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Introduction
In the past few years, the world has gone through a series 
of successive crises that have impacted food systems. 
The COVID-19 pandemic caused major disruptions in 
food supply chains due to quarantines and restrictions 
on food exports by some countries1 while the pandem-
ic-induced global recession resulted in massive job and 
income losses, undercutting poor people’s access to food, 
especially in countries in the Global South. The situation 
has become more complex since February 2022 with the 
outbreak of the Russia-Ukraine crisis and the resulting 
turmoil in global food markets. According to FAO data, 
in March 2022, global food prices reached an "all time 
high", driven especially by price hikes of cereals (Russia 
and Ukraine alone account for 30% of global wheat sup-
ply), which have reached their highest levels since 1990.

However, while the COVID-19 pandemic and the Russia-
Ukraine war may be amongst the most immediate trig-
gers of the current food crisis, they are also revealing of a 

deeper-rooted fragility of the global food system. These 
crises raise penetrating questions about the ability of the 
global market to guarantee food security as well as the 
Global South's strategy of promoting agricultural exports 
at the expense of domestic food production. 2

This report seeks to interrogate these questions through 
an analysis of agri-food trade flows between the EU and 
Tunisia, focusing on the dynamics of trade in times of mul-
tiple and overlapping crises including: 1) Disruptions to 
mobility and supply chains linked to the COVID-19 pan-
demic; 2) The impacts of climate change on agricultural 
production; and 3) The geopolitical crisis associated with 
the Russia-Ukraine war. This analysis allows us to eval-
uate the effects of agricultural trade and related policy 
on the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), in partic-
ularly those pertaining to eradicating hunger, improving 
food security and nutrition and promoting sustainable 
agriculture.

Photo 1: Olive farming in North Africa. Credit: Saker El Nour
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The Tunisian food and agricultural 
system at a glance 

The following section provides an overview of the food and agricultural system in Tunisia 
including dimensions related to agricultural land use, value production, water resources, 
agricultural employment, and food self-sufficiency. 

Agricultural land use
Agricultural land in Tunisia covers around 10 million hect-
ares, which represents about 63% of the total area of the 
country. This is divided into 5 million hectares of arable 
land, 4 million hectares of natural pasture for livestock, 
and 1 million hectares of forests and shrubs. The area 
under cultivation is estimated to be about 4.3 million 
hectares, varying from year to year depending on climat-
ic conditions. The irrigated area is only 437,000 hectares 
or 8.9% of arable land and 10.2% of the agricultural area.

The distribution of cultivated land among various crops 
has changed significantly compared to the beginning of 
the 2000s, with the proportion of the area given over to 
cereal production decreasing from 37% to 28%, while the 
area dedicated to tree cultivation and management (arbo-
riculture) increased from 49% to 56%. Legumes declined 
slightly in importance and the area devoted to animal feed 
increased, although this did not exceed 9% of the total cul-
tivated area. Finally, vegetable production did not change 
significantly, stabilizing at 4% of the total cultivated area.

Distribution of  crop areas 2016-2021 in %

Vegetable crops 4%

Cereals 28%

Arboriculture 56%

Legume 2%

Fodder crops 9%

Other crops 1%
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Value of agricultural production
Agriculture contributes about 10% of Tunisia’s GDP com-
pared to 14% in 1990. The structure of agricultural pro-
duction is such that livestock production represents 37% 
of the value of agricultural production against 34% for 
fruit trees, 17% for vegetables and 9% for grains in the 
2016-2022 period.

For animal production, meat production averages about 
300,000 tons per year and consists mainly of poultry 
(63%) and beef (15%). The livestock sector provides about 
1.2 million liters of milk annually. However, this sector 
has begun to decline in recent years as a result of the 

noticeable rise in the price of animal feed and the cost of 
production in general. The fruit tree sector is mainly based 
on olives (an average of 850,000 tons per year), citrus 
(about 400,000 tons per year) and dates (about 300,000 
tons per year). Finally, cereals form the basis of Tunisia's 
diet and have historically been central to the Tunisian 
economy and agriculture. Durum wheat (60%) and barley 
(30%) dominate production. In recent years, grain pro-
duction has declined due to climate variability and the 
country's withdrawal of subsidies to grain producers.

Structure of the value of agricultural production  
2016-2021 (in %)

Fruit arboriculture

Vegetables

Animal productions

Other productions

Cereals

37%

9%

34%

17%

3%

Agricultural employment
The contribution of the agricultural sector to employ-
ment declined from 20% in 2000 to 14% in 2022, with 
the number of workers in the agricultural sector standing 
at 495,000 in 2022. 3 This decline is linked to the diver-
sification of the economy and the emergence of other 

activities, but is also due to the shrinking working capacity 
of agriculture. The latest statistics indicate that the fam-
ily workforce represents 90% of the number of workers 
employed in agriculture, of which 37% is female.
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Food self-sufficiency
National agricultural production covers about 70% of 
Tunisians' food needs, this percentage varying depend-
ing on the product. Self-sufficiency exceeds 100% for 
vegetables and fruits, which has allowed some produc-
ers to export surpluses. However, it should be noted that 
the calculation of this percentage depends on the actu-
al quantities consumed, which have begun to decline in 
recent years due to rising prices and the trend toward 
increased exports. 

Since the mid-1990s, the milk production sector has 
developed rapidly, with a self-sufficiency rate of over 100 

percent, which the official authorities have considered a 
great success. However, this fragile self-sufficiency, which 
depends mainly on imported inputs (cows, fodder, etc.), 
has declined in recent years due to rising production costs 
resulting from higher import prices and the devaluation 
of the dinar. 

Regarding cereals, Tunisia has become increasingly reli-
ant on imports. During the 2016-2022 period, domestic 
production of cereals covered only 36% of food needs, 
with the self-sufficiency rate stabilizing at 58% for durum 
wheat, 8% for soft wheat and 40% for barley.4

Cereal self-sufficiency rate
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10%

Durum wheat Soft wheatBarley Total cereals

2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 20222016

Water resources
Tunisia's renewable water resources are limited and 
unevenly distributed. The water potential is estimated 
at 4.9 billion cubic meters in 2020, of which 4.7 billion 
can be mobilized and 4.6 billion is actually mobilized. 
This potential comes from surface water and groundwa-
ter. The surface water potential is estimated at 2.7 billion 
cubic meters, of which 2.55 billion can be mobilized, 85% 
from flood flows and 15% from main flows. Groundwater 
potential is 2.174 billion cubic meters, of which 0.745 

billion cubic meters comes from groundwater and 1.429 
billion from deep aquifers. With a water availability of 460 
cubic meters per year per person, the country is below 
the threshold of absolute water scarcity (defined as 500 
cubic meters per year per person). Agriculture is the 
main user of water, consuming about 3,772 million cubic 
meters (80%), followed by drinking water at 644 million 
cubic meters (14%), industry at 138 million cubic meters 
(3%) and tourism at 46 cubic meters (1%).5
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Agriculture, food and sustainable 
development goals

The following section discusses the relationship between Tunisia’s agriculture and food 
system and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).  The following table gives an 
overview of some of the key SDGs and indicators analysed:

SDGs Indicators

1.2 By 2030, reduce at least by half the 
proportion of men, women and children of 
all ages living in poverty in all its dimensions 
according to national definitions 

1.2.2 Proportion of men, women and children 
of all ages living in poverty in all its dimensions 
according to national definitions 

1.b Create sound policy frameworks at 
the national, regional and international 
levels, based on pro-poor and gender-
sensitive development strategies, to support 
accelerated investment in poverty eradication 
actions 

1.b.1 Pro-poor public social spending 

2.4 By 2030, ensure sustainable food 
production systems and implement 
resilient agricultural practices that increase 
productivity and production, that help 
maintain ecosystems, that strengthen capacity 
for adaptation to climate change, extreme 
weather, drought, flooding and other disasters 
and that progressively improve land and soil 
quality 

2.4.1 Proportion of agricultural area under 
productive and sustainable agriculture 

2.b Correct and prevent trade restrictions 
and distortions in world agricultural markets, 
including through the parallel elimination of 
all forms of agricultural export subsidies and 
all export measures with equivalent effect, 
in accordance with the mandate of the Doha 
Development Round 

2.b.1 Agricultural export subsidies 

6.4 By 2030, substantially increase water-
use efficiency across all sectors and ensure 
sustainable withdrawals and supply of 
freshwater to address water scarcity and 
substantially reduce the number of people 
suffering from water scarcity 

6.4.2 Level of water stress: freshwater 
withdrawal as a proportion of available 
freshwater resources 

10.a Implement the principle of special 
and differential treatment for developing 
countries, in particular least developed 
countries, in accordance with World Trade 
Organization agreements 

10.a.1 Proportion of tariff lines applied to 
imports from least developed countries and 
developing countries with zero-tariff 

TABLE 1
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Food and nutrition security
According to the Global Food Security Index, Tunisia is 
ranked 55th out of 113 countries and 15th out of 57 mid-
dle-income countries in 2021 in terms of overall food and 
nutrition security.6 This is confirmed by official data and 
studies that indicate an improvement in the availability 
levels of most food products.7 However, these datasets 
hide the fragility of the country’s food and nutrition secu-
rity which is at risk due to a number of factors.

