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INTRODUCTION

The right to water represents one of
the most important economic and social
human rights. All international covenants
and constitutions agree on the universality
of this right and its essential role in human
life. Therefore, it is not an act of generosity
by governments or states to guarantee this
right using all available means to uphold
the dignity and livelihood of all citizens.

However, this universal right has become
increasingly threatened in recent years due
to water scarcity, resulting from climate
change—especially in most Mediterranean
countries. In fact, since March 30, 2023,
Tunisian citizens have been living under a
system of scheduled water cuts according
to a predetermined timetable.

The government also approved a num-
ber of restrictive measures on the use of
water in service sectors such as car wash-
ing, maintenance of green spaces and pub-
lic parks, and other utilities that directly
or indirectly impact the environment and
cleanliness of residential areas. The effects
of water shortages have also extended to
the agricultural sector, as Tunisian authori-
ties have implemented water cut measures
in irrigated areas, impacting small farmers
cultivating small plots of land to secure the
minimum means of livelihood for them-
selves and their families.
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THE GENERAL NATIONAL CONTEXT OF
THE WATER ISSUE IN TUNISIA

The universal right to water for citizens
is threatened, and thousands of small
farmers are losing the ability to cultivate
their land due to water scarcity and water
cut policies. Meanwhile, state institutions
continue to support water-intensive agri-
cultural production intended for export,
serving the interests of local and foreign
capitals.

The current national circumstances Tuni-
sia is experiencing are not a coincidence,
rather the inevitable result of political, eco-
nomic, social, and legislative policies and
choices pursued for more than 60 years.
These have always been guided by the
conditions, instructions, and visions of loan
grantees and financial donors, in addition
to the effects of climate change on water
resources in all countries.

The Tunisia 2023 National Water Report,
issued by the Ministry of Agriculture and
Water Resources, confirmed that rainfall
decreased by about 20% between 2020
and 2023, which impacted the cash flow of
dams and had a direct impact on the sus-
tainability of drinking water supply—par-
ticularly for residents of 13 governorates.

Moreover, the new and evolving context
of water scarcity and the expanding “map
of thirst” at the national level is reflected
in the Tunisian government's signing of

agreements with several European coun-
tries concerning the production and export
of green hydrogen. This comes within the
broader wave of renewable energy pro-
jects, which, however, will come at the
expense of Tunisia's already limited water
resources—thus posing a direct threat to
the population's right to water.
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WATER AND HUMANITY: THE BEGINNING

AND THE END

Water is a vital substance that has
always been intertwined with human his-
tory; never has there ever been a civilization
in human history that existed away from
water and its sources. Therefore, modern
scientific research, which intensified over
the past twenty years, has focused all its
efforts on studying water and its various
forms.

Water's vital importance is not recent,
nor is it merely a result of scientific pro-
gress. From the moment humans became
aware of themselves and established the
conditions for natural interaction with their
environment, all aspects of life and devel-
opment became rooted in the system of
water. In fact, there can be no agriculture,
construction, or industry without water —
as if it has become life's beginning and its
end.

If ancient humans built their civilizo-
tions around water, modern humans have
established cities upon it. Water is no
longer just a resource for household use; it
has become a setting for diverse activities,
such as living, tourism, and services. Thus,
water has turned into an essential aspect
of life and production, forming a complex
and intricate bond between humanity and
this essential element.

Tunisia’s relationship with water is both
exceptional and distinctive. Given its geo-

graphical location, it is a semi-arid coun-
try where annual rainfall does not exceed
450 mm per year. Consequently, Tunisia
is a country marked by water scarcity,
which explains why all civilizations that
arose there settled near springs and water
sources, or built routes, paths, and channels
to transport it. The Romans, for example,
constructed the aqueducts from Zaghouan
— where the Roman Temple of Water
still stands — to carry water to the capi-
tal, Carthage. Similarly, the Muslims built
the great cisterns in Kairouan. As for the
inhabitants of southern Tunisia, in order to
adapt and cope with water scarcity, they
ingeniously developed systems of basins
to collect rainwater. Thus, Tunisia's water
scarcity gave rise to a variety of hydraulic
structures, each harmonized with the spe-
cific characteristics of its region. But one
may ask: has this culture, so attuned to cli-
mate and the challenges of limited water,
managed to endure?
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CLIMATE CHANGE AND THE RIGHT TO

WATER IN TUNISIA

= CLIMATE CHANGE IN TUNISIA

Tunisia only contributes about 0.07% of
global greenhouse gas emissions—accord-
ing to the Ministry of Environment's report
presented at the COP21 Climate Summit
in Paris in 2015. Nevertheless, it is heavily
affected by climate change, just like other
Mediterranean countries on both its north-
ern and southern shores. This impact is not
something new; it dates back to the early
1990s. The United Nations Water Report,
issued in March 1995 on the occasion of
World Water Day, classified Tunisia among
the 27 countries that had entered a phase
of water stress!.

Despite this early classification, both
official and public awareness of these cli-
matic changes only began to take shape
in recent years, as successive droughts
occurred, rainfall decreased sharply, and
temperatures rose. This delay in awareness
has already cost the country dearly — and
will continue to do so — particularly with

regard to the right to water.

