

The most recurrent answer by far was related to the unstable political climate prevailing in 

Tunisia since 2011. The second most selected option was the feeling of insecurity, which can 

be linked to unstable political conditions. Then, the poor state of the infrastructures as well as 

the country’s international reputation seems to play a role as well. The other options, such as 

the administrative constraints and the general price level do not appear to play a significant 

role. 

 

Figure 11: Tunisia’s weaknesses compared to neighboring countries 
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Overall, the results emphasize the importance of political factors. This is not necessarily a 

negative observation, as those aspects are of a conjunctural rather than a structural nature. 

Proactive action from the government’s side, and public-private partnerships represent 

potential ways to tackle the issue.  

However, the political climate prevailing in Tunisia is far from being pacified, especially 

compared to Egypt and Morocco. Institutional stability remains a long-term objective. 

 

3.2.3 Survey conclusion 

 

The purpose of this survey was to better understand the perception of Tunisia as a holiday 

destination from Swiss people that are not necessarily familiar with the country. Moreover, we 

wanted to explore the potential for further developments in the industry and confirm or reject 

our hypotheses, while elaborating new ones about the strategy that has to be adopted and 

implemented to strengthen Tunisia’s positioning.  

After ten years of huge disruptions at all levels (political, social, economic, security), the tourism 

industry has to reinvent itself to survive and continue its development. Even though the 

purpose of this survey was not to make a detailed comparison of the pre and post-revolution 

periods, it represents a good indicator to evaluate the country’s current positioning, especially 

compared to its main competitors in the region. 

Historically, Tunisia has always maintained strong ties with European countries, primarily the 

ones with which it shares geographical proximity (Italy and France). This reality was reflected 

in the proportion of tourists coming from the old continent. Indeed, as much as 82% of them 

were coming from Europe before the revolution, according to the figures of the EU Commission 

previously mentioned.  

However, the events of the last decade have completely transformed the profile of the tourists 

visiting Tunisia. The last figures published by Statistiques Tunisie in 2020 demonstrate the 

gradual increase of visitors coming from the Maghreb. They represent nowadays a majority. 

Does this mean that tourism from Europe will ineluctably continue to decline? 

This is highly unlikely, and the data collected from the survey tend to support a reasonably 

optimistic perspective on this topic. On the one hand, most respondents that have already 

visited the country reported a high level of satisfaction and seemed willing to renew the 

experience in the future. On the other hand, people that have never been to Tunisia and did 

not appear to be particularly enthusiastic at first reported a lack of knowledge about the 

country, a fear of the known, or the desire to visit other destinations before considering Tunisia 

in their list.  

Those factors cannot be considered to be crippling. Rather, they are conjunctural elements 

that may be addressed with ambitious policies. The assets of the country are well-known, but 

its fragile situation remains a major barrier for people expressing safety concerns. The 

impressive development of the sector during the second half of the 20th century demonstrates 

the effectiveness of the strategy envisioned by political authorities and its implementation in 

collaboration with private actors. 
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Within two decades, Tunisia became a major seaside destination in the Mediterranean region. 

This rise coincided with the democratization of flights, and the emergence of a middle-class in 

Europe, with limited budgets to spend a week or two abroad during the summer. The country 

heavily relied on its natural assets and positioned itself as a budget-friendly, welcoming 

destination with a touch of exoticism. The all-inclusive, vacation club model quickly became 

the norm and is still the dominant form of tourism today. The industry now accounts for a 

significant part of the country’s foreign trade balance. 

But time has changed and people do not have the same expectations as before. As shown in 

the survey, they are looking for more authentic adventures, cultural offers, as well as the 

possibility to travel whenever they want and not only during the summer season. 
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3.3 Interview with a manager from the ONTT 
 

Now that the quantitative data have been both collected and analyzed, we will confront the 

results with the strategic approach taken by the National Office of Tunisian Tourism (ONTT). 

To begin with, the initial purpose of this section is to get to know how this institutional body 

works, what is its mission and how does it manage to accomplish it. 

We also want to listen to their opinion about the current state of the tourism industry in Tunisia, 

and their ideas to bounce back after a decade characterized by major disruptions. This will 

allow us to compare their perspective with the results of the survey and identify potential 

nuances or more serious misalignments between the general European public and the body 

in charge of the elaboration and the practical implementation of the strategy. 

For this section of the work, we had the privilege to conduct a phone interview with the 

marketing director of the ONTT office in charge of a major European market. The manager 

and his team participate in tourism fairs, organize promotional campaigns on social media and 

collaborate with tour operators. Only certain parts of the interview are reported here. The entire 

script of the interview can be found in the appendix. 