First, national agricultural production, in addition to the 
abandonment of most support and development pro-
grams by the state, is gradually threatened by the dete-
rioration of fertility and soil erosion and the decrease in 
water resources resulting from the exploitation of these 
resources.8 The policy of subsidizing exports to the det-
riment of basic necessities has also accentuated depen-
dence on imports, particularly of cereals, in a context 
marked by instability, unbridled speculation due to the 
domination of monopolies and their growing link with 
financial markets.9

Second, despite falling, the percentage of food expen-
diture in the total expenditure of the Tunisian family 
remains high, representing on average 30% of (annual) 

family expenditure and nearly 40% for the lowest income 
groups.10 Thus, the cost of food is critical for low-income 
families. For these families, inflation makes it more diffi-
cult to access an adequate and balanced diet. Under the 
effect of rising world prices and the devaluation of the 
dinar, food prices and consumption rates increased by 
49% between 2016 and 2022. 

Third, the Tunisian diet (a Mediterranean diet) is tradition-
ally based on the consumption of cereals, fresh or dried 
fruits and vegetables, olive oil, and some animal protein. 
In the context of globalization, this system has undergone 
changes in recent decades, notably the introduction of 
more animal products and vegetable oils, especially among 
urban dwellers. These changes have been accompanied 
by a deterioration in the health status of the population 
with the spread of diseases related to an unbalanced diet. 
According to the World Health Organization (WHO) data, 
non-communicable diseases account for 82% of deaths in 
Tunisia. These data reveal that among Tunisians aged over 
15 years, 19% have diabetes, 44% have high cholesterol 
and 36% have high blood pressure, while about 46% of 
Tunisians are overweight and 10% obese (WHO 2017).

The situation of small farmers
Tunisian agriculture is marked by the significant propor-
tion of small and medium-sized farms and the unequal 
distribution of land. Quantitative data analysis on small 
and medium-sized farms is based on the 2004-2005 
Structural Survey of Agricultural Farms, which is the lat-
est survey conducted in Tunisia. This survey, which is 
conducted every 10 years, was not carried out in 2015 
and has been replaced by a more comprehensive general 
agricultural census, the results of which have not yet been 
published. In 2017, the number of farmers was estimated 
at 550,000 compared to 326,000 in the early 1960s and 
516,000 in 2005. This increase has been coupled with a 
significant reduction in the average utilized agricultural 
area from 16 hectares to less than 10 hectares in the 
current period.

Of all farms, 54% are smaller than 5 hectares, 75% are 
smaller than 10 hectares, and those larger than 50 hect-
ares represent only 3% of all farms. The data also show 
an unequal distribution of land: 3% of large farmers own 
34% of the agricultural land, while 75% of small farmers 
share about 25% of the land. Due to their low-income 

levels, small farmers have limited opportunities to engage 
in extra off-farm activities.

Small farmers have limited access to finance, which makes 
them more vulnerable. Banks are reluctant to extend 
finance to small farmers, who often cannot provide col-
lateral and have difficulties navigating complex banking 
procedures. In addition, as part of the structural reform 
program, the government has withdrawn its support for 
bank loans to small and medium-sized farmers. Likewise, 
microfinance institutions charge unfair interest rates that 
farmers cannot afford.

The government's withdrawal from support, extension 
and technical assistance programs and their transfer to 
the private sector has deprived small farmers of essen-
tial services, especially given their inability to afford costly 
private agricultural advisors and service providers. This 
is compounded by the weakness of professional asso-
ciations and their inability to take on the role previously 
played by the state. For instance, agricultural cooperatives 
have a membership of only 27,000 farmers, representing 
less than 7 percent of smallholders.
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Small farmers complain about the lack of an independent 
union structure that protects their interests and addresses 
their specific needs. The Farmers' Union, which has exist-
ed since 1950, has always lacked independence from polit-
ical power and embodies the interests of large landowners 

and private investment companies. The National Farmers' 
Union, established in 2012, is not engaged in the defense 
of small farmers, but rather represents the category of 
"new agricultural investors" emerging from trade and lib-
eral professions.

Gender equality
According to the 2017 estimate, the total number of 
female farmers is 44,000, compared to 438,000 male 
farmers. This means that women represent 8% of the total 
number of farmers. Women farmers own less than 5% of 
agricultural land (FAO, 2021) and conditions for women 
tend to be more difficult on small farms.

Women make up 70% of the labor force on small farms. 
Their activities are principally geared towards livestock and 
poultry rearing, food preparation, and craft activities. They 
generally have a very heavy workload, as they must com-
bine physically demanding farm work with responsibilities 
related to education, child care, and household chores. 
While small farms account for nearly 80 percent of agricul-
tural production, only 6.7 percent are run by women, who 

own only 5.6 percent of the land, as women's ownership of 
land is severely limited by inheritance laws and traditions 
which benefit men.

Moreover, the wages of women working in agriculture 
are generally lower than those of men, and only 33 per-
cent of women working in the agricultural sector have 
social security coverage. Due to the informal nature of 
their work, only a small percentage of rural women, esti-
mated at 10 percent, are able to access free health care 
services. In addition, female farmers and those living in 
rural areas have little access to training and extension 
programs. Although they are active in the agricultural 
sector, they have little representation in professional and 
union structures.

Rural poverty
The 2021 National Survey of Household Expenditures, 
Consumption, and Living Standards11 indicates that a per-
son is considered poor if his or her annual consumption 
expenditures do not exceed 2,536 dinars, or about $800 
per year or $2.2 per day. This puts the country's poverty 
rate at 16.6% in 2021, compared to 15.2% in 2015, 20.5% 
in 2010 and 23.1% in 2000.

The regional results show an increase in poverty in most 
regions between 2015 and 2021, with the exception of 
the regions of Greater Tunis and the North West. The 
regions that depend mainly on agricultural activity remain 
the poorest, with an increase in poverty of 22.5% in the 
northwest, 37% in the center-west, 23.2% in the southeast 
and 18.1% in the southwest.

The data also show a slight decrease in the rural pov-
erty rate from 26% in 2015 to 24.8% in 2021. However, 
rural areas remain the poorest compared to urban 
areas (12.7% in 2021). Furthermore, considering internal 

migration from rural to urban areas, a reduction in the 
poverty rate in rural areas does not necessarily mean a 
reduction in poverty and an improvement in living condi-
tions in rural areas, but simply a "displacement" of rural 
poverty to urban areas as the rural poor migrate in search 
of employment and secure income sources.

When considering social and occupational groups, farm-
ers and agricultural workers are the poorest with pover-
ty rates of 22.8% and 31.9%, respectively. Although they 
represent only 6% of the total population in 2021, farmers 
account for more than 9% of the poor. Similarly, agricul-
tural workers represent 2.4% of the population and about 
5% of the poor. In general, disparities in income distribu-
tion between regions and between social groups remain a 
major feature, and rural populations and farmers continue 
to be the most affected by poverty, with their situation 
seemingly worsening.
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Adapting to climate change
Tunisia and Northern Africa are, in general, among the 
regions most vulnerable to the negative impacts of climate 
change. According to projections by the National Institute 
of Meteorology,12 temperatures could increase by 1 to 1.8 
degrees Celsius by 2050 and by 2 to 3 degrees Celsius by 
the end of the century, and rainfall is expected to decrease 
by 5 to 10 percent in 2050 and by 5 to 20 percent in 2100. 
The country is also expected to experience a reduction in 
the number of consecutive days of precipitation, which will 
increase the frequency and severity of droughts, particu-
larly in the southern regions of the country. The forecast 
also indicates a sharp decrease in water resources, rang-
ing from 25% to 36% by 2050 and 30% to 60% by 2100, 
depending on the climate scenarios adopted, compared 
to the reference period 1981-2010.