In this context, and in order to provide
precise scientific data on possible sce-
narios that Tunisia may face as a result
of climate change, the National Institute
of Meteorology carried out studies and
research between 2014 and 2017, using
the methodology of the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). This work
led to the following results:

Temperatures: An increase of 1 to 1.8°C
at the national level by 2050

Rainfall: A decrease of 1 to 14% at the
national level by 2050

These results indicate that Tunisia will
be highly vulnerable to the impacts of cli-
mate change, particularly in terms of ris-
ing temperatures. Rainfall is also expected
to decline, with some regions potentially
receiving up to one-third less than their
normal precipitation.

= THE IMPACT OF CLIMATE CHANGE ON WATER RESOURCES

The manifestations of climate change
include two main elements: tempera-
ture and precipitation. Any change in the
first element will have a direct impact on
the second. Tunisia, like other countries
around the world, has been experiencing

the extreme effects and impacts of climate
change for no less than 30 years.

Based on the 2020 and 2023 National
Water Sector Reports in Tunisia, pub-
lished by the Ministry of Agriculture, Water

I 1 Water Stress: The extraction and use of groundwater in quantities exceeding its natural recharge capacity



Resources, and Fisheries in 2021 and 2024
respectively, the main impacts of climate
change on water resources in Tunisia over
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the past five years can be summarized in
the following table:

> Table 1: the main impacts of climate change on water resources in Tunisia over the

past five years

e __________________________________
2019 2020 2021 2022 2023
D 4 v v v v

National precipitation 283 218 172 139 164

rate (mm)

Dam inflows (million m3) 2575 791 804 1109 694

Inflows as a percentage

of the normal average (%) 146 44 43 59 38

Average summer

temperature (°C) 28.8 29.3 29.95 29.80 29.2

Volume of water evaporated 118 ) 142 137 121

from dams (million m3)

Rate of groundwater

resource utilization (%) 125 128 136 139 133

at the national level

Based on this data, it appears that the
consecutive drought years from 2020
to 2025 have affected surface water
resources, leading to a decrease in dam
filling levels. Moreover, the rise in summer
temperatures—which reached extreme
levels on August 11, 2021, with a recorded
shade temperature of 50.3°C in the city of
Kairouan, according to a bulletin issued by
the Tunisian National Institute of Meteorol-
ogy on August 12, 2021—Ileft a significant
impact on the evaporation of dam water,
which reached 142 million m3 in 2021.

The loss of water from dams was not lim-
ited to evaporation alone but also resulted
from a decline in inflows. Compared to
the normal average, inflows dropped from
146% in 2019 (the last rainy year) to 44%
in 2020, reaching only 38% in 2023.

This decline in dam inflows is consistent
with the decrease in rainfall since 2020,
when precipitation measured 218 mm. It
dropped to just 139 mm in 2022, the low-
est level in the past ten years, according to
the National Water Sector Report in Tuni-
sia for 2023, issued by the Ministry of Agri-
culture, Water Resources, and Fisheries.

The data presented in the previous table
indicate that Tunisia has entered a new
phase of climate change impacts, charac-
terized by the ongoing shift in the rainfall
distribution map. The increase in rainfall
levels has not been accompanied by a cor-
responding rise in dam inflows. This sug-
gests that regions traditionally known for
high rainfall have begun to lose their typi-
cal climatic characteristics. This pattern is
evident from the previous table: in 2020,

2 Tunisia has 37 large dams, 258 secondary dams, and 940 mountain lakes with a total storage capacity of approximately 2.35 billion cubic meters

of water



national rainfall reached 218 mm, yet dam
inflows did not exceed 791 million m3. In
contrast, in 2022, rainfall was only 139 mm,
but inflows reached 1,109 million m3. This
indicates that in 2022, rainfall was con-
centrated in the far north and northwest,
where most dams are located. In 2020,
however, rainfall was more intense in the
coastal regions, Cap Bon, and the south-
east. A similar situation occurred in 2023,
when total annual rainfall amounted to
164 mm, while dam inflows did not exceed
694 million m3. This demonstrates that cli-
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mate change leaves multifaceted impacts
on water resources in Tunisia.

The year 2024 was equally challenging,
as the drought persisted, resulting in rain-
fall about 40% below the normal average,
according to the National Institute of Mete-
orology's 2024 Climate Balance Report,
released in March 2025. The continuation
of these severe climatic conditions caused
dam reserves to fall to low levels. These
dams provide drinking water to roughly 13
governorates?, serving a population of 7
million people.

= DECLINING WATER RESOURCES AND THE RIGHT TO WATER: THE DIFFICULT

EQUATION:

The right to water is a fundamental uni-
versal right, closely connected to the uni-
versal human right to life. This right has
been recognized in all international trea-
ties, notably in the International Covenant
on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights?,
Part Ill, Article 11, which pertains to the
rights to adequate food, clothing, housing,
and a decent standard of living.

The right to water became a constitu-
tional right only with the 2014 Constitu-
tion, specifically Article 44. This recognition,
however, was short-lived. Following the
abolition of the 2014 Constitution and the
adoption of the 2022 Constitution, the
right to water was reduced to a duty of the
state to provide it according to its means,
as stipulated in Article 48: "The State shall
ensure access to drinking water for all on
an equal basis.”

The right to water is not limited to drink-
ing water alone, but also encompasses the
water needed to ensure food, clothing, and
the improvement of citizens' living condi-

tions®, regardless of whether they live in
rural or urban areas.

However, focus is always put on drink-
ing water, as it is essential to human life
and well-being. This has led all countries
to establish public institutions responsi-
ble for supplying drinking water to their
populations.

Since 1968, a public institution called
the National Company for Water Exploita-
tion and Distribution was created in Tuni-
sia to supply water to urban areas, i.e.,
cities only. Rural populations, on the other
hand, were left to rely on traditional means
for accessing drinking water.

