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RATIONALE FOR THIS BRIEF 

This document provides a summary of the social, economic and environmental challenges faced by 

small farmers in El Haouaria-Dar Allouche and suggests a set of recommendations for policy makers, 

actors and civil society actors on how to begin addressing them. This policy brief is based on research 

undertaken in 2015-16 and 2020-21 into social and environmental challenges for small farmers on the 

El Haouaria-Dar Allouche plain, Nabeul, funded by the Economic and Social Research Council (UK),1 

and whose outputs we are in the process of preparing. This work dealt with the social and environmental 

challenges of small farmers (small farmers and tenants) in El Haouaria-Dar Allouche in the governorate 

of Nabeul.  

The overall objective behind this research (both phases) was to understand how building democracy 

and ensuring stability includes addressing long-term structural, systemic, and developmental issues 

rooted in an authoritarian past, and which continue to emerge across transition pathways in the present 

(Hoddy 2021; Elloumi, 2013; 2015). It considered the needs and priorities of small farmers in the 

context of the democratic transition in Tunisia after January 2011 until today. The focus is on the 

overlapping social and environmental issues they face in a specific region of Tunisia. 

Since the 2010-2011 uprising, small farmers across the country have been vocal about ongoing threats 

and challenges to their livelihoods and the failure of new economic opportunities to emerge. These have 

been witnessed for instance by the various farmers’ mobilisations that have taken place in Tunisia over 
the transition period. 

Interviews were conducted with small farmers in 2015-16 and focus groups held with small farmers in 

2020. 3 key informants were also interviewed. The research included a review of the regional 

development literature and recent work examining issues of climate and environmental change in Cap 

Bon. With a focus on intersecting social and environmental issues faced by small farmers in one 

particular region of Tunisia, this brief provides a set of recommendations for policymakers and 

development actors for actions to realise and support the rights of small farmers, as expressed in 

 
1 Research undertaken in 2015-16 was part of an ESRC grant on ‘Transformative Justice in Egypt and Tunisia’ 
(Grant no. ES/K013181/1; Award reference 1479834) and research undertaken in 2020-2021 is part of an ESRC 

grant on ‘Developing the research and practice agenda for transformative justice’ (Grant no. ES/T009055/1). 
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Tunisia’s national constitution and set out in the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Peasants 

and Other People Living and Working in Rural Areas (2018).   

BACKGROUND: THE DEVELOPMENT TRAJECTORY OF THE EL HAOUARIA -DAR 

ALLOUCHE PLAIN 

The development trajectory of the El Haouaria-

Dar Allouche plain is characterised by the 

consolidation of an agri-food system based on 

exports and high added value products. A 

‘market gardening’ revolution of the 1940s and 
1950s set in motion a shift on the plain towards 

intensive irrigated agriculture based on tomatoes, 

chili peppers, peanuts and a variety of other 

cultures (Sethom, 1977). State support for 

agricultural ‘modernisation’ came in the form of 
access to production credit for small farmers, 

input subsidies and access to equipment, and 

support for a number of agri-food processing 

industries that aimed to reduce the country’s 
dependence on foreign food imports.  

Like elsewhere in Tunisia, agriculture on the 

plain has been exposed to processes of economic 

liberalisation and agricultural restructuring since the 1970s and 1980s, and the gradual withdrawal of 

state subsidies, investment and small farmers’ access to finance. Today, agriculture on the plain is part-
mechanised and consists of predictable and fast maturing yields that are highly dependent on chemical 

fertilisers, pesticides and modern seed varieties. Several agri-food processors are located on the plain 

which sign production contracts with local farmers and absorb and transform local produce for sale in 

Tunisia or for export. The agri-food system on the plain has been consolidated through a national 

framework privileging large farms and mechanisation and which neglects the sustainability of small 

farms (Ayeb and Bush, 2019). 

 RESEARCH FINDINGS: SOCIAL AND ECOLOGICAL CHALLENGES  

Food processing industries and environmental problems: Industrial pollution and pollution resulting 

from agricultural activities is a growing problem that threatens the livelihood and health of the 

inhabitants, and harms the ecosystem in general (in relation to soil, water and air). And recently (2018) 

agro-food manufacturers started using the Wad El-Qaraa Canal to dispose of industrial water, which is 

often not subjected to treatment processes, despite the availability of water purification plants in these 

factories. On the other hand, some local farmers rely on this water to irrigate vegetables. Farmers 

protests began after a decision by the governor of Nabeul to reopen the canal, which led to the flooding 

of farmers’ lands and the destruction of crops that year, and the problem of wastewater continued to be 

raised until the date of completion of this work 

Irrigation and access to water: The drying up of surface wells as a result of decreasing groundwater 

supplies and increasing salinity in some areas (Ferchichi et al., 2020), along with the difficulty of 

obtaining licenses for drilling artesian wells, threatens the sustainability of small farms that depend  
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mainly on irrigated agriculture. The aquifer is also threatened by pollution as a result of the absence of 

sewage networks and unplanned urban expansion. These various challenges led many small farmers to 

lose their lands or express their intention to do so (during the interviews) by selling and abandoning the 

practice of agricultural activity or considering it as a secondary activity, as many tend to work in 

construction facilities to ensure a daily income in exchange for women continuing to work on family 

land. 