Most research studies concur that agriculture is the sector 
most sensitive to the negative effects of climate change.13 
Decreased precipitation and an increase in the number 
of successive dry days will lead to a decrease in the yield 
and efficiency of the main agricultural crops, as well as a 
decrease in the area of arable land along with a loss of 
soil fertility and humidity. In addition, the urgent need to 
meet water needs will increase pressure on aquifers, with 
the associated risks of overexploitation.

According to a study by the Ministry of Agriculture, cereal 
production is expected to decrease by about 40%, while 
olive oil production will decrease by between 23% and 
70% depending on the climate scenarios adopted and 
compared to the reference period 1981-2010.14 Needless 
to say, the reliability of these figures depends on the 
extent to which these assumptions are realistic. However, 
it can be stated that the effects of climate change on 

agricultural production will generally be negative. These 
impacts, in light of the continued implementation of the 
same agricultural policies, would contribute to a growing 
food dependency and reliance on world markets to meet 
citizens' food needs.

The reality is that for already more than a decade, climate 
change and its negative impact on agricultural activity has 
been felt. Some farmers have developed techniques and 
practices to mitigate the effects of these changes, such 
as the use of more climate-resistant seeds and seedlings, 
modification of agricultural calendars, integration of live-
stock into farming, and the use of additional irrigation 
to resist drought. However, these mechanisms remain 
limited in effectiveness and scope, and farmers, who are 
predominantly small or medium in size, lack the financial 
means and technical knowledge to mitigate the negative 
effects of climate change.

At the official level, despite Tunisia's international com-
mitments to addressing climate change, including the 
Paris Agreement and the Kyoto Protocol, the recognition 
of the right to water in the 2014 Constitution, the setting 
up of a constitutional body –  the Commission for Future 
Generations and Sustainable Development - that deals 
with climate, as well as  several separate legal texts dealing 
with the environment, the issue of climate change has not 
been at the center of national policies or at the top of the 
agenda over the past decade, and Tunisian policymakers 
have not worked on a long-term strategy to reduce the 
impacts of climate change or develop ways to adapt to 
them.
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Agricultural trade between Tunisia and 
the EU: Key trends and policies

The following section examines the major trends and policies that have shaped agricultural 
trade between Tunisia and the EU. It traces the history of major trade agreements that 
continue to structure Tunisia’s system of agricultural trade to this day, including the 1994 
WTO’s Agreement on Agriculture and the 1995 Association Agreement signed between 
Tunisia and the EU, before moving on to explore more recent (2016 – 2022) dynamics. The 
section ends by looking at the public policy responses by the Tunisian state to the impacts 
of the COVID-19 pandemic on agricultural trade and food security and nutrition.

a) Earlier trade policy 
In the early 1980s, Tunisia experienced a serious econom-
ic and social crisis, due in particular to falling growth rates, 
rising unemployment, a worsening external budget deficit 
and increasing external debt. Faced with this crisis, and 
under pressure from international financial institutions 
(International Monetary Fund and World Bank), the gov-
ernment in power embarked on a number of reforms as 
part of what was called the "structural adjustment pro-
gram.” For the agricultural sector, "structural adjustment" 
focused on reshaping agricultural policies to allow for a 
greater role to be played by the (world) market. This result-
ed in the elimination of subsidies on various production 
inputs, the liberalization of prices for most agricultural 
products, government withdrawal from the direct man-
agement of a number of enterprises, and the discontinua-
tion of many support projects for small and medium-sized 
farmers. The Structural Adjustment Program also entailed 
the gradual liberalization of foreign trade in agricultural 
products, a process that was deepened by the signing of 
the Marrakesh Agreement in 1994 and the Association 
Agreement with the European Union in 1995.

World Trade Organization Agreement 
on Agriculture
In April 1994, within the context of neoliberal globaliza-
tion, the last round (Uruguay Round) of GATT negotiations 
ended with the signing of the Marrakech Agreement and 
the creation of the World Trade Organization (WTO). This 
agreement marks the end of what was called the "agri-
cultural exception". Agriculture was integrated into the 
negotiations on the liberalization of world trade and agri-
cultural and food products became "goods" like any other, 
subject to all the "general rules of competition". Under this 
Agreement, each WTO member country undertakes mea-
sures to improve access of foreign agricultural products 

into its markets, to reform trade distorting domestic sup-
port to agriculture, and restricts the use of agricultural 
export subsidies.15 For Tunisia, commitments concerned 
only two aspects due to its developing country status: 
domestic support (principally regarding agricultural input 
subsidies) and market access (reduction of import tariffs), 
export subsidies being limited and covering only very small 
amounts.

The idea behind trade liberalization is to let the world mar-
ket function freely according to price signals (without any 
government intervention) in order to allocate resources 
to their most ‘efficient’ uses. However, we must not forget 
that agriculture is characterized by significant production 
gaps between the North and the South. Trade liberal-
ization and competition on world markets (controlled 
by large global corporations) will only widen these gaps 
and marginalize farmers in the South further. In this vein, 
the WTO Agreement on Agriculture, it can be contended, 
legally codified many of the protectionist measures of the 
North, while countries of the South are deprived of many 
possibilities to protect their farmers.16

Association Agreement with the Euro-
pean Union
In 1995, the European Union launched the "Barcelona 
Process" to create a Euro-Mediterranean free trade 
area by 2010. Despite its stated objectives (cooperation, 
peace, security, shared prosperity, etc.), it can be argued 
that this process was an effort by the EU to preserve the 
Mediterranean region as a vital area for the flow of its 
goods and corporate interests.

On 17 July, 1995, Tunisia became the first Mediterranean 
country to sign an “Association Agreement " with the 
European Union .  This agreement, which came into force 
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on March 10, 1998, provides for the full liberalization of 
trade in industrial products between the two parties by 
2008 and the gradual liberalization of trade in agricul-
tural products and fisheries. Protocol I granted a series 
of tariff privileges to Tunisian products exported to the 
EU, but within the framework of specific quantities (tariff 
quotas) and during specific periods of the year. In 2001, 
the agreement was amended by an additional protocol 
that approved the total elimination of customs duties on 
certain European products exported to Tunisia. The list 
includes vegetable oils (100,000 tons), cereals (500,000 
tons), and potato seeds (16,500 tons), which the EU can 
market in Tunisia duty-free throughout the year, as well 
as 8,000 tons of meat and 9,700 tons of milk at very low 
tariff levels.

In general, if we look at the agricultural content of the 
Agreement, the approach is quite clear. The privileges 
granted to Tunisian products, in contrast to the exten-
sive provisions granted to European products, were very 
limited when the products involved were sensitive and 
could compete with European products. The EU has thus 
granted Tunisia broad market access and duty free privi-
leges for exports that do not threaten European products 
(dates and prickly pear). However, the customs regime, 
and especially the non-tariff system, appears to be more 
protectionist when it comes to products likely to compete 
with European products. For these products, the protec-
tionist arsenal often relies on challenging non-tariff barri-
ers: high entry rates, monthly quotas, restrictive deadlines, 
technical standards, etc.

Tariff quota  
(ton)

Rate of exported quantity  
(ton)

Achievement ratio

Olive oil 56700 51185 90%

Potatoes 18816 609 3%

Almonds 1120 211 19%

Fresh orange 39353 16772 43%

Fresh apricot 2000 452 20%

Tomato paste 4000 477 12%

Wine (hl) 235200 14566 8%

Ratio of tariff quotas achievement for some agricultural exports 
to the European Union (0% Customs Duties - 2012-2018)

TABLE 2

b) Agricultural trade policy from 2015 onwards. 
Proposal for a Deep and Comprehen-
sive Free Trade Agreement (DCFTA) 
between the EU and Tunisia
In 2015, Tunisia began negotiations on a new free trade 
agreement with the EU as part of a process towards 
a series of ‘Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade 
Agreements (DCFTAs)’ that the EU sought to sign with a 
number of Southern Mediterranean countries, building 
on the earlier Association Agreements. The DCFTA’s are 
part of what can be viewed as a set of ‘new generation’ 

bilateral or regional trade agremeents that the EU is pur-
suing which seek to further remove barriers to trade, often 
with clauses that include protection of investors’ rights and 
other legal guarantees that favour foreign direct invest-
ment. Early drafts of the Tunisia-EU DCFTA for example 
include not only a key chapter on trade in agricultural 
and fishery products, but also chapters on sanitary and 
phytosanitary rules, intellectual property rights, and inves-
tor-state dispute settlement mechanisms, amongst others. 
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The EU-Tunisia DCFTA has been criticized by those con-
cerned by what it could mean for labour rights (exploita-
tion of low-wage Tunisian workers) and for Tunisian small 
and medium enterprises (potential disappearance in the 
face of increased competition from the EU). The negoti-
ation process has also been criticized for a lack of out-
reach to key groups likely to be affected by the agreement, 
including small and medium producers, entrepreneurs 
and traders, as well as consumers and users of public 
services.  More broadly, the DCFTA has been attacked by 
those who see it as setting Tunisia on a pathway of ‘deep 
and comprehensive dependency’ on the EU market and 
interests, at the expense of promoting more regional inte-
gration in the Maghreb.17

Under pressure from trade unions, left-wing political par-
ties and civil society, negotiations on the DCFTA are sus-
pended for the moment. The current government has not 
yet pronounced on the agreement, but it seems that the 
Joint Statement issued on the 11th of June 2023 between 
President K.S and the European delegation (chaired by G. 