 

What is your mission as a representative of the ONTT in Europe? 

Our main mission is to stimulate the demand and to increase the number of European people 

going to Tunisia. Generally speaking, our action rests upon two major axes: traditional 

advertising campaigns completed by collaborations with tour operators and consistent 

participation in fairs and exhibitions of the tourism industry organized in Europe. In addition, 

we organize public relations activities, such as short stays in Tunisia with journalists. 

As we can see, the mission of a representative office of the ONTT located abroad is primarily 

to relay and adapt the message prepared by the ministry in Tunis. The establishment of strong 

partnerships with tour operators is of critical importance for them. 

 

What are Tunisia’s competitive advantages to succeed in the French market? How do 

you differentiate against competitors in North Africa? 

Seaside tourism is and has always been the central pillar of our strategy. In addition to that, 

we have a unique desert offer, as well as a strong cultural offer, which is rich and diverse. 

Finally, tourism related to health care is very developed in Tunisia.  

Rather than explicitly mentioning the comparative advantages of Tunisia, the manager listed 

in his answer the most important products that constitute the country’s positioning. His answer 

correlates with the initial analysis made at the beginning of the report and the results of the 

survey. Seaside tourism remains the flagship product, while the other types of tourism are 

presented as complementary to this offer.  
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According to you, is there enough awareness of these offers, or is there still a lot of 

outreach work to be done?  

The seaside offer indeed remains the easiest to promote, especially for tour operators. 

Attractive offers and discounted prices can be proposed, even more so at this time of the year 

(spring). The lack of flights from Europe to the south-western region (Tozeur) is a major 

impairment to the development of desert tourism. Also, the short stays we organize in Tunisia 

with journalists have to be restarted after the pandemic. 

From this answer, it appears to exist a fear of the unknown, in the sense that the attachment 

to a form of tourism revolving around seaside offers remains very strong, for historical, but also 

practical reasons. The existing infrastructures are designed for this type of tourism, and Tunisia 

is known for it. The ideas mentioned by the manager may help to set in motion a new dynamic 

for other segments of the offer, such as desert tourism.  

Nevertheless, the objective is to put in place a model that is both coherent and complementary. 

Seaside tourism will remain the core product in the summer season, while the other products 

will help in the pursuit of the vision to position Tunisia as a truly 4-season destination. 

 

According to you, what are the expectations of the typical European tourists, and which 

elements represent Tunisia’s most valuable assets? 

Beyond seaside tourism, the European tourist wants to learn more about the country, in other 

words, place their stay under the seal of discovery. The geographical proximity, but also price 

competitiveness, as well as cultural and linguistic elements matter. The European tourist can 

communicate easily and does not feel lost in Tunisia. This is a major advantage for our 

destination. 

This response is aligned with the answers we got in question 8 of the survey. Linguistic facilities 

contribute to the attractiveness of Tunisia as a holiday destination for French tourists. The 

geographical proximity, also mentioned by the manager, was another point identified in the 

survey. The analysis tends to support a good comprehension of the competitive advantages 

of Tunisia by the ONTT. 

 

Do you think that the existing tourism offer is developed enough and can answer the 

needs of the public? Where do you identify the room for improvement? 

Yes, I believe that our infrastructure is suitable to welcome the number of tourists we seek to 

attract. We provide solid services, we have a good price/quality ratio, and our hotels are well-

equipped. In terms of infrastructural projects, it is vital to guarantee better flight connections in 

all parts of the country. The Open Sky solution, (which aims at opening the market to 

competition, as Tunisair currently exercises a monopoly in most connections between Europe 

and Tunisia) won’t completely resolve the issue but may support the growth of the sector. 
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The manager’s words align with the reality of the situation. According to most people, Tunisair’s 

prices do not match up with the level of service provided. The company takes advantage of its 

monopolistic position to over-price, hence slowing the development of tourism, by making it 

less attractive for Europeans. Recently, some Tunisian airports have been allowed to authorize 

European companies such as Transavia and EasyJet to operate. However, it does not apply 

to Tunisia’s largest airport, the one located in Tunis. 

As emphasized before, the need for the creation of a Common Aviation Area with Tunisia was 

clearly expressed by the EU Commission in a communication published in 2008. It seems clear 

that the lack of progress in this area also helps to explain the recent developments in tourists’ 

profiles with a decline of visitors from Europe coinciding with a sharp rise in the number of 

tourists coming from neighboring countries.  
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3.4 Cross-country comparison 
 

In North Africa, the two other countries that have developed substantially their tourism 

industries are Egypt and Morocco. More broadly, North African countries represent the most 

popular region in Africa for visitors coming from all around the globe. Other countries in the 

continent that have developed their tourism industry are Kenya, Mauritius, Seychelles, South 

Africa, and to a lower extent Zimbabwe, Botswana, Namibia, Ghana, and Senegal. 