Rapid and unregulated urbanization and land fragmentation: Rapid and unregulated urbanization 

has put pressure on environmental resources, specifically land and water, and is threatening the 

sustainability of small farmers. In contrast to the difficulties facing the sector, urbanization is facilitated 

at the expense of the land allocated for agriculture and is associated with high levels of land 

fragmentation. As for some well-off landowners, they tended to build summer houses for rent due to 

their proximity to the beach. Recently, the municipality opened a new road through the largest 

remaining plot of land in Dar Allouche with the aim of promoting the development of new hotels and 

bars close to the beach, which was rejected by some farmers in the area. Due to the severe damage to 

the ecosystem, the proposed site of the road passes along a swamp that is the nesting site of pink 

flamingos and encroaches on the coastal strip. On the other hand, some farmers see it as an opportunity 

to sell their land at high prices. 

Vertical relationships and the secondary role of workers in the agricultural sector: Small farmers 

have few farmers’ organisations, such as unions or associations, despite their expressing their desire to 

do so. Administration and policies deal with farmers are bureaucratic and vertical in character. In the 

same context, and despite the initiatives undertaken by the peasant women (owners, workers, renters) 

in order to obtain income through traditional transformation of agricultural products (tomato cutting / 

puree / ornamental pepper), the lack of marketing and organizing in the form of collectives / associations 

represents an obstacle to the promotion of the goods and the expansion of activities. 

Access to information and social coverage, especially among women: Access to information is a 

serious challenge for farmers and workers. Delayed or inaccessible information has negative effects on 

farmers as well as on crops and livestock. Meetings are limited and mainly related to guidance. On 

many occasions these are for landowners and exclude tenants and workers, especially women, who 

represent the direct labor force in the farms. These often do not take into account the specifics of this 

category (mobility difficulties, educational level). At this level, the issue of social coverage is also raised 

for women working in family or rented land. Husbands have Access to this only. Social coverage is 

often absent for women working in nurseries, and they are, in addition, unaware of all developments 

related to coverage.  

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

1. Environment 

• The acquisition by the state of sensitive lands for preservation of the environments and 

ecosystems, such as the lands adjacent to the coastal strip, or surrounding reserves, or 

forest areas. At this level, some civil society activists from the region suggest the 

possibility of obtaining external funds from international non-governmental 

organizations that support the preservation of the environment and the environment and 

sustainable development in general.  

• Active involvement of the Coastal Protection and Development Agency (APAL) in 

order to protect it following the opening of the road adjacent to the marsh of Dar 

Allouche.  
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• Serious work of the various parties to accelerate the inclusion of Sebkhat Dar Allouche 

within national and international reserves, especially since its ecological system is 

threatened and fragile. 

• The state's involvement of citizens in preserving the environment encouraging 

ecotourism (training, financial support, facilitating administrative procedures). As for 

the small farmers mainly, we suggest enabling them to make rational and sustainable 

use of the natural resources so that these may represent a source of income for them 

and their families. At the level of forest wealth, for example, enabling the farmers to 

benefit from trees (pines in particular) and plants (grass and thyme) and to provide the 

necessary training they can become required to guarantee the quality of the product and 

to preserve  forest wealth. In the same context, we propose that the state encourage 

farmers to plant forest trees (as they preserve the environment by resisting erosion or 

which are a source of wood) by providing trees for free and the state's acquisition of 

various products or ensuring their marketing. 

• The state provides the necessarily material support to the local administrations of the 

Ministry of Agriculture so that they can disseminate information to farmers more 

effectively, including information on prices and seeds, and the results of environmental 

impact assessments of projects that may affect them.  

• Work to support the attendance and actual participation of civil society, within the 

decisions / local projects that affect the environment and sustainable development in 

the region through a participatory approach  

 

2. Water 

Considering that the right to water is a right guaranteed by the Constitution and that 

rationalizing its consumption is a duty of the state and society, we suggest the following: 

• Collaboration between the state and civil society organizations to educate farmers 

about the need to rationalize water consumption by improving the quality of materials, 

supporting the farmer financially, conducting training on the actual consumption of 

water for the various approved crops in the region, and working to diversify plant 

species and move more towards adopting plants that consume the least water resources.  