However, with the development of rural
areas, particularly from the early 1990s,
the formation of rural settlements gradu-
ally replaced the traditional scattered and
rudimentary housing (huts) of the country-
side. Some of these settlements became
connected to the public drinking water net-
work. For the remaining rural population,

I 3 The northwestern governorates, Greater Tunis, Bizerte, the central-western region, and the three governorates of the coast
4The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights was adopted by the United Nations on 16 September 1966 and entered into

force on 3 January 1976.

° This refers to virtual water that a person benefits from without directly seeing it



the state established Agricultural Devel-
opment Groups (GDA®) within a system
of subscription-based access to drinking
water, according to Order No. 74 of 1974
dated July 20, 1974, Order No. 958 of 1976
dated November 5, 1976, and Order No.
456 of 1997 dated March 8, 1997.

According to the National Water Sector
Report in Tunisia for 2023, the number of
subscribers to the public drinking water
network amounts to 3.08 million (including
households, industrial users, hotels, service
outlets, and administrations), represent-
ing approximately 8.04 million citizens.
This corresponds to nearly 100% cover-
age in urban areas (cities). In rural areas,
the official figures in the same report indi-
cate that 1.99 million people benefited
from the public drinking water network
in 2023. Additionally, around 1.54 million
people accessed drinking water through
Agricultural Development Groups (GDA).
According to the same source, the num-
ber of people deprived of drinking water
nationwide is estimated at approximately
200,000, all residing in rural areas. While
this represents only 1.5% of the total pop-
ulation, the figure is striking considering it
comes nearly 69 years after independence.

But does merely being connected to the
public drinking water network, or to the
rural water groups, automatically guaran-
tee the enjoyment of the right to drinking
water?

Enjoying the right to water is not sim-
ply an administrative or technical matter,
such as connecting homes to public water
networks. Rather, the right to water rep-
resents a state obligation to provide safe,
good-quality water in a sustainable and
continuous manner to all citizens on an
equal basis. It also entails a duty for the
state to allocate sufficient water to meet

the population’s needs for food, clothing,
and a clean and healthy living environment.

Based on the above, the connection
rates to the public drinking water network,
whether in urban or rural areas—as out-
lined earlier and reported in the National
Water Sector Report in Tunisia for 2023—
do not necessarily mean that the practical
enjoyment of the right to water is guaran-
teed. The decline in water resources over
the past five years, primarily due to ongo-
ing droughts, has forced the government to
take measures that limit the population's
access to water, particularly for drinking
purposes and irrigation for small farmers.

In this context, and in light of the decline
in dam reservoirs—particularly in 2023,
which saw a significant drop in rainfall in
the regions where most of the country's
dams are located—the government took
several decisions on March 30, 2023 to
implement an austerity policy to address
the water shortage caused by climate
change. These decisions, announced in a
statement by the Ministry of Agriculture
and Water Resources and reported by the
government news agency Agence Africa
Tunis, can be summarized as follows:

Implementation of a periodic daily cut-
off of drinking water from 9:00 PM to
6:00 AM the following day

Prohibition of using drinking water for
cleaning, washing cars, or irrigating pri-
vate or public green spaces

Ban on irrigation water in many public
irrigation areas, which are usually used
by small-scale farmers.

Prohibition on planting or cultivating
water-intensive crops and vegetables.

Based on these decisions, it can be
argued that efforts to confront climate

6 Agricultural Development Cooperatives: These are organizations that bring farmers together to jointly provide irrigation and drinking water in their
areas. The state drills the wells and hands them over to these cooperatives, which then oversee the management and administration of the water

resources.



change and its effects on water resources
have come at the cost of the population’s
right to water. Similar restrictions did not
apply to hotels or industrial operators that
consume large volumes of water, such as
the textile, leather, and food processing
sectors. Moreover, there has been signif-
icant overuse of groundwater by state-
owned phosphate companies, both in
extraction and washing processes as well
as in processing activities.

These austerity measures in drinking
and irrigation water continue to this day,
further worsening living conditions and the
quality of life for the population. The water
cuts have not been implemented accord-
ing to the schedule announced by the gov-
ernment. In many areas, water supply is
interrupted for several consecutive days at
varying times throughout the day. Some
inland and relatively elevated regions have
gone months without drinking water due
to decreased pumping from groundwater
wells, which have been affected by years
of declining rainfall, especially in central
and southern parts of the country. Conse-
quently, the impact on the right to water,
particularly drinking water, is no longer
limited to areas supplied by dams; it now
affects almost all regions.

To practically assess the decline in the
enjoyment of the right to water due to

aria, .

climate change in Tunisia, we will rely on
the data, statistics, and figures published
by the Tunisian Water Observatory’, affili-
ated with the “Nomad08"” Association. This
observatory is considered one of the most
reliable and credible national sources, as
it monitors water outages across most
regions and tracks social protests related
to the demand for the right to water.

In this report, we will focus solely on
the information published on the WATCH
WATER application's website for 2022,
2023, 2024, and up to March 2025. The
application’'s available data concerns
water-related reports for the following
reasons:

Drinking water quality

Leaking from channels

Protests demanding the right to water
Water outages

Given the large volume of data and fig-
ures on water outages available on the
Tunisian Water Observatory platform, and
considering the size of this report, we will
present the statistics for 2022 by months
to showcase the impact of climate change
on the right to water.