According to a chapter extracted from a book concerned with sustainable human resource 

management in African tourism (Dieke, 2020), the popularity of North African destinations for 

European tourists can be explained by the geographical proximity between the two regions, 

but more importantly because of the strong economic and political ties that have been 

consolidated over a very long time. In addition, the settlement of foreign enterprises in those 

countries also facilitated exchanges, both from trade and human perspectives.  

Based on the available evidence, there is a large consensus to admit that the potential for 

tourism in Africa is far from being exploited. Most countries lack a coherent strategy, 

coordinated at a state level. As a result, tourism cannot flourish as an independent economic 

sector but rather relies on the willingness of private actors to invest resources in that domain 

for its survival.  

The purpose of this section of the report is to evaluate and compare the approaches to the 

tourism issue in the three main tourism destinations in North Africa, namely Egypt, Tunisia, 

and Morocco. The book’s chapter mentioned above lists seven factors contributing significantly 

to tourism development: the three “As” (attractions, accommodation, and access), regional 

competition, capital investment, private sector involvement, environmental considerations, 

market demand, and education. In the following section, we will try to determine where the 

three countries we are concerned about stand on those dimensions. 

 

3.4.1 Egypt 

 

The average annual growth rate of tourism in Egypt was set at an impressive 21.5% between 

1990 and 2008, starting at 2.6 million to reaching 12.8 million three decades later. Revenues 

derived from tourism went from $2.95 billion in 1995 to $12.1 billion in 2008 according to data 

from the World Bank (data.worldbank.org, 2020). In 2010, the tourism sector accounted for 

13% of GDP and about 11% of total employment. More importantly, tourism represented that 

year 22% of the country’s total exports, making it the biggest exporting industry. As was the 

case for Tunisia before the revolution, most visitors going to Egypt come from Europe. 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

   
MEHDI JABALLAH 37 

  HOW TO POSITION TUNISIA AS AN ATTRACTIVE HOLIDAY DESTINATION FOR EUROPEAN VISITORS? 

 

 

In 2011, a study published in the European Journal of Economics, Finance, and Administrative 

sciences used panel data evidence to identify the determinants of international tourism 

demand for Egypt (Ibrahim, 2011). Based on their results, a few factors are playing a pivotal 

role in tourism development in Egypt. The sector appears to be very sensitive to prices, the 

real effective exchange rate, trade openness, GDP per capita, as well as the competitiveness 

of rival destinations. Those results largely support the observations from the chapter cited 

above.  

This study isolated one of the variables mentioned above (market demand) and tried to find 

which other factors have the greatest influence on it. It seems that regional competition, capital 

investment, and private sector involvement do matter the most. 

Regarding the other factors, Egypt benefits from outstanding natural attractions, and bigger 

accommodation compared to Tunisia or even Morocco, while ease of access is roughly the 

same for the average European tourist. Capital investments and private sector involvement 

both contributed massively to the rise of tourism over the last three decades, according to a 

2008 study (Richter and Steiner, 2008). President Mubarak was at the forefront of this 

transformation, and tourism represented a great opportunity to offset the trade deficit.  

Tourism development did not require substantial changes to the political regime. Similarities 

can be found in Tunisia, which engaged in the process two decades earlier. In both cases, the 

initial impulsion came from the government, which maintained a tight grip on the sector to 

capture the greatest share of revenues. Nevertheless, gradual liberalization led to the 

emergence of private actors and investments from abroad. Egypt leveraged its natural assets 

and extended the number of places conducive to tourism development. 

Figure 12: Tourism growth in Egypt (1995-2019) 

 

Source: The World Bank. Available from: 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/ST.INT.ARVL?locations=EG 

Note: tourism figures for Egypt for the year 2020 were still unavailable at the time of publication of this 

report, as opposed to figures for Tunisia and Morocco. 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/ST.INT.ARVL?locations=EG
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3.4.2 Morocco 

 

Morocco’s tourism industry took off in the late 1960s and early 1970s about one decade after 

the country gained independence in 1956. Public investments in this domain went from 0.2% 

for the period 1958-1959 to 6.8% for the period 1968-1972 (Almeida-García, 2017). Under 

Hassan II (1961-1999), tourism policies were characterized by the absence of a long-term 

vision supported by a sound strategy. Early on, Morocco was deeply affected by external 

events, such as the Western Sahara issue and the effects of the Gulf War. However, the 

government put in place a holiday accommodation privatization scheme which encouraged 

private actors’ involvement in the sector.  