Meloni) in which both sides agree to work together on a 
‘comprehensive partnership package’ is only a resumption 
of the DCFTA under another name.18

Trade balance for the years 2016 to 
2022
Over the period 2016-2022, the food trade balance 
recorded an average annual deficit of about 1,432 mil-
lion dinars, and a rate of coverage of imports by exports 
of about 75%. The data show a change in the trade deficit 
and coverage rate, ranging from a maximum in 2018 (91%) 
to a minimum in 2022 (67%). These changes reflect the 
instability of agricultural production related to weather 
conditions as well as the impact of the pandemic and the 
Russia-Ukraine war. However, these factors are only of 
a secondary nature, given that over the long term, and 
with the exception of a few very rare years, the food trade 
balance has always recorded a deficit. This deficit is struc-
tural in nature and is linked to the agricultural and food 
policies followed and the ways in which Tunisian farmers 
have been integrated into world markets.

Year Exports Imports Coverage ratio (%) Trade Balance

2016 2736.4 3812.1 71,8 -1075,7

2017 3299.6 4654.2 70,9 -1354,6

2018 4885.8 5361.9 91,1 -476,1

2019 4251.9 5650.1 75,2 -1398,2

2020 4850.6 5710.0 84,9 -859,4

2021 4569.6 6511.7 70,1 -1941,8

2022 6033.8 8954.0 67,4 -2920,2

Annual rate 4375.4 5807.7 75,3 -1432,3

Evolution of food trade balance, 2016-2022 (Million Dinars)

Source: Data from the Ministry of Agriculture, Water Resources and Fisheries

TABLE 3
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Development of major exports
Compared to previous periods, the structure of agricultur-
al and food exports did not change significantly over the 
2016-2022 period. Three products (olive oil, dates, and 

seafood) accounted for about 70 percent of total exports 
over the entire period. As for trade with the EU, the data 
available relate only to the quantities exported for the 
most important products as shown in table 5.

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

Percentage 
in exports
(2016-2022 
average)

Olive  
oil 1098.8 1009.4 2125 1386.9 2229.7 1710.9 2501.4 40%

Dates 486.4 557.6 744.1 780 732.4 716.6 759.6 16%

Sea    
products 339.8 357.3 463.7 469.4 405.7 621.7 739.6 11%

Citrus 24.6 21.1 22.6 30.3 17.4 26.3 22 1%

Tomatoes 54.2 58.8 78.4 104.6 129.4 144.6 176 2%

Total  
exports 2736.4 3299.6 4885.8 4251.9 4850.6 4569.6 6033.8

Evolution of main exports of agricultural and food products, 
2016-2022 (Million Dinars)

Source: Data from the Ministry of Agriculture, Water Resources and Fisheries

TABLE 4

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

Olive oil 75 64,14 147,6 111,4 231,29 133,1

Dates 43,8 42,4 48,2 47,9 54,1 53,3

Citrus 18,0 17,4 12,9 15,7 8,0 11,8

Potatoes 1,016 0,88 0,83 1,2 1,05 0,18

Tomatoes 10,17 10,11 14,49 16,26 18,6 20,83

Evolution of exports of some agricultural and food products 
to the European Union (thousand tons)

TABLE 5
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In general, Tunisia's agricultural and food exports have 
not been spared the impact of the COVID-19 crisis. Due 
to the disruption of international trade caused by the 
crisis, exports of Tunisian agricultural and food products 
declined during March and April 2020 compared to the 
beginning of the year.

This decline was accentuated in April 2020, when exports 
fell by 10.3%, amounting to 50.4 million dinars, compared 
to the same period in 2019. Looking at the whole year, 
Tunisia's agricultural exports reached 4,850 million dinars 
(in current prices) in 2020, an increase of 14% compared 
to 2019, but they did not reach the level recorded in 2018 
(4,885 million dinars). The effects of the crisis vary depend-
ing on the products exported. 

The pandemic has only been one factor however affecting 
Tunisian agri-food exports to the EU. Of longer-term con-
sequence has been the Association Agreement between 
the EU and Tunisia. Contrary to expectations, since the 
conclusion of the Association Agreement, agricultural 
exports from Tunisia to the EU have not experienced 

the expected growth as the EU has maintained, or even 
increased, mechanisms to protect its markets and its 
producers. In addition to high entry prices and unfair 
technical and sanitary standards, the advantages grant-
ed to Tunisian exports have always been linked to limited 
customs quotas and/or to deadlines that are partially or 
totally incompatible with production periods, making them 
illusory advantages.

For example, between 2012 and 2018, exports under 
customs quotas (i.e. privileged access to the EU market) 
represented only about 28% of Tunisia's total agricultural 
and food exports to the EU. If olive oil is excluded, this per-
centage falls to 2%. In general, excluding olive oil, Tunisian 
exports of the main agricultural products benefiting from 
advantages have been lower than the possibilities theo-
retically available and the levels of implementation of cus-
toms quotas, by product, have varied from 0% to less than 
50%.19 This is explained by the fact that the advantages 
are allowed at times that do not match with production 
periods, making these concessions fictitious.

Product Production Period Duty-free period

Tomatoes June - July - August
September-October-November November 15 - April 30

Potatoes Mid march-mid may January 1-March 31st

Onions October-Avril February 15th-May 15th

Table  grapes June-December November 15th-April 30th

Watermelon June-July-August - September November 1-May 31st

Melon June-July-August - September April 1st-June 15th

Production periods and tariff benefit periods for selected 
products

TABLE 6
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Trends in the main imports
Agricultural and food imports have not changed struc-
turally in recent years and have always been dominated 
by three items - cereals, vegetable oils and sugar - which 

accounted for almost 70% of the value of food imports 
over the 2016-2022 period. During the same period, the 
value of imports of these substances recorded an annual 
growth rate of about 4% for sugar, 17% for cereals and 
20% for vegetable oils.

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

Percentage 
of imports
(2016-2022 
average)

Cereals 1754.2 1819.2 2150.7 2399.6 2831.2 3413.4 4552.3 47%

Vegetable  
oils 452.0 632.8 480.3 532.5 493 628.8 1397.9 12%

Sugar 402.9 682.5 611.4 472.6 375.6 221.8 502.3 8%

Total  
imports 3812.1 4654.2 5361.9 5650.1 5710.0 6511.7 8954.7

Evolution of the main food imports 2016-2022  
(Million Dinars)

TABLE 7

Over the period 2016-2022, the value of food imports 
increased by 15.3 percent per year, which contributed 
to the trade deficit. Between 2019 and 2020, imports 
increased only slightly, indicating that the COVID crisis did 
not have a major impact. In 2022, the value of imports 

increased by almost 37 percent compared to 2019, mainly 
due to the impact of the Ukraine-Russia crisis. The change 
in the value of imports over the 2016-2022 period is gen-
erally attributed to the combined effects of increased pric-
es and quantities imported.

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

Cereals Total imports 3814,3 3782,2 3524,5 3422,9 4178,7 3906,3 3485,5

Imports from the  
European Union 1364,7 1131,3 1098,3 903,9 926,3 1101,3

Vegetable  
oils

Total imports 238 306 235,7 262 230,9 204,4 303,5

Imports from the  
European Union 17,8 35,4 51,0 25,2 67,2 16,7

Sugar Total imports 487.2 695,7 715,8 497,5 388,9 196,9 293,2

Imports from the  
European Union 9,745 4,079 22,877 8,224 8,100 4,491

Evolution of the quantities of the most important food  
imports 2016-2022 (thousand tons)

TABLE 8
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Cereal imports have fluctuated during the period 2016-
2020, mainly due to the instability of domestic production 
due to climatic conditions. According to data from the 
National Observatory of Agriculture during the first four 
months of 2020, cereal imports reached 1,296.9 tons, 
compared to 1,184.6 tons during the same period in 2019, 
representing an increase of 9.5%, with the aim of securing 
the country's needs and strengthening reserves. On an 
annual basis, grain imports increased by 22%, but this 
was not fully reflected in the value of these imports, which 
increased by about 16%. With the exception of durum 
wheat, where import prices increased by 6.1%, import 
prices fell by 12.6% for soft wheat and by 23% for barley. 
As for grain imports from the EU, the volume decreased 
in 2019 and 2020 compared to previous years. The total 
volume of vegetable oil imports decreased between 2019 
and 2020, although with quite a significant increase in the 
volume of imports from the European Union from 25,2 to 
67,2 thousand tonnes – an increase of 167%.