I 7 The Tunisian Water Observatory was established in 2016 by the association “Nomad08." It developed an interactive application, "WATCH
WATER," for reporting water outages and protests demanding water. The application is available online at: WATCHWATER.TN
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> Figure 1: The following chart summarizes the increased water outages by month in

Water outages evolution per month in 2022

2022:
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The chart clearly shows that the num-
ber of water outages increases sharply
from May to September, coinciding with
the peak summer demand for water—par-
ticularly drinking water—at a time when
supply is reduced. This situation effectively
forces the authorities to implement unan-
nounced water cuts. These disruptions

July || August | September ] October = November | December

unsettle residents and significantly affect
their daily lives, compelling them to forgo
many activities and needs that rely on
water. Moreover, the recurrent household
water outages have driven many citizens
to resort to temporarily storing water in
containers and tanks, which in some cases
may be unsafe or unsanitary.

> The following table summarizes the number of water-rights reports recorded during

the past four years:

N
2022 2023 2024 Up to March
2025
v h 4 b 4 D 4

Number of reports 2299 1893 2693 419

Number of water outages 1655 1592 2153 361

Outages as a percentage 729% 84% 79% 86%

of reported cases

The previous data and analyses con-
firm that climate change has significantly
affected the population’s right to water in

terms of quantity. Has this climate change
also impacted the quality of water?



According to the study | conducted, titled
'‘Water and Social Justice in the Mining
Basin of Gafsa,’ published in August 2018
by the German Friedrich Ebert Foundation
and the Tunisian Water Observatory, 70%
of residents in the mining basin do not use
tap water at home for drinking due to its
low quality, high salinity, and elevated car-
bonate content. Consequently, they are
compelled to seek alternative sources of
drinking water.

However, this situation is not limited to
the mining basinregion; the decline in drink-
ing water quality has become a nation-
wide phenomenon, particularly over the
past six years, coinciding with prolonged
droughts and reduced rainfall. Lower rain-
fall decreases reservoir levels, and com-
bined with high evaporation rates and the
geological characteristics of the aquifers—
which are rich in gypsum and salts—this
increases the salinity of reservoir water
due to both reduced volumes and higher
evaporation. Consequently, the National
Company for Water Exploitation and Dis-
tribution faces significant challenges in
addressing these changes in water quality
at the source.

In this situation, the quality of water in
the public network has become unsuit-
able for drinking. This has led most Tuni-
sian families to seek alternative solutions
for drinking water. Consequently, bottled
water consumption has increased among
all segments of the middle class. Mean-
while, poorer and marginalized popula-
tions, who cannot afford bottled water,
have resorted to purchasing water from
itinerant vendors, whose sources are often
unknown.

In this context, Tunisia ranked fourth
worldwide in bottled water consumption
per capita, with approximately 225 lit-
ers per person in 2020, according to the
National Consumer Institute report (June
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2021). This consumption has increased
due to the deterioration of water quality
caused by climate change on one hand,
and the reduction of public investment in
the water sector on the other, reaching
241 liters per person in 2024, according to
the National Mineral Water Institute report
(March 2025).

Private companies have emerged as the
main beneficiaries of water scarcity and
the deterioration of water quality, oper-
ating under state-issued licenses to bot-
tle groundwater in regions experiencing
severe shortages, where residents face
persistent thirst and repeated water out-
ages (for example, the governorates of
Kairouan, Sidi Bouzid, and Gafsa: Tuni-
sian Water Observatory — WATCHWATER.
TN platform). According to the National
Consumer Institute report (June 2021), the
number of companies engaged in water
bottling increased from six in 1989 to twen-
ty-nine in 2020.

Climate change has had a direct impact
on the right to water for all Tunisians, both
quantitatively—through  frequent and
prolonged water outages—and qualita-
tively—through increased salinity and ele-
vated concentrations of elements such as
carbonates in drinking water. These new
conditions have placed a heavy burden on
both middle- and low-income families. The
monthly cost of drinking water is estimated
at around 135 Tunisian dinars, represent-
ing approximately 15% of the average
household income in the public and private
sectors, which does not exceed 924 dinars
(according to the National Institute of Sta-
tistics report — June 2024).

In the face of this serious decline in the
right to water, driven by multiple structural
factors—particularly climate change—the
state continues to rely on the same old
approaches to managing the water situ-
ation. A strategic study on water in Tuni-
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sia with a 2050 horizon?, funded by the
German government and approved dur-
ing a national conference in December
2022, essentially replicated previous poli-
cies that have proven unsuccessful. These
strategies focused on dam construction,
seawater desalination, and the reuse of
treated water. They are the same solutions
proposed in an earlier study funded by
the World Bank in 2009, which addressed
water in Tunisia with a 2030 horizon.

The right to water is declining, and pub-
lic policies lack any adaptation or resilience
projects. But is water in Tunisia governed
by legal frameworks capable of protecting
this right for all residents during climate
crises?

8 Study: "developing the vision and strategy for the water sector, Horizon 2050- Ministry of Agriculture and Water Resources, in collaboration with
the German Agency for International Cooperation GIZ- December 2022".
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THE EVOLUTION OF THE LEGAL AND
LEGISLATIVE FRAMEWORK FOR WATER
AND ITS ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL

IMPACTS

= THE LEGAL AND LEGISLATIVE FRAMEWORK FOR WATER

Before the emergence of organized
settlements and cities, early inhabitants
lived around water sources and managed
water consumption according to their
essential needs, using various methods
and tools, treating it as a shared resource.
With the rise of cities, villages, and pop-
ulation centers, human approaches to
water changed, shifting toward controlling
sources and redirecting them for their own
use, rather than seeking water as it natu-
rally occurred.