• Desalination of sea water for the factories located in the region, especially as they 

depend on deep artesian wells for their food manufacturing industries and are 

characterized by the extensive use of water, which contributed to the damage to the 

aquifer.  

 

Regarding wastewater, we suggest the following:  

• Local groups and civil society actors raise awareness about the damage caused by using 

wastewater from food processing industries, in view of what has been observed that 

some farmers have relied on this water for irrigation, especially leafy vegetables. 

• The state and local authorities (municipalities) put in place effective monitoring 

mechanisms over factories to ensure the availability and functioning of water 

purification centers within these factories and that channels do not permit water to seep 

into agricultural land. According to Article 45 of the 2014 Constitution, the state is 

called upon to guarantee the right to a sound and balanced environment and to provide 

the means to eliminate environmental pollution.  

• Speed up the extension of the sewage network to various neighborhoods and residential 

communities, to ensure that wastewater does not leak into the aquifer. 
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3. Social and economic 

• Creation of local nurseries, requiring multiple actors (farmers, through the exchange of 

registered local seeds; and civil society by supporting such initiatives, advocacy and 

awareness campaigns that re-accredit local seeds, especially since a significant 

proportion of farmers have become dependent on imported varieties due to for speed 

and cost-effectiveness. 

• Dealing with the agricultural nurseries located in the region. Promote changing the role 

of the farmer from a mere consumer/customer to an actual partner by providing local 

seeds that are planted and taken care of by the nurseries 

• Sensitize and train the first line of suppliers dealing with farmers about selecting the 

appropriate medicines and rationalizing their use (the regional administrations of the 

Ministry of Agriculture and Civil Society) 

• Adopting a transparent and equitable distribution of subsidies (medicines, fertilizers, 

vaccines...) directed to farmers by the regional departments of the Ministry of 

Agriculture. This can improve trust in state institutions related to the agricultural field 

and support the chances of small farmers facing pressure on production costs and 

improving incomes. 

• Authorities must take steps to promote and support more sustainable and equitable 

farming systems by:  

o Identifying and promoting opportunities for more environmentally friendly 

organic and agricultural farming systems that reduce farmers’ dependence on 

other actors in the field (suppliers, processors) and agricultural inputs, such as 

pesticides, pests and industrial seeds. In return, direct relationships with 

consumers are strengthened.  

o Identify and support training opportunities for both women and men farmers 

on farming techniques and practices, and value-added activities such as the 

traditional transformation of agricultural products (tomato slice / puree / 

ornamental pepper…) 
 

4. More equitable relations 

• Authorities should encourage and enhance the participation of farmers and farm 

workers in decision-making by taking measures to encourage the establishment of a 

local independent farmers' organization and provide it with support so that it can 

exchange information, advocate and negotiate prices and terms  

• Promote the meaningful participation of farmers, farm workers and their independent 

associations and organizations, in decision-making processes that affect their lives, 

lands and livelihoods.  

• Take appropriate measures so that women farmers can participate meaningfully in 

decision-making processes just as men do.  

• Provide small farmers and tenants with necessary information, training and support, 

and not only the owners of the land. We conclude by saying that the recommendation 

related to enabling all parties involved in the agricultural production cycle, especially 

farmers, to have access to the information necessary for the practice and sustainability 

of their activity and to ensure financial profitability and product quality, and to guide 

and educate them. This is a crosscutting recommendation across all of the others 

identified here. In addition, we propose sensitising the general public to these and 

similar issues elsewhere in rural Tunisia through national television. Local radio 
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stations may assist farmers by enabling them, in addition to all of the above, to share 

their problems, present their suggestions and communicate with each other. 

 

REFERENCES 

Ayeb, H. and Bush, R., 2019. Food Insecurity and Revolution in the Middle East and North Africa: Agrarian 

Questions in Egypt and Tunisia. Anthem Press. 

 

Elloumi, M. (2015). Capacité de résilience de l’agriculture familiale tunisienne et politique agricole post 
revolution. Options Méditerranéennes, 72, 351-366. 

 

Elloumi, M. (2013). Trois ans après: retour sur les origines rurales de la révolution 

tunisienne. Confluences Méditerranée, 87. 193-203. 

 

Ferchichi, I., Mekki, I., Elloumi, M., Arfa, L. and Lardon, S., 2020. Actors, Scales and Spaces Dynamics Linked 

to Groundwater Resources use for Agriculture Production in Haouaria Plain, Tunisia. A Territory Game 

Approach. Land, 9(3), p.74. 

 

Hoddy, E.T. (2021). Peasants’ rights and agrarian violence in transitional settings: From transitional justice to 

transformative agrarian justice. The Journal of Human Rights 20(1), 91-109.  

 

Sethom, H. (1977). Les Fellahs de la Presqu’ile du Cap Bon (Tunisie). Tunis: Publications de L’Universite de  
Tunis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 