 

In his paper, Almeida-Garcia emphasized the fact that Hassan II quickly realized that the 

private sector was performing better and that the wisest choice to make was to support 

individual initiatives rather than imposing inefficient state policies. A major downside of this 

approach was the unequal geographical distribution in tourism development, with entire 

regions left behind, while others grew at a very fast pace (Agadir, Casablanca, Marrakech).  

Later on, his son Mohamed VI (1999-present) changed gear and defined tourism as a driver 

to improve the standard of living of the population. Investments became more globalized than 

ever before, the state took participation in investment funds, agencies in charge of coordination 

were created and infrastructures were renovated to cope with the increasing demand. Even 

environmental considerations have been included in the reflection. In short, the state took a 

much more proactive stance instead of letting private actors do their own thing without any 

coordination. 

Figure 13: Tourism growth in Morocco (1995-2019) 

 

Source: The World Bank. Available from: 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/ST.INT.ARVL?locations=MA  

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/ST.INT.ARVL?locations=MA
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The government’s objective is to generate and support the growth of tourism activity throughout 

the country. The Vision 2020 plan divides the tourism strategy into three main categories: 

seaside, cultural, and nature. Sustainable development is one of the five pillars of the plan, 

something that has been seen neither in Tunisia nor in Egypt. Also, the structural weaknesses 

of the industry are listed and solutions to address them are explicitly mentioned in the report 

from the ministry (Roudies, 2013). We can also notice from the table on the previous page that 

Morocco was not affected by the Arab spring and managed to sustain the growth of the 

industry. Whether a phenomenon of transfer of visitors to Morocco from Egypt and Tunisia 

occurred during this period is a question that deserves to be studied. 

Now that we have a better understanding of the Moroccan development strategy, we can 

analyze them based on the factors cited in the preamble to this section. Regarding the three 

“As”, Morocco is working hard to promote its natural resources and make them more 

accessible. As we saw earlier, capital investments and private actors’ involvement are part of 

the strategy from the very beginning. The focus on environmental considerations and the 

regular reassessment of the offer to align with the demand clearly distinguish Morocco from 

the other two countries.  

 

 

 

Figure 14: Tourism areas in Morocco 

 

Source: Analysis of tourism policy in a developing country: the case of Morocco. Available 
from:  

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/316570266_Analysis_of_tourism_policy_in_a_developing_country_t
he_case_of_Morocco 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/316570266_Analysis_of_tourism_policy_in_a_developing_country_the_case_of_Morocco
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/316570266_Analysis_of_tourism_policy_in_a_developing_country_the_case_of_Morocco


 
 

   
MEHDI JABALLAH 40 

  HOW TO POSITION TUNISIA AS AN ATTRACTIVE HOLIDAY DESTINATION FOR EUROPEAN VISITORS? 

 

3.4.3 Assessment 

 

In this tourism policy overview, we haven’t spoken so far about the last factor identified by 

Dieke in his work cited in the introduction: education. In a 2020 work (A. H. Elamir, 2020), a 

researcher from the University of Bahrain performed a canonical correlation analysis to 

measure the relationship between two different groups of indicators. The idea was to analyze 

the relationship between higher education and labor market efficiency in Arabic countries using 

data from the World Economic Forum. To sustain its growth, tourism activity has to attract 

some talented workers who receive adequate training, while being as efficient as possible in 

terms of resource management. The results show that staff training, internet access, the overall 

quality of the education system, and the percentage of tertiary education involvement are 

among the most important factors when it comes to increasing labor market efficiency. 

We could go further than merely mentioning this aspect by comparing the three countries over 

those dimensions but that would take us away from our main concern, which is to evaluate the 

three approaches and identify the factors that are the most critical when talking about tourism 

development.  

On the one hand, there are undeniable policy similarities. Egypt, Tunisia, and Morocco all 

started to develop their tourism industry with an initial impulsion coming from the state. The 

liberalization process took some time in Egypt and Tunisia but was a reality in Morocco from 

an early stage. Moreover, they all attracted mainly visitors from the European continent until 

the 2010s. Given the recent social and political disruptions, the latest figures available showing 

an increased percentage of tourists from elsewhere do not reflect the evolution encountered 

over several decades. Finally, the geographical position of the three countries around the 

Mediterranean Sea means that time to access Europe stays roughly the same. 