The Russia-Ukraine crisis and the subsequent rise in world 
food prices seem to have had a greater impact on imports. 

Despite a 10% decrease in the volume of cereals imported 
in 2022 compared to 2019, the value of these imports 
recorded a notable increase of more than 33%, with the 
average import price of durum wheat increasing by 56.1% 
and that of soft wheat imports by 50.2%. Cereal imports 
from the European Union increased by about 20% in 2021. 
According to some data, recourse to the European market 
has further increased following the Russia-Ukraine crisis, 
given that Tunisia used to import over 40% of its wheat 
from Ukraine. In this context, Tunisia has concluded a loan 
agreement with the European Bank for Reconstruction 
and Development of 150.5 million Euros (about 500 mil-
lion dinars), under the condition that it is used to finance 
the supply of cereals from the European Union.

In 2022, the value of vegetable oil imports increased by 
122%, while the average import price increased by 49.7%. 
Sugar imports also recorded an increase in quantities 
imported (48.6%) and prices (52.4%) compared to the 
previous year. All of these factors led to a marked increase 
in the value of imports, and the self-sufficiency rate fell to 
67%, which is the lowest for the entire 2016-2022 period. 

c) Policy responses, 2019-2022
Consumer-oriented policy responses 
The COVID-19 crisis and concomitant quarantine mea-
sures virtually paralyzed economic activity in Tunisia, 
causing many workers to lose their jobs and sources of 
income. The unemployment rate exceeded 18% at the 
end of 2020, after a relatively stable rate of around 15% 
before the pandemic. The pandemic has also resulted in 
a creeping monopoly power and speculation in the food 
sector, disruptions to food distribution, the loss of local 
food markets, and higher retail prices. The monitoring of 
price index trends confirms an increase in inflationary 
pressures since the beginning of the crisis. The overall 
inflation rate reached 6.2 percent in March 2020, com-
pared to 5.8 percent in February of the same year. This is 
mainly due to the increase in food prices, which recorded 
an inflation rate of around 5.1% in March, compared to 
3.7% in February 2020. Within this inflationary context, 
food expenses have become a heavy burden for most 
families, with many having no income and no prior sav-
ings. Overall, the pandemic has exacerbated social dis-
parities and had a greater impact on vulnerable and poor 
populations.19

To address this situation, the government approved an 
intervention program amounting to 2.5 billion dinars 

(about 2.2 percent of GDP). This program included social 
assistance in the form of food supplies and cash grants 
to support laid-off workers, vulnerable and low-income 
groups, and the disabled. However, these measures were 
not sufficient to overcome the crisis and improve the con-
ditions of affected social groups. 

Only a small percentage of the intervention program was 
allocated to these social measures (6 per cent for needy 
families, 4.9 per cent for wage support and 9.8 per cent for 
the unemployed), while most of it was allocated to support 
private sector companies under the pretext of preserving 
jobs through exceptional delays in loan repayments and 
exemptions from tax and customs payments, or through 
direct injections of financial aid for the recovery of affected 
institutions. Social assistance was insufficient in relation to 
the harm caused to vulnerable groups, and its distribution 
was based on lists prepared by local and regional author-
ities on the basis of favoritism and personal relationships, 
and was the subject of much controversy and criticism. 
As for the wage support measures, they were provided 
through social funds i.e. they were allocated exclusive-
ly to the organized sector which automatically excludes 
a significant part of agricultural workers in the informal 
sector which comprises about 40 percent of the labor 
force in Tunisia. 20
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The situation was no different in the face of the Russia-
Ukraine crisis, which led to skyrocketing food prices, espe-
cially for cereals and their derivatives, vegetable oils, and 
animal products. Overall, the inflation rate rose rapidly 
from 6.6% in January 2022 to 9.1% in September of the 
same year and 10.3% in February 2023. The price of food-
stuffs rose by an average of 14.1% in 2022, including 17% 
for cereals and their derivatives, and 23% for vegetable 
oils.21 The government has used the rhetoric of the fiscal 
deficit and the potential impossibility of importing certain 
products to push for a 26% reduction in food subsidies 
in the 2023 budget – a longstanding demand of the IMF. 

Producer-oriented policy responses
Agriculture in Tunisia is heavily reliant on the supply of a 
large amount of production inputs such as seeds, seed-
lings, pesticides, chemical fertilizers, animal feed, and 
agricultural equipment. Supply disruptions related to 
the COVID-19 pandemic have led to shortages of these 
inputs and a spike in their prices, resulting in a significant 
increase in production costs, particularly for some strate-
gic products that use these inputs to a significant extent. 
The government approved a reduction in the value-added 
tax and customs duties on these inputs. However, this 
made no difference as the difficulty of providing these 
inputs to producers was not only related to their lack 
of availability but also to the disruption of distribution, 
marketing, and transportation channels resulting from 
quarantine measures as well as farmers' limited access 
to financial support’ (seasonal loans in particular).

In response to this situation, the Ministry of Agriculture 
and Hydraulic Resources has taken a series of measures 
to ensure the supply of seeds, seedlings, fertilizers and 
pesticides to cereal farmers. However, these measures 

have not yet taken effect due to the Ministry's weak mate-
rial and human resources, which have been significantly 
reduced ever since the adoption of the 1986 Structural 
Adjustment Program. In addition, the crisis has led to sig-
nificant disruptions to the Ministry's administrative and 
technical operations. Moreover, the COVID crisis and asso-
ciated quarantine measures have led to a severe shortage 
of agricultural labor (seasonal in particular), which has had 
a significant impact, especially on the harvesting of certain 
crops (fruits and vegetables in particular). Despite the gov-
ernment's decision to exempt agricultural workers from 
quarantine measures, the situation has not improved due 
to disturbances to transportation networks. Even those 
farmers who managed to harvest their produce, in the 
face of declining demand from homes and restaurants, 
they have been forced to accept terms imposed by inter-
mediaries and sell their produce at low prices or accept 
its destruction. The government and the ministries con-
cerned seem to have overlooked this problem.

In fact, the measures taken by the government have pri-
marily sought to facilitate the export of agricultural prod-
ucts (oil, dates, etc.). In this framework, the number of air 
and sea flights to the Gulf countries and Italy has been 
increased, the support provided by the Center for Export 
Promotion and support to air and sea transport has been 
increased by 50% along with the (political) intervention 
to facilitate exports to Libya and the call to the European 
Union to grant Tunisia preferential and special prices.22 

However, as the figures previously presented suggest, 
these measures have not been able to improve agricul-
tural and food exports. Moreover, the real beneficiaries of 
these measures have not been the producers, but mainly 
a few intermediaries who are controlling export channels.
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Case study of the olive oil value chain
This section examines the particular case study of the olive oil value chain in Tunisia as it 
provides a snapshot into some of the broader sustainability dynamics related to agricul-
tural trade discussed in this report. Olives and olive oil represent a major commodity in 
the country’s agricultural sector, with Tunisia being among the largest olive oil producers 
in the world. 

Overview of the olive oil value chain
The olive oil sector is one of the most important agricultur-
al activities in Tunisia. The total area cultivated with olive 
trees is about 1.9 million hectares, which represents 84% 
of the total cultivated area and 46% of the total arable 
land. There are about 102 million olive trees in Tunisia. 
With an average production of 194,000 tons during 2010-
2020, Tunisia is considered the world's second-largest 
olive oil producer after the European Union.

Olive growing involves about 310,000 producers - 60% of 
the total number of farmers –   who contribute to about 
96% of the national production, with the remaining 4% 
of production covered by the state's olive growing land. 
Despite the importance of smallholders to olive oil pro-
duction, they must compete with large monoculture olive 
farms which occupy more than 60% of the total olive grow-
ing area.