The French colonization of Tunisia began
in 1881, at a time when the country was
divided among tribes across the national
territory, each with its own pastures, lands,
and water sources. Since the colonizers
did not come for leisure or tourism but to
exploit the country’'s resources and lands,
little attention was given to organizing
water management. As the saying goes,
‘Whoever owns water owns power." Accord-
ing to the study 'The Legislative and Legal
System of Water in Tunisia: An Analytical
and Critical Reading' by lawyer Ms. Gha-
zouani and development specialist Hussein
Al-Rihili, published by the Nomad08 Associ-

ation in 2019, the colonizers issued the first
legal text in the country defining public
ownership of water on 24 September 1885,
to fully control groundwater and surface
water sources. Any tribe wishing to access
water was required to submit to colonial
authority. Subsequently, the colonial legal
framework concerning water expanded,
with 15 decrees issued between 1885 and
1920.

After 1956, the independent Tuni-
sian state issued four regulatory orders
between 1958 and 1970 concerning water,
particularly in the areas of water and soil
protection. On 31 March 1975, the first
Tunisian Water Code was enacted, which
remains in force today despite the coun-
try's structural transformations in terms of
demographics, living conditions, and eco-
nomic and social choices, compounded by
the impacts of climate change.

However, this Water Code was based on
supply, assuming that water was availa-
ble and that the state's role was merely to
deliver it to the population. This approach
encouraged agricultural and economic



policies that were water-intensive and
inconsistent with the country's geographic
reality as a semi-arid region. Consequently,
a culture of water citizenship was absent,
and a mentality of water wastage spread
across all social groups without exception.
The situation has reached the point where
the Water Code is not even taught to law
students. Moreover, the Code lacked prior-
itization, reflecting the 1959 Constitution,
which did not recognize water as a consti-

tutional right.

Based on this constitutional and legal
framework, the right to water has not
been guaranteed for the population in
Tunisia since 1959, whether for drinking,
agricultural activities, or livestock farming.
Colonial policies continued even after inde-
pendence, particularly in linking control
over water sources with the allocation of
fertile agricultural lands.

= WATER AND LAND DISTRIBUTION OF AGRICULTURAL PROPERTY

Through the decree that defines public
ownership of water, the colonizers identi-
fied the locations of surface and ground-
water resources. They confined the tribes
to arid and semi-arid areas, primarily in the
central, southeastern, and southwestern
regions, while dominating the fertile lands
with abundant surface water resources in
the northeastern, far northern, and north-
western regions.

After independence, the so-called agri-
cultural disengagement was realized on
12 May 1964, which, in theory, allowed the
return of agricultural lands to the people.
However, following this disengagement,
the government issued Law No. 28 of 1964,
dated 4 June 1964, concerning the basic
framework for socialist lands. These were
lands historically owned by tribes during
the colonial period, estimated at around 3
million hectares (56% of the country's ara-
ble land)® , spread across 13 governorates
in central and southern Tunisia. During
colonization, these lands had largely been
reduced to grazing areas due to water
scarcity. Under this law, however, the use
of these socialist lands became subject to
state control and licensing. Additionally,
they were incorporated into cooperatives
during the solidarity experiment, fur-
ther complicating their management and
removing them from the regular agricul-

tural production cycle.

In contrast, the fertile lands in the north
and northeast were restructured over large
areas, with all grants, financial privileges,
and water provision through the construc-
tion of dams, mountain reservoirs, and
deep wells. This allowed large landowners
to dominate both surface and groundwa-
ter resources, prioritizing export-oriented
production to meet the demands of West-
ern markets. Meanwhile, small farmers and
owners of modest plots were marginalized
as water resources gradually declined,
leading them to abandon their lands
and migrate to major cities in search of
more secure livelihoods. Rural areas were
neglected, and living conditions deterio-
rated, especially after signing the partner-
ship agreement with the European Union
on 17 July 1995. The logical outcome of this
agricultural approach was that the coun-
try became a mere backyard for Western
nations, producing with its water resources
what these countries needed or did not
want to produce themselves. Conversely,
the Tunisian population became a con-
sumer market for basic goods produced
in the West—particularly cereals, animal
feed, and vegetable oils—not to mention
most manufactured and semi-manufac-
tured products.

I 9 Agricultural land in Tunisia represent 32% of the country's total area, which amounts to approximately 5.3 million hectares
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PUBLIC POLICIES IN THE WATER AND
SANITATION SECTOR: BETWEEN THE
FAILURE OF LOCAL CHOICES AND THE
DOMINANCE OF FOREIGN FINANCING
PROMOTING PRIVATIZATION

= WATER PUBLIC POLICIES

The water scarcity crisis in Tunisia is not
inherently caused by climate change, but is
primarily linked to public policies and eco-
nomic choices; climate change has only
served to deepen this crisis. These public
policies, however, are not accidental—they
are the result of carefully planned and
systematic strategies by various foreign
actors, particularly lending institutions,
which have sought to define the overall

) Level 1

The focus was on drinking water, which
has been prioritized since 1968 with the
establishment of the National Company
for Water Exploitation and Distribution,
initially to supply major and coastal cities
linked to tourism, and gradually extend-
ing to inland cities depending on annual
budget allocations. Cities were supplied
from dams, with water treated to reduce
salinity, or from deep wells for central and
southern regions. Rural areas, however,

framework for public policies in the water
and sanitation sector in Tunisia.