On the other hand, differences occur when we talk about positioning, attractions, and 

environmental considerations. Tunisia and Egypt still position themselves as mass-tourism 

destinations, with the emphasis being put on increasing accommodation capacity while 

building seaside resorts primarily active during the summer. By contrast, Morocco engaged in 

a diversification strategy, characterized by the willingness to promote the economic 

development of the country as a whole.  

Naturally, the strategic decisions taken on the positioning have a great impact on the 

attractions proposed to tourists. As we saw earlier in this report, Tunisia neglected the cultural 

dimension to focus on maximizing seaside resort capacity instead. In Egypt, seaside 

destinations such as Charm el-Sheikh flourished, while investments in heritage preservation 

were recently described as “insufficient” (even though the disruptive events of the last decade 

surely played a role) (Franceinfo, 2017). In Morocco, the desire to increase revenues derived 

from tourism in all regions implied the adoption of a strategy highlighting the strengths of each 

of them. Instead of being the centerpiece of the strategy seaside tourism is only one 

component of it, along with the cultural and natural dimensions. 

Finally, Morocco put a greater emphasis than its competitors on environmental considerations, 

as the 2020 Vision plan shows. Concretely, this translates into the establishment of specific 

criteria related to tourist density thresholds, water consumption, and maintenance of the 

cultural heritage. The explicit goal is to make sustainability “a distinguishing feature for 

Morocco”. 
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In summary, this analysis provides interesting insights into the policy approaches taken by 

Tunisia’s main competitors. The similarities with Egypt appear to be much more pregnant 

compared to Morocco. Indeed, while Egypt still relies on its rich cultural heritage to maintain 

its position, it heavily counts on seaside resorts to sustain its growth. By contrast, Morocco has 

engaged in an ambitious diversification strategy since Mohamed VI became king in 1999.  

There are important lessons to draw from that. First of all, a more proactive policy approach 

would probably be beneficial. In addition to the publication of its annual report, the ONTT 

should lay out a 5-year or 10-year vision. This would eliminate some uncertainty and provide 

a certain level of predictability that will encourage investments. Also, the role of the state should 

be defined more clearly. Either it manages the entire sector by itself, as was the case in the 

early stages of development, or it plays the role of a facilitator, supporting investors and 

promoting the destination abroad. ¨ 

Second of all, diversification should be seen as an opportunity rather than a threat to the 

dominant, seaside-based model. The current state of tourism in Tunisia deepens regional 

inequalities instead of resorbing them. Every region possesses valuable resources, whether 

cultural, patrimonial, or material. Diversification also means less vulnerability to external events 

which put the industry in serious trouble over the last decade. 
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4. Discussion 
 

In this section, we will evaluate the results from the data collection, as well as give meaning to 

the main conclusions from the cross-country comparison presented earlier. To begin with, we 

will come back to the research question and associate the central issue tackled by this 

research with the key findings. Then we will try to interpret the results and identify potential 

surprises in the outcome, we will connect them to the initial hypotheses and see whether 

alternative explanations are possible.  

After that, the implications of the results and their alignment with the available evidence will be 

addressed. In this part, we will determine to what extent this research differentiates from the 

existing literature and whether it provides new insights into the issue at hand. Finally, we will 

acknowledge the limitations of the report before formulating recommendations in line with the 

observations and the results gathered during the research. 

The purpose of this project is to evaluate the perception of Tunisia as a holiday destination by 

Swiss people and determine whether the offer aligns with their expectations. Beyond this rather 

broad description, the idea was to identify gaps, structural weaknesses, and points where 

Tunisia is lagging behind its main competitors in North Africa.  

The survey performed with Swiss people familiar with traveling abroad provided some 

interesting answers to the research question. Indeed, it appears that the positioning put forward 

by the ONTT is largely understood by people who already visited the country as well as by 

people who are not familiar with it. Tunisia is described as a nearby seaside destination, 

offering affordable prices for the service provided. Since the emergence of tourism in the 1960s 

and 1970s, the model has remained the same. Tunisia still relies heavily on summer tourism, 

more precisely on the all-inclusive business model with the majority of the stay spent at the 

hotel. 

Moreover, the results indicate that most cities are known only by a minority of people and that 

alternative offers are insufficiently exploited. Consequently, visitors looking for destinations 

where the cultural, social or adventure dimensions are well-developed tend to ignore Tunisia. 

Compared to Egypt and Morocco, Tunisia is perceived as a less secure choice. The current 

political situation also appears to restrain tourists from visiting the country. From a French 

perspective, the cultural, linguistic, and geographical proximity do represent strong competitive 

advantages. 