The olive oil industry in Tunisia consists of 1,750 mills 
with a production capacity of 43 tons per day distribut-
ed throughout the country. The processing chain also 
includes other industrial units with different specialties 
such as oil refining (15) and valorization of certain by-prod-
ucts (14) as well as conditioning and packaging units (35). 

The storage capacity of olive oil in Tunisia is 365,000 tons, 
of which 150,000, or 41%, are held by the National Olive 
Oil center (Office National de l'Huile-ONH) and its regional 
centers in Tunis, Sfax, Sousse, Sidi Bouzid, Kairouan and 
Zarzis.23

During the years 2010-2020, olive oil exports averaged 
168,000 tons, representing more than 80% of national 
production and providing nearly 40% of export revenues 
from agricultural products. Domestic consumption, which 
has been declining for several years,reached 35,000 tons 
over the period 2010-2020, or less than 20% of national 
olive oil production.

As a result of this export trend and state encouragement, 
the area of olive oil cultivation has increased significantly 
and in an unplanned manner, from 1.45 million hectares 
in 1994 to 1.96 million hectares in 2020, representing an 
approximate increase of 35%. Around 40% of olive trees 
have been planted in what can be considered unsuit-
able or marginal land. This haphazard expansion large-
ly explains the low productivity of olive farms in Tunisia 
which is the lowest in the world.24

Environmental, economic and social implications
In 1962, the National Olive Oil Office was created with 
the main mission of ensuring the continuous and sta-
ble export of olive oil and the import of vegetable oils 
(which are cheaper) in order to generate additional for-
eign exchange earnings. This export trend has taken on a 
structural character and has become even more accentu-
ated after the signing of the Association Agreement with 
the European Union, to the extent that exports account 
for over 80% of national production. Although olive oil 
exports provide a relatively stable revenue source, this 
export trend has a hidden high economic, social and envi-
ronmental cost.

Around 80% of olive production is based on monocul-
tures which has led to a deterioration in soil quality and 
fertility and contributed to the rapid spread of plant dis-
eases. Olive tree expansion has, furthermore, come at 
the expense of production of basic foodstuffs, especially 
cereals, the cultivated area of which has declined by 28% 
in the last ten years.  This implies a deepening dependen-
cy on the world food market to cover Tunisia’s basic food 
needs, heightening the country’s exposure to the nega-
tive repercussions that can follow from this dependency, 
especially in times of food crises.
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Olive oil value chain

310,000 farmers (approx. 60% of total farmers)

102,4 million olive trees, 75% producing (20-70 years)

1,96 million hectares (46,5% of arable land), 95,680 hectares (20%) irrigated

Olive oil production: 1,5 million tons (average 2010-2020)

1,750 mills, 15 refining units, 14 pomace oil extraction units,  
35 conditioning and packaging units

Olive oil production: 194,3 thousand tons (average 2010-2020)

Export (80%)

50 export units

168 thousand tons (average 2010-2020)

90% crude 10% packaged

Local consumption (20%)

35,3 thousand tons (average 2010-2020) with a downward trend

Agricultural Production

Consumption

Processing
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In order to support olive oil exports, the government has 
implemented an irrigation program for olive groves, spur-
ring the percentage of irrigated land in Tunisia to increase 
from 3% in 2010 to 20% in 2020.  Bigger farmers and 
investment companies have benefited from these incen-
tives. Currently, the irrigated area supplies about 80,000 
tons of olive oil, with the government seeking to increase 
production to 100,000 tons by 2025. According to a study 
by the Tunisian Observatory of the Economy,25 the pro-
duction of one liter of olive oil under irrigation requires 
about 2,331 liters of water.  This intensive production will 
lead to the further depletion of water resources in Tunisia.  

Under the terms of the Association Agreement with the 
EU,26 Tunisian olive oil is predominantly exported in crude 
form (90%) and at low-cost ($ 2.845 per liter in 2019) main-
ly to Italy and Spain, where it is packaged and sold at high-
er prices. This constitutes a loss of revenue for Tunisia, 
while the Italian and Spanish manufacturers capture most 

of the added value and can depend on a stable supply at 
relatively low cost.

Moreover, export-oriented production has led to an 
increase in the cost of olive oil locally, which has become 
unaffordable to Tunisians, especially as their purchasing 
power is worsening.  The country is importing vegetable 
oils to meet domestic demand and to increase the surplus 
of exportable olive oil.  Therefore, a significant part of the 
proceeds from the export of olive oil is used to finance 
imports of vegetable oils. This means that, although 
Tunisia is the one of the largest olive oil producers in the 
world, the average consumption of olive oil per person 
per year has fallen from 8.2 kg in 2000 to 6.7 kg in 2010 
and 3.7 kg in 2020 - the lowest levels in the Mediterranean 
region (3.7 kg/person against 9.2 in Italy, 10.4 in Spain and 
16.3 in Greece).  This has contributed to worsening health 
conditions among the Tunisian population and the spread 
of diseases associated with unbalanced diets

Photo 1: Olive farming in North Africa. Credit: Saker El Nour
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Conclusion and recommendations
Reviewing the nature of Tunisia’s agri-food trade policy 
allows us to reach some conclusions on who has benefit-
ted and who has lost out under the current trade regime. 

The first to benefit is the European Union, which controls 
significant surpluses of basic food products (cereals, veg-
etable oils, animal products). The Partnership Agreements 
negotiated by the European Union and the southern 
Mediterranean countries (including Tunisia) allows them to 
protect their producers against foreign competition while 
opening up the markets of the southern Mediterranean 
countries to EU surpluses. 

The second to benefit have been domestic food import 
and export companies. Trade liberalization has been cou-
pled with the withdrawal of the state and the privatiza-
tion of all food collection, distribution, export and supply 
activities. These measures have allowed a few actors to 
accumulate huge profits at the expense of farmers and 
consumers. As an example, the export price of dates in 
Tunisian dinars increased by 67% between 2016 and 
2020, 27 while the production price increased only slightly 
by 6%. As a result, the ratio of the production price (i.e. the 
price to the producer) in the export price dropped from 
77% in 2016 to 49% in 2020, which means that export-
ers are the main beneficiaries of the profits derived from 
exports.

Tunisian farmers are likely to be the first ones to lose out 
or to be negatively affected by food trade liberalization 
policies. Domestic market opening and supply liberaliza-
tion have forced farmers to compete directly with import-
ed products - especially those from the European Union, 
which are still heavily subsidized. For example, in 2010-
2018, EU export subsidies for cereals averaged about 30 
percent.28 Overall, despite commitments under the WTO 
agreement, the EU continues to subsidize its farmers 
significantly. In the period 2014-2020, the budget of the 
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) amounted to 291 billion 
Euros, 71% of which was allocated to direct transfers to 
farmers.

This is against a background where the Tunisian state 
has abandoned almost all forms of support, especially 
for small and medium-sized farmers. Moreover, Tunisia, 
which is currently implementing the commitments made 
under WTO agreements, has neither the means nor the 
capacity to support agriculture at the same level as the 
European Union. Indeed, in terms of ratio to GDP, agri-
culture represents nearly 1.5% in the EU against about 
10% in Tunisia. The relative weight of agriculture in Tunisia 
is six times higher than that of the European Union. Put 
another way, this means that subsidies equivalent to 10% 
of agricultural value added imply a transfer of 0.2% of GDP 
from other sectors of the economy to agriculture in the 
EU, against 1.2% in Tunisia. Thus, the policy of subsidiz-
ing agricultural production carries a greater burden on 
the rest of the Tunisian economy, which cannot support 
agriculture at the same level as the EU.