Moreover, no regional water policies
have been established to allow Tunisians
to benefit from shared watercourses and
deep aquifers with neighboring countries
(such as the fossil Continental Intercalary
aquifer)!? . These policies were built on two
levels:

were left to traditional water sources,
such as springs or communal taps in vil-
lages. As water issues in rural areas wors-
ened, the National Company for Water
Exploitation and Distribution expanded its
mandate to cover some large rural settle-
ments near cities, while other rural areas
were assigned to structures called Agricul-
tural Development Complexes, tasked with
jointly managing water for both drinking
and irrigation. These structures were polit-

19 The Intermediate Continental Aquifer is a deep, non-renewable groundwater reservoir that spans Algeria, Libya, and Tunisia. According to the
Sahara and Sahel Observatory, its reserves are estimated at approximately 60,000 billion cubic meters. This aquifer serves as the primary source of

water for Libya's Great Man-Made River project.



ically appointed, often lacking competence
or management knowledge, turning them
into centers of corruption that misappro-
priated farmers' funds and failed to provide
water. According to the latest 2023 report
by the Court of Accounts, the debts of
these structures—which numbered 2,600
drinking and irrigation water complexes in
2023—amount to approximately 450 mil-
lion Tunisian dinars owed to the Tunisian
Company of Electricity and Gas and the
National Company for Water Exploitation
and Distribution.

Over the past twenty years, with rising
water demand and the expansion of urban
and rural areas, combined with a decline
in public investment due to the structural
crisis in public finances, the infrastructure
necessary for water transport and distri-
bution has exceeded its lifespan. It can no
longer cope with the high pressure on the
public network. As a result, breakdowns
and water leaks have become more fre-
quent, leading to widespread service inter-
ruptions, especially during the summer, as
highlighted in the second section of this
report.

Regarding wastewater management, an
essential service for the protection of water
resources, it is still largely treated as a lux-
ury in Tunisia. Public policies in the sanita-
tion sector have historically not prioritized
the safeguarding of water resources and
their supplying basins. Since the estab-

Level 2

This is related to the use of water
resources across economic sectors, includ-
ing agriculture, industry, and services. In
this context, public policies have been
based on economic liberalization strate-
gies starting in the early 1970s, following
the failure of the so-called “Solidarity” or

lishment of the National Sanitation Office
under Law No. 73 of 1974, dated August
3, 1974, efforts have primarily focused on
coastal cities and tourist regions, rather
than on the far northern and northwestern
areas, which host the natural reservoirs of
surface and groundwater resources.

According to the 2021 activity report of
the National Sanitation Office, the number
of wastewater treatment plants nationwide
reached 125. The number of municipalities
covered by the Office does not exceed 193
out of a total of 350 municipalities across
the country. This corresponds to a connec-
tion rate to the public sanitation network
of approximately 55.1%, while the actual
rate of wastewater treatment does not
exceed 46% (290 million m?3 treated out
of 620 million m?3 of drinking water distrib-
uted annually).

Although the number of wastewater
treatment plants increased from 5 in 1975
to 48 in 1995, reaching 125 in 2021, this
quantitative growth in Tunisia’'s sanita-
tion sector does not reflect a correspond-
ing qualitative improvement in the level of
treated water. The 2020 National Water
Sector Report, issued by the Ministry of
Agriculture and Water Resources, confirms
that the national rate of treated waste-
water reuse does not exceed 8%. This low
reuse rate is due to the treated water not
meeting Tunisian standards for reuse in
the agricultural sector.

socialist experiment!}(1961-1969).

Tunisia's economic liberalization pol-
icy in the early 1970s was driven by the
new global division of labor, which posi-
tioned countries of the Global South and
former colonies as the weakest link in

11 The Cooperative Experiment refers to the period from 1961 to 1969 during which a socialist, cooperative approach to the economy was adopted
under the leadership of the then—Senior Minister, Mr. Ahmed Ben Salah. The Cooperative Experiment was in fact the program of the Tunisian
General Labour Union (UGTT), approved at its 1955 congress when Mr. Ahmed Ben Salah was serving as its Secretary-General.



terms of added value. As a result, indus-
tries that were water- and energy-inten-
sive and highly polluting were shifted to
these countries, which at the time were
eager to attract foreign investment as a
solution to development challenges and
unemployment.

This new economic policy—oftenreferred
to as an exogenous growth model—relied
on attracting foreign investment to pro-
duce export-oriented goods, whether
industrial or agricultural. It was reinforced
by the enactment of the April 1972 and
April 1974 laws, which provided fiscal and
financial incentives to foreign capital. In
this framework, priority was given to indus-
tries with high water consumption, such as
textiles, food processing, leather and foot-
wear manufacturing, as well as phosphate
processing and chemical production. Tour-
ism was also heavily promoted, despite
the significant pressure it places on water
resources, given that a single hotel bed
consumes approximately 500 liters of
water per day—five times the average con-
sumption of an ordinary citizen.

As for the agricultural sector, fertile
state-owned farmland was allocated to
both local and foreign investors, with
guaranteed access to the water resources
required for producing water-intensive,
export-oriented crops. In addition, cli-
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mate-controlled greenhouse technologies
were used to enable off-season production.
This production model consumes several
times more water and energy than tradi-
tional open-field agriculture.