The interview made with a manager of the ONTT based in Europe largely supported the results 

previously obtained. However, structural transformations to address the issues raised by the 

respondents do not seem to be on the agenda. We can reasonably think that financial 

constraints prevent the authorities from engaging in important reforms. However, it is 

undeniable that alternatives to the seaside suffer from a lack of support from the political 

sphere as well as a lack of capital investments. 
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Those results aligned with the literature written on the topic. The Tunisian model of tourism 

development has been studied and remains quite straightforward. Authors in this field identified 

early on the problems inherent to such a high reliance on seaside tourism and all-inclusive 

resorts located in coastal areas: regional inequalities, dependency on European support, 

vulnerability to external events, and underinvestment in patrimonial preservation, cultural 

promotion, and other activities unrelated to seaside tourism. 

As a regular visitor to the country, I witnessed by myself the immobility of the authorities and 

the absence of a long-term vision. One surprising and rather positive observation is the 

replacement of European tourists with visitors coming from Arab countries. This phenomenon 

was particularly significant over the last decade. Historically, Tunisia has always maintained 

strong ties with Europe, but the collaboration is currently in a stagnating phase. Concretely, 

this means that the tourism policies decide for the decades to come will have to be less 

European-centric and have to take into account this trend. 

Such discovery might change the list of factors essential to tourism development made by 

Dieke. Indeed, his assessment is based on a Western perspective where aspects such as 

capital investments, environmental considerations, or high-standard accommodation are 

central. In reality, the typical visitor from an Arab country may have very different expectations. 

Regarding the implications of the results, they are mostly consistent with the findings of 

previous research made on this topic. Tourism is a volatile industry that is highly impacted by 

external events. The disruptions of the last decade in Tunisia correlate with a sharp decline in 

the number of visitors. Moreover, Tunisia would benefit greatly from the signature and 

application of trade agreements with the European Union. In particular, the aviation agreement 

and the Open Sky project related to it are perceived as a solution capable of reinforcing the 

country’s attractivity for European visitors. This point was also raised by the manager during 

the interview. 

The data collected here represent a valuable contribution to the evaluation of the industry’s 

current state and the possible trajectories that should be considered to ensure its long-term 

sustainability. The results suggest that a well-rounded diversification strategy should be 

envisioned as soon as possible. Morocco does represent a source of inspiration in that regard. 

Tunisia is at a crossroads and needs to take decisive action in the years to come. The country 

as a whole should be associated with the structural transformations of the tourism sector. Most 

certainly, every region possesses valuable resources to promote.  

Concerning the research’s limitations, the generalizability of the results is constrained by the 

fact that the survey was made in Switzerland with a sample that is not representative of the 

general population, let alone the visitor potentially interested in going to Tunisia. Moreover, an 

excessive portion of the sample already visited the country. It is beyond the scope of this study 

to propose precise policies and make projections about Tunisia’s potential. The more modest 

objective is to evaluate where the country stands today while exploring future possible 

trajectories. 
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5. Conclusion 
 

The main purpose of this report was to analyze the tourism industry in Tunisia and its 

development since independence, in order to make sound recommendations to reposition the 

country as an attractive destination for European visitors by taking into account what is being 

done abroad and listening to their expectations. It is undeniable that tourism contributed 

massively to Tunisia’s rapid economic growth and the relative prosperity encountered after 

independence. President Bourguiba had a vision for his country and was committed to 

improving the standards of living of the population. Nevertheless, tourism did not solve all the 

country’s problems and contributed to deepening inequalities in Tunisia. 

In addition, the tourism sector, while much more developed compared to most African 

countries, remains vulnerable to external events, and the lack of investments, as well as the 

absence of alternatives to the traditional seaside model, are central issues that have not been 

addressed by the authorities for too long. 

In other words, Tunisia finds itself at a crossroads. Either the disruptions of the last decade will 

be overcome and the country will emerge stronger, or instability will become the norm and the 

lack of perspectives will severely hinder its future development. The survey performed with 

114 people gives us reason to remain relatively optimistic if decisive action is taken in the 

coming years. The results show that the country’s positioning as an affordable seaside 

destination, offering good value at a reasonable price, is well-understood by Swiss residents. 

The merit of Tunisia’s positioning lies in its remarkable consistency since the emergence of 

the industry shortly after independence. 

Moreover, the strengths of the country were easily identified by the respondents: the sense of 

welcome of the population, high-standards hotel resorts, pleasant weather conditions year-

round, beautiful coastline, and rich history associated with a remarkable architectural heritage. 