At the same time, farmers are faced with skyrocketing 
prices for inputs that are mostly imported, with some 
companies having a monopoly on local supply and dis-
tribution. This is compounded by the impact of the con-
tinued devaluation of the dinar, which has become used 
as a mechanism to encourage exports. In 2018, due to 
high production costs, more than 12,000 Tunisian farmers 
abandoned agriculture.29

Among those negatively affected, we also find consumers, 
particularly those with middle and low incomes. Trade lib-
eralization and the associated support for export-oriented 
agriculture have led to increased dependence on imports 
to meet the food needs of Tunisians in a context of rising 
prices on world markets. In the face of this, successive 
governments have found no solution but to progressively 
reduce spending on subsidizing basic foodstuffs (cereals, 
vegetable oils, etc.), which has resulted in an increase in 
their prices and a concomitant reduction in food access, 
especially for vulnerable populations.
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Recommendations for fair agricultural trade and sustainable 
development
The current structure of agri-food trade in Tunisia where-
by the country exports water intensive agricultural com-
modities and imports basic food products is clearly not 
working. This calls for a rethink of Tunisia’ agricultural and 
food policies away from an overreliance on international 
trade as a way to most effectively support the food secu-
rity of its people towards a stronger focus on domestic 
food production and building a new model based on the 
principles of food sovereignty. The following recommen-
dations are offered in this light: 

Review the Association Agreement 
with the EU
Our examination of the case of Tunisia has shown that 
the COVID crisis and the Russian-Ukrainian war have only 
brought to light the fragility of the current food policy pur-
sued by Tunisia. Such fragility, primarily resulting from the 
conclusion of unequal trade agreements, particularly the 
Association Agreement with the EU, has pushed agricul-
tural production toward export at the expense of the 
production of subsistence crops, making Tunisian food 
security dependent on global markets and vulnerable to 
disruptions. It is therefore necessary now to reconsider 
these approaches and agreements from the perspective 
of the right to choose the agricultural policy that suits 
the requirements and resources available, and the right 
to protect domestic producers from all forms of foreign 
competition.

Enact public policies to support and 
prioritize small and medium-sized 
farmers
In continuity with the colonial model, Tunisian agricultural 
policy has relied, since the 1960s, on large-scale farming as 
the only way to intensify production and achieve the goals 
set for agriculture in the framework of economic develop-
ment. This has led to the marginalization and exclusion of 
small and medium-sized farms from the provision of land, 
funding and various agricultural support services, which 
has had negative repercussions for agricultural produc-
tion, unemployment, and poverty in rural areas.30

In recent years, many studies have challenged the illu-
sion that large-scale farms are more efficient, and proved 
that small and medium-sized farms are more economi-
cally efficient than large capitalist farms based on wage 
labor.31 They also demonstrated that family farms fulfill 
an important social function (reducing poverty and unem-
ployment), are more resilient to climate change, and are 
better adapted to ecological farming methods.32

It is therefore necessary to restore the status of small and 
medium-sized family farming by orienting public policies 
towards supporting this form of agriculture and providing 
farmers with the necessary access to land and enabling 
them to use all the necessary funding, support, and tech-
nical assistance mechanisms.

For the olive oil value chain, this means limiting the expan-
sion of olive-growing areas under monoculture, aban-
doning irrigated olive growing, promoting the export of 
domestically processed olive oil, and encouraging as much 
as possible local consumption to reduce dependency on 
imported vegetable oils.

Focus on ecologically responsible 
products in domestic agricultural 
production
Over the last few decades, agricultural and food policy in 
Tunisia has been based on the liberal concept of "food 
security" which determines the use of available resources 
according to the signals of the global market (profitability, 
productivity, etc.) and has reduced food issues largely to a 
computational balance between exports and imports. This 
policy has led to the gradual discontinuation of production 
for the domestic market (especially cereals) for profitability 
reasons, in favor of export crops (olive oil, dates, citrus, 
etc.) and the resulting depletion of natural resources (land 
and water).

In a context where global food markets are characterized 
by high price volatility, monopolies and rampant food price 
speculation,33 it is all the more urgent to revisit the current 
trajectory of Tunisia’s agricultural and food trade policies 
in light of the expected impacts of climate change. Indeed, 
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food price volatility is likely to be exacerbated by climate 
change, and global markets will no longer be accessible 
to the poorest countries and those with insufficient pur-
chasing power.34 In Tunisia, climate change may lead to a 
decrease in arable land and water resources, along with 
a decline in the profitability of many farming activities. 
Tunisian agriculture is, in fact, already impacted by the 
effects of climate change: in 2016, drought-related agri-
cultural losses in the country amounted to an estimated 
2 billion dinars (905 million dollars).35

To cope with the ongoing effects of climate change and 
increased incidence of drought, the Tunisian government 

recently implemented a ban on irrigated agriculture in 
certain regions.36WHowever, with climate modelling pro-
jecting annual maximum temperatures likely to increase 
by 3.8°C by 2050 and overall precipitation to decrease 
by between 4% to as much as 22% by 2050, the country 
needs to think beyond temporary irrigation bans to fun-
damentally adapt its agri-food trade model.37 This means 
shifting from the export of water-intensive agricultural 
commodities for the EU market towards a system geared 
towards a food production system anchored in the prin-
ciples of fair trade, socio-economic justice, and ecological 
resilience.



  Olive Oil and Water: Moving towards sustainable agricultural trade between the EU and Tunisia  |  2726  |  Olive Oil and Water: Moving towards sustainable agricultural trade between the EU and Tunisia  

Endnotes
1 Clapp, J. & Moseley, W.G. 2020. ‘This Food Crisis is Different: 

COVID-19 and the Fragility of the Neoliberal Food Security 
Order’. The Journal of Peasant Studies 47 (7): 1393–1417.

2 Moseley, W. G. & Battersby, J. 2020. ‘The Vulnerability and 
Resilience of African Food Systems, Food Security, and Nu-
trition in the Context of the COVID-19 Pandemic’. African 
Studies Review 0 (0): 1–13.a

3 Data from the Tunisian National Institute of Statistics. http://
www.ins.tn/

4 Durum wheat differs from common wheat by its grain with 
vitreous albumen and its higher protein content. Durum 
wheat is more sensitive to cold than soft wheat, and more 
resistant to drought. In Tunisia, durum wheat is used for 
couscous and other semolina-based preparations and in 
traditional pastries. Soft wheat, introduced by the colonists, 
is used for bread and flour.

5 Ministère de l’Agriculture, des Ressources Hydrauliques et 
de la Pêche. 2020. Rapport national du secteur de l’eau. Bu-
reau de la Planification et des Équilibres Hydrauliques.

6 The Economist. Global Food Security Index 2022. Profile Tuni-
sia. https://impact.economist.com/sustainability/project/
food-security-index/explore-countries/tunisia

7 Institut Tunisien Des Études Stratégiques. 2020. Renforcer 
la sécurité alimentaire de la Tunisie en 2022-2023. ITES: Tunis, 
Juin 2020.

8 Elloumi, M. 2018. Tunisie: Agriculture, le développement com-
promis. Collection les chemins de la dignité.

9 Jouili, M & Elloumi, M. 2022. ‘Extraversion versus dé-
veloppement agricole autocentré : Le cas des pays 
du Maghreb’. Canadian Journal of Development Studies 
/ Revue canadienne d'études du développement. DOI : 
10.1080/02255189.2022.2092459

10 Data from the Tunisian National Institute of Statistics. http://
www.ins.tn/

11 Institut Nationale de la Statistique. 2023. Enquête nationale 
sur le budget, la consommation et le niveau de vie des ménages 
de 2021. Principaux résultats. INS : Tunis, Février 2023.

12 Tunisian National Institute of Meteorology. https://climat-c.
tn/INM/web/bdClimatique

13 National Observatory of Agriculture (2020) “The Impact 
of the Corona Pandemic on Production, Supply, Prices 
and Export of Agricultural Materials” letter of the National 
Observatory of Agriculture No. 6, No. 2, June 2020 [original 
in Arabic].

14 Ministry of Agriculture – AFD. 2021. Tunisie – Contribution aux 
éléments de la phase préparatoire du processus du Plan Na-
tional d’Adaptation. Rapport de synthèse, Décembre 2021.

15 Under the Nairobi Package, signed at the 10th WTO Min-
isterial Conference in 2015, the Agreement on Agriculture 
was amended to call for the complete abolition of export 
subsidies.

16 Berthelot, J. 2001. L’agriculture, talon d’Achille de la Mondia-
lisation: Clés pour un accord agricole Solidaire à l’OMC. Paris: 
L’Harmattan.

17 Riahi, L. & Hamouchene, H. 2020. Deep and Comprehensive 
Dependency: How a trade agreement with the EU could devas-
tate the Tunisian economy. Amsterdam: Transnational Insti-
tute.

18 European Commission. 2023, 11, June. ‘The European Union 
and Tunisia agreed to work together on a comprehensive 
partnership package'. Press release. https://ec.europa.eu/
commission/presscorner/detail/en/statement_23_3202

19 United Nations, General Assembly, The right to food and 
the coronavirus disease pandemic, A/77/177 (18 July 2022), 
available from: https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/
thematic-reports/a77177-right-food-and-covid-19-pan-
demic-interim-report-special

20 Laajimi & Guesmi. 2018. ‘Les échanges agricoles entre la Tu-
nisie et l’UE. Enjeux et perspectives pour un accord futur’. 
Intervention dans le cadre d’une rencontre organisée par 
Euro-Mediterranean Human Rights Network. Hammamet, 
20 February 2018.