As a result of this policy orientation, the
agricultural sector was transformed from
one that produced for the domestic mar-
ket to ensure national food self-sufficiency
into a sector tasked with supplying the
demands of markets in wealthy countries.
Meanwhile, Tunisia began importing mil-
lions of dollars’ worth of grains, foodstuffs,
vegetable oils, and pharmaceuticals. Con-
sequently, the national economy entered
a closed and fragile cycle of indebted-
ness to cover chronic trade deficits, as the
country consumed more than it produced
and exported. Traditional agriculture was
undermined at all levels: small farmers and
cultivators abandoned their lands in search
of alternative livelihoods, and traditional
oases—once integrated economic, social,
and ecological systems—were converted
into palm plantations under the banner
of agricultural investment for date export.
This shift has led to the overexploitation
of groundwater tables and reservoirs to
produce olives, dates, strawberries, and
water-intensive leafy vegetables destined
primarily for export.

= FOREIGN FINANCING FOR WATER: PRIVATIZATION AS A PRIORITY

Foreign financing for Tunisia—particu-
larly multilateral funding—did not begin
with the policy of economic liberalization.
Rather, it dates back to the launch of the
cooperatives experiment in 1961. The
principal financier of this initiative was
the World Bank, which provided funding
amounting to 352 million dollars at the
time, according to Memoirs of a Politician
with Mr. Ahmed Ben Salah (the architect
of the cooperatives project), as reported by

Al-Chourouk newspaper on September 17,
20009.

The World Bank has continued its financ-
ing up to the present day, particularly for
infrastructure projects, dams, and waste-
water treatment plants. This has made the
World Bank—according to the quarterly
report published on the official website of
the Tunisian Ministry of Finance (Finances.
gov.tn) on the country's external debt—the



leading multilateral lender, accounting for
33.56% of all multilateral loans, with a total
value of 9,456.9 million dinars. According
to a study on the map of Tunisia's exter-
nal public debt by Mohamed Haddad (April
2021), published by the Heinrich Béll Foun-
dation, World Bank loans in the fields of
water and sanitation from 1961 to date
have amounted to approximately 4,383.33
million dinars, or about 1,423.15 million
dollars today. Around 80% of these loans
were allocated to the water sector, while
only 20% went to sanitation.

According to the study "“The Water
and Sanitation Sector in Tunisia: Baseline
Report and Action Plan” (OECD, March
2022),itbecomesclearthat projectsrelated
to wastewater treatment plants, main
water conveyance pipelines serving public
and private irrigation areas, and waste-
water transport networks—along with
water management and policy projects—
absorbed 93.89% of multilateral foreign
financing during the period 2017-2019. By
contrast, projects related to citizen-level
services in drinking water and sanitation,
as well as initiatives for watershed protec-
tion, safeguarding water resources, and
training and education in the water and
sanitation fields, accounted for no more
than 6% of total foreign financing in the
sector.

Thus, we can conclude that public pol-

icies in the water sector have failed to
achieve water security for the population,
as well as food security. Foreign invest-
ments, for their part, have largely served
projects that are amenable to privatization
for the benefit of foreign capital. Although
the World Bank has so far failed to privat-
ize any part of the public water domain,
it has succeeded in introducing what is
termed "public—private partnership” (PPP)
in Tunisia. This occurred through the
establishment of a partnership between
the National Sanitation Office (ONAS)
and foreign private capital, represented
by the French company SUEZ—known as
a major water and sanitation conglomer-
ate in Africa—via a loan amounting to 126
million dollars (approximately 377 million
Tunisian dinars).

The project consists of upgrading, oper-
ating, and developing 15 wastewater
treatment plants located in the governo-
rates of Tunis and Ariana in the north, and
Sfax, Gabeés, Medenine, and Tataouine in
the southeast. Its objective is to enhance
wastewater treatment at these facilities
by adding tertiary treatment so that the
treated water complies with the standards
required for its reuse in agricultural activ-
ities. (The details of this agreement were
published on the official website of the
Tunisian government — May 2023.)

= WATER SCARCITY AND GREEN HYDROGEN POLICIES

Despite the water scarcity we are expe-
riencing—an inevitable result of the failure
of public policies in the water sector, fur-
ther exacerbated by climate change—the
ruling authorities in Tunisia, across succes-
sive governments, do not seem convinced
that we are facing a severe water crisis that
impacts citizens' rights to water and food.

Instead, they have aligned themselves with
the Western agenda, seeking to achieve
the energy transition and carbon neutral-
ity at our expense, relying on our increas-
ingly scarce water resources.

The Ministry of Industry, Mines, and
Energy has developed the “National Strat-
egy for the Development of Green Hydro-
gen and Its Derivatives, Horizon 2050."”



Based on this strategy, an agreement was
signed in August 2024 with the French
company HDF Energy to produce 1 giga-
watt of wind energy, 500 megawatts of
solar energy, and 800 megawatts for elec-
trolysis, with the aim of producing 65,000
tons of green hydrogen.

This agreement will enable the company
to construct a seawater desalination plant
to produce the amount of green hydrogen
stipulated in the agreement. However, nei-
ther the French company nor the Tunisian
Ministry of Industry has accounted for the
highly saline water discharged by this plant
or its potential side effects on the Tunisian
marine environment.

The Tunisian state, represented by the
Ministry of Industry, has continued policies
that contradict the reality of Tunisia's water
resources. In September 2024, it signed a
second agreement with four other foreign
companies (German, Austrian, French, and
Italian) to produce green hydrogen in six
governorates in central and southern Tuni-
sia. A vast area of land—500,000 hectares,
equivalent to half the size of Lebanon—
was allocated for the construction of power
plants necessary for seawater desalination
and green hydrogen production for export
to their countries.