However, weaknesses such as political instability, insecurity, and the feeling of disconnection 

with the local population created by the “tourist bubbles” represented by hotels were cited as 

frequently as the strengths mentioned above.  

If we are to maintain the optimistic approach that has characterized the critical assessment 

provided throughout this report, the conjunctural difficulties of the current period should be 

described as opportunities to engage in profound reforms aiming at reviving the sector in the 

long run. 

For that vision to become a reality, a mindset shift has to occur in the years to come. The 

interview with a manager of the ONTT based in Europe gave me the feeling that the authorities 

are not yet ready to abandon their passive stance in favor of a more proactive one. In other 

words, they are waiting for the external conditions to evolve favorably instead of acting 

purposefully to address the chronic problems that have been largely documented. 

Admittedly, financial resources are lacking and the priority of the moment is to protect the 

Tunisian people against the erosion of their purchasing power as well as the devaluation of the 

national currency. Nevertheless, it is rather worrying to notice that questioning the model that 

has brought success throughout the last few decades but is now showing its limits is not on 

the agenda. 
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In terms of recommendations, Morocco represents a valuable source of inspiration. Under 

Mohammed VI, the country began to walk away from the mass-tourism approach to include 

other considerations in their reflection. Among them, we can mention the desire to address 

regional inequalities through the inclusion of each region in the national development program, 

the focus on environmental concerns, and the active exploration of new opportunities with a 

long-term vision in mind. At the end of this paper, it is clear to me that Tunisia won’t be able to 

ensure the prosperity of its tourism sector without the implementation of an ambitious 

diversification strategy.  
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7. Appendix 1: Survey report 
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8. Appendix 2: Interview with a manager from the ONTT 
 

Role: Advertising director for the national tourism office in a major European country 

This conversation was held on the 29th of April and lasted 19 minutes and 43 seconds. The 

audio file is available upon request. The phone conversation was done in French; therefore, 

the full transcript has been written in this language. Parts of the interview have been translated 

and directly inserted into the report. 

 

1. En quoi consiste votre mission en tant que représentants de l’ONTT en Europe ? 

Notre mission première est d’engendrer de la demande et de faire partir un maximum de 

Français en Tunisie. D’une manière générale, notre action repose sur deux axes principaux : 

tout d’abord une campagne publicitaire de nature institutionnelle, complétée par des actions 

conjointes avec nos partenaires voyagistes. Cet axe repose principalement sur la mise en 

avant de nos produits touristiques tout au long de l’année (offres balnéaires et culturelles, 

excursions dans le désert, tourisme de santé), tout cela au travers de campagnes de promotion 

dans les médias traditionnels. Les campagnes conjointes avec nos partenaires couvrent quant 

à elle la dimension commerciale de notre activité. 

Le deuxième axe repose sur notre participation aux foires et autres salons touristiques partout 

en Europe. Il peut s’agir de grands salons dédiés à l’industrie touristique dans son ensemble, 

comme de plus petits événements qui ne couvrent qu’une sous-catégorie (salon du 

thermalisme par exemple). Bien entendu, les actions de relations publiques font aussi partie 

de notre mission. En temps normal, nous organisons environ un voyage par mois avec des 

journalistes et autres personnes travaillant dans le secteur des médias, mais ce rythme a été 

quelque peu perturbé par la pandémie. 

En 2010, nous avons atteint pour la France 1,4 millions de clients, de qui représente notre plus 

haut historique. Le secteur du tourisme étant très sensible aux événements extérieurs, les dix 

dernières années ont été plus compliquées pour nous. Il est primordial qu’un touriste se sente 

en sécurité et prêt psychologiquement à visiter une destination. 

 

2. Quels sont les points forts de la Tunisie pour réussir sur le marché européen ? 

Notamment par rapport aux autres pays d’Afrique du Nord ? 

Je vous ai parlé tout à l’heure des produits que l’on met en avant, et clairement, le tourisme 

balnéaire représente le pilier principal de notre stratégie. Toutefois, cela ne veut pas dire que 

c’est notre seul et unique produit. La saison du tourisme balnéaire commence généralement 

en avril/mai et s’étend jusqu’en septembre/octobre.  

Les autres produits que nous essayons de mettre en avant au travers de nos campagnes de 

promotion sont : le produit saharien, qui est très important, mais qui souffre depuis 2010 du 

manque de liaisons aériennes en direction de la région de Tozeur. Nous pouvons aussi parler 

de l’offre culturelle, très riche et diversifiée, du tourisme de santé, car nous représentons une 

destination très importante de thalassothérapie, aussi bien dans les hôtels que dans les 

centres spécialisés. Enfin, le tourisme de congrès prend de plus en plus d’importance car nous 
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disposons d’infrastructures de qualité. Tous ces produits secondaires sont complémentaires à 

l’offre balnéaire. 