21 Centre de Recherche et d’Etudes Sociales. 2016. Protection 
sociale et économie informelle en Tunisie. Available at: http://
www.cres.tn/fileadmin/user1/doc/Secteur_informel_Tu-
nisie.pdf

22 Data from the Tunisian National Institute of Statistics
23 Institut Tunisien Des Études Stratégiques. 2020.  Mesures 

préservant la filière agricole et le bon fonctionnement de l ’ in-
dustrie agroalimentaire face à la pandémie du Covid-19. Tunis : 
ITES.

24 Data from the National Olive Oil Office. https://www.onh.
com.tn

25 Dhraief, M.Z., Zlaoui, M., Jebali, O. & Benyoussef, S. 2019. 
‘Assessment of the Tunisian olive oil value chain in the in-
ternational markets: Constraints and Opportunities’. FARA 
Research Result 4(2).

26 Observatoire Tunisien de l’Economie. 2017. ‘Trade Liberal-
ization and the Olive Oil Sector: The Case of Virtual Water’. 
Working paper N° 1 (23/10/2017).

27 According to the Association Agreement with the Europe-
an Union, Tunisian olive oil is not exempted from customs 
duties unless it is exported in crude form i.e. without any 
conversion.

28 It should be noted that this increase is due in large part to 
the decline in the value of the Dinar compared to other for-
eign currencies (the Dollar and the Euro).

29 Berthelot, J. 2019. L'ALECA et les exportations subventionnées 
de céréales de l'UE28 en Tunisie. Availabe at  : https://www.
isds.bilaterals.org/IMG/pdf/aleca-cereales.pdf. Note how-
ever that the last export licence (to use export subsidies) 
was granted by the EU in July 2013. All payments made af-
ter this date for export subsidies relate to licences issued 
before this date, but where the administrative procedures 
for making the payments from the European agricultural 
guarantee fund (EAGF) had not been finalised. The total 
amounts paid on export refunds by the EAGF in 2018, 2019 
and 2020 are as follows: EUR 0.16 million, EUR 1.06 million 
and EUR 0.00 million. See section 4.3.1 on export refunds of 
the following WTO notification: https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/
Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=q:/G/SCM/N372EU.pd-
f&Open=True

30 Mounir Hassin and Muhammad Gaaloul. «The Crisis of Food 
Sovereignty: The Threat to Food Sovereignty in Tunisia: 
Supporting Profitable Agriculture and Marginalizing the 
Small Farmer» Tunisian Forum for Economic and Social 
Rights, Monastir office. Cyrine Ghannouchi (2021) “The 
COVID-19 Pandemic in Tunisia: Politics, Public Policies, and 
Protest Movements. A Reading of the Events of the First Year 
of the Pandemic, March 2020-March 2021,” Working Paper 
1, Arab Forum for Social Protection from COVID/Tunisian 
Forum for Economic and Social Rights [original in Arabic].

31 Jouili, M. 2008. Ajustement Structurel, Mondialisation et Agri-
culture familiale en Tunisie. Thèse, Université Montpellier 1.

32 See for example: Deininger, K. & Songwe, V. 2009. ‘For-
eign investment in agricultural production: opportunities 
and challenges’. Agriculture and Rural Development. No. 
45. World Bank; Swaminathan. A, Andrew. P, & Van Zyl, J. 
1995. ‘The myth of large farm superiority’. AGR. No. 6. Agri-
culture and Resources Department, World Bank; Ministère 
de l’Agriculture, AFD. 2015. Étude de reformulation concertée 
du Programme de mise à niveau des exploitations agricoles 
en Tunisie.  Argumentaire de politique publique présentant 
différents scénarios de mise à niveau des exploitations agricoles

33 The global grain market is dominated by the. big four mul-
tinational corporations (ABCD), which have a monopoly of 
90% of the market.

34 FAO.2016. Climate change and food security: risks and re-
sponses. http://www.fao.org/3/a-i5188e.pdf

35 Karaoud, A. 2022, 14 September. ‘Tunisia Running Dry’. 
Nawaat. https://nawaat.org/2022/09/14/tunisia-run-
ning-dry/

36 Cordall, S.S. 2023, 5 April. ‘Water ban in drought-stricken 
Tunisia adds to growing crisis’. The Guardian. https://www.
theguardian.com/global-development/2023/apr/05/wa-
ter-ban-in-drought-stricken-tunisia-adds-to-growing-cri-
sis

37 USAID. 2018. Climate Risk Profile: Tunisia. Fact Sheet.

http://www.ins.tn/
http://www.ins.tn/
https://impact.economist.com/sustainability/project/food-security-index/explore-countries/tunisia
https://impact.economist.com/sustainability/project/food-security-index/explore-countries/tunisia
http://www.ins.tn/
http://www.ins.tn/
https://climat-c.tn/INM/web/bdClimatique
https://climat-c.tn/INM/web/bdClimatique
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/statement_23_3202
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/statement_23_3202
http://United Nations, General Assembly, The right to food and the coronavirus disease pandemic, A/77/177 (18 July 2022), available from: https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/thematic-reports/a77177-right-food-and-covid-19-pandemic-interim-report-special
http://United Nations, General Assembly, The right to food and the coronavirus disease pandemic, A/77/177 (18 July 2022), available from: https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/thematic-reports/a77177-right-food-and-covid-19-pandemic-interim-report-special
http://United Nations, General Assembly, The right to food and the coronavirus disease pandemic, A/77/177 (18 July 2022), available from: https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/thematic-reports/a77177-right-food-and-covid-19-pandemic-interim-report-special
http://www.cres.tn/fileadmin/user1/doc/Secteur_informel_Tunisie.pdf
http://www.cres.tn/fileadmin/user1/doc/Secteur_informel_Tunisie.pdf
http://www.cres.tn/fileadmin/user1/doc/Secteur_informel_Tunisie.pdf
https://www.onh.com.tn
https://www.onh.com.tn
https://www.isds.bilaterals.org/IMG/pdf/aleca-cereales.pdf
https://www.isds.bilaterals.org/IMG/pdf/aleca-cereales.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/a-i5188e.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2023/apr/05/water-ban-in-drought-stricken-tunisia-adds-to-growing-crisis
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2023/apr/05/water-ban-in-drought-stricken-tunisia-adds-to-growing-crisis
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2023/apr/05/water-ban-in-drought-stricken-tunisia-adds-to-growing-crisis
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2023/apr/05/water-ban-in-drought-stricken-tunisia-adds-to-growing-crisis


  Olive Oil and Water: Moving towards sustainable agricultural trade between the EU and Tunisia  |  2726  |  Olive Oil and Water: Moving towards sustainable agricultural trade between the EU and Tunisia  



  Olive Oil and Water: Moving towards sustainable agricultural trade between the EU and Tunisia  |  PB28  |  Olive Oil and Water: Moving towards sustainable agricultural trade between the EU and Tunisia  

This issue brief analyses agri-food trade between the EU and Tunisia in the context of multiple and 
overlapping crises linked to the COVID-19 pandemic, the effects of climate change, and the geopolitical 
crisis associated with the Russia-Ukraine war.  The impacts of current trade patterns on the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) – in particular those relating to ending poverty, ending hunger, ensuring 
the sustainable management of water, and reducing inequality - are discussed. In order for the SDGs 
to be met, the report calls for a different policy framework for governing agri-food trade based on: 1) 
Reviewing the Association Agreement between Tunisia and the EU; 2) Enacting public policies to support 
and prioritize small and medium-sized farmers; and 3) Focusing on ecologically responsible products in 
domestic agricultural production

MATS aims to identify key leverage points for changes in agricultural trade policy that foster 
the positive and reduce the negative impacts of trade on sustainable development and 
human rights. Focus is on improving the governance, design and implementation of trade 
practices, regimes and policies at national, EU, African and global levels.  The project partners 
aim to inform relevant debates and policy developments based on this diverse portfolio of 
perspectives. MATS wants to contribute to the development of a fair-trade system that supports 
local development and promotes labour and human rights on a global level.

The North African food sovereignty network (NAFSN) is a unifying structure that includes 
peasant-based organisations and grassroots associations, farmers/agricultural workers/fishers 
unions and social movements. The network strives to achieve food sovereignty, climate and 
environmental justice in North Africa.
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The Transnational Institute (TNI) is an international research and advocacy institute committed 
to building a just, democratic and sustainable planet. For more than 40 years, TNI has served 
as a unique nexus between social movements, engaged scholars and policy makers.
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