This national agreement culminated in a
regional accord in January 2025 between
Algeria and Tunisia on one side, and Ger-
many, Italy, and Austria on the other, to
construct a 3,300-kilometer pipeline to
transport green hydrogen from North
Africa to these countries.

Instead of working to find sustainable
solutions to water scarcity, revising all
failed policies, and implementing proactive
climate adaptation programs in the water
sector to ensure citizens' right to water in
a sustainable and high-quality manner,
the government is further deepening the
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water crisis and destroying what remains
of our marine environment. All of this is
being done to serve the energy transition
and carbon neutrality goals of wealthy
countries.
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m THE RIGHT TO WATER AND CLIMATE CHANGE IN TUNISIA

WHAT POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS CAN
PROTECT THE RIGHT TO WATER UNDER
CLIMATE CHANGE CONDITIONS?

The water crisis in Tunisia is structural,
not circumstantial, and climate change is
not the primary cause of the current water
scarcity or the decline in citizens' access
to clean water in sufficient quantities for
basic life needs. It is also linked to the
chronic failure to achieve food sovereignty,
and, consequently, national sovereignty

= ON THE SCARCITY LEVEL:

It is essential to foster a comprehensive
civic culture of water, promoting its rational
and sustainable management. This culture
should be deeply rooted in educational
programs at all levels, supported by contin-
uous media and communication efforts. It
should also revive and value the traditional
practices of adaptation and resilience that

+ Reconsider the development model
based on the illusion of exports

« Review the entire agricultural produc-
tion map to make it compatible with
new water challenges on one hand, and
aligned with local and regional specifi-
cities on the other

« Prioritize water use to meet the basic
needs of the population before consid-
ering exports, giving absolute priority

over our resources. Therefore, solutions
must be comprehensive and aligned with
our local needs and the limits of our water
resources. They must first be strategic,
guided by a clear political, economic, and
social vision, before focusing on technical,
organizational, or legal measures.

Tunisians have developed over time—such
as the use of small irrigation channels (fes-
kia, mawajel, Masqat) and farming meth-
ods suited to the local climate, soil, and
water availability. In general, this calls for
a revitalization of water awareness and
culture among people.

REGARDING PUBLIC POLICIES AND ECONOMIC CHOICES:

to drinking water in both quantity and
quality, through annual public pro-
grams and investments

« Incorporate the water footprint into the
economic equation, especially in trade
exchanges

« Prohibit the cultivation and production
of water-intensive crops intended for
export



Ban the planting of any hybrid plants
that require large quantities of water,
regardless of claims about productiv-
ity or profitability, since financial gains
cannot justify water waste and its
“export

REGARDING CLIMATE CHANGE:

Initiate a comprehensive societal dia-
logue to define proactive programs
and policies for vertical adaptation
(economic sectors) and horizontal
adaptation (natural resources such as
water, soil, and air), considering seawa-
ter desalination as a last-resort solu-
tion rather than the easiest one, as is
currently done due to its high energy
cost. Future plans should focus on
using renewable energy for desalinat-
ing saline groundwater

Prevent the use of our country's water
for producing green hydrogen for
wealthy countries, which effectively
“cleanses” their water for carbon neu-
trality at the expense of our water
sovereignty

Invest in the development of irrigated
areas to avoid significant water waste,
especially since these areas consume
77% of our annual water resources
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Reassess the industrial sector that con-
sumes large amounts of water, gener-
ates pollution, is intended for export,
and has low added value, such as the
food and textile industries, among
others

Diversify water resources by valorizing
treated wastewater, oasis water, and
urban water in cities

Reassess policies and plans for mobiliz-
ing traditional surface water resources
in light of climate change

Invest in the renovation of aging drink-
ing water channels, which have become
sources of water loss and reduced
water quality

Issue a new Water Code that reflects the
historical moment we are living through
and frames the water resources sector
in a way that serves the people and
future generations, rather than treat-
ing water merely as a commodity to be
sold to the highest bidder
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CONCLUSION

The right to water is not a favor granted
by the authorities to citizens; it is a univer-
sal right intrinsically linked to the right to
life. However, due to the failure of policies
and economic and social choices related to
water resources, and in the face of accel-
erating extreme manifestations of climate
change—such as rising temperatures and
sharp declines in rainfall during frequent
drought years—both surface and ground-
water resources have diminished. As a
result, the enjoyment of the right to water
is now under threat, in the absence of
adaptation policies and the continuation
of the same failed economic strategies,
which have turned the country into little
more than a backyard for producing the
needs of Western markets in particular,
and foreign-demand markets in general,
under the banner of “exports to generate
foreign currency.” This currency will not
remain in the country but will instead be
spent on importing food, animal feed, and
medicine for the population.

Yet, despite the water scarcity we are
experiencing and the blatant threat it poses
to citizens' rights to sustainable, high-qual-
ity water, the ruling authorities in Tunisia
insist on signing agreements that further
deplete our water resources and endan-
ger our aquatic and marine environment.
These include green hydrogen production
agreements that effectively turn the coun-
try into a platform for Western countries

m THE RIGHT TO WATER AND CLIMATE CHANGE IN TUNISIA

to achieve their energy transition and car-
bon neutrality—entirely at the expense of
our fundamental rights to clean water and
safe local food.

Climate change has only deepened the
water crisis and scarcity, which are fun-
damentally the inevitable result of failed
policies—policies that the country's rulers
insist on reproducing under new labels.
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