 

3. Selon vous, est-ce que ces offres sont suffisamment connues, ou est-ce qu’un 

important travail de sensibilisation reste à effectuer ? 

Pour les tour-opérateurs, l’option balnéaire reste la plus simple à mettre en avant par le biais 

de produits d’appel et d’offres attractives, particulièrement à cette période de l’année 

(printemps). Néanmoins, il est évident que nous devons tout mettre en œuvre pour promouvoir 

ces produits complémentaires. A mes yeux, il faut impérativement relancer les liaisons 

aériennes en direction du sud-ouest, qui ont quasiment disparu.  

Les campagnes publicitaires et commerciales sont bien évidemment centrales dans 

l’accomplissement de nos objectifs. Enfin, les voyages de presse jouent aussi un rôle dans ce 

travail de sensibilisation à notre offre touristique. Tous ces éléments comptent dans notre 

mission de relancer cette destination. 

 

4. Quels moyens avez-vous à disposition (humains, financiers) ? Recevez-vous 

des financements du ministère du tourisme ? Qu’en est-il des partenaires 

privés ? 

Nous sommes une société semi-étatique, tout est financé par le ministère, nous n’avons pas 

de partenaires externes. Nous disposons d’un budget de fonctionnement pour le bureau à 

gérer et nous avons 7-8 employés dans notre bureau de représentation.  

En outre, nous disposons de moyens supplémentaires pour notre participation aux 

événements que j’ai cité tout à l’heure (foires, salons). Notre directeur est nommé par le siège 

en Tunisie et nous couvrons tout le marché français. 

 

5. Disposez-vous d’une certaine flexibilité dans vos orientations stratégiques pour 

cibler plus particulièrement le public européen ? Recevez-vous des consignes 

de la part du ministère à Tunis ? 

Les lignes directrices de la stratégie sont dictées par le siège. Néanmoins, chaque pays ayant 

ses spécificités, la campagne de publicité est élaborée par une agence externe. Une fois 

achevée, cette campagne doit être validée par le siège. 

  

6. Quelles sont les spécificités du marché européen ? Quelles sont les attentes du 

touriste européen moyen ? 

L’attente du touriste Européen est avant tout liée au tourisme balnéaire, qui représente notre 

fonds de commerce. Au-delà de ça, il souhaite placer son séjour sous le sceau de la 

découverte, d’où l’importance du produit culturelle. Aussi, le tourisme de santé, qui est 

particulièrement compétitif, et le développement durable font partie des points sur lesquelles 

le visiteur est sensible.  
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7. Pour vous, quels sont les atouts de la Tunisie sur ce marché ? 

La proximité géographique, la compétitivité au niveau du prix, les dimensions culturelles et 

linguistiques comptent aussi. Le touriste Français, bien que dépaysé, est dans son élément, il 

communique sans soucis avec la population. Cela représente un avantage pour nous, car il 

est particulièrement plaisant de pouvoir parler sa langue tout en étant à 2'000km de chez soi.  

 

8. A vos yeux, est-ce que l’offre touristique existante est suffisante et répond aux 

besoins ? Quels sont les points d’amélioration possibles ? Quelles 

infrastructures sont à rénover en priorité pour renforcer l’attractivité de la 

Tunisie ? 

Ce que nous voulons mettre en évidence, c’est que notre infrastructure répond à la demande, 

il n’y a pas de soucis à ce niveau-là. La qualité de nos hôtels est réelle, le rapport qualité/prix 

en particulier est excellent. 

La priorité aujourd’hui est de relancer l’industrie, en tenons compte du cœur de cible de notre 

positionnement qui reste l’offre balnéaire, tout en mettant en avant les produits 

complémentaires où il y a encore beaucoup de potentiel à exploiter hors-saison estivale.  

En termes d’infrastructures, il est primordial de garantir une meilleure desserte aérienne dans 

l’ensemble du pays. La demande est là, mais l’offre aérienne est clairement insuffisante. La 

solution de l’Open Sky n’apportera pas une réponse à tous nos problèmes, mais représente 

une formidable opportunité de multiplier par 2 ou 3 la fréquentation de notre pays. La mise en 

application de cette idée est malheureusement remise à plus tard régulièrement, mais il va 

falloir y venir.  
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9. Appendix 3: Tunisia’s map 

 


