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Security concerns decrease, but most Tunisians
would trade some freedoms for greater security
Afrobarometer Dispatch No. 300 | Youssef Meddeb

Summary
Since its democratic revolution in 2010/2011, a number of violent attacks have disrupted
Tunisia’s traditional tranquillity. Two political assassinations in 2013 (Al Jazeera, 2013) were
followed in 2015 by Islamic State (ISIL) attacks at the Bardo Museum, a Sousse beach resort,
and downtown Tunis, killing 72 people (BBC News, 2017). In 2016, ISIL fighters seeking to
establish an “emirate” in southern Tunisia killed 18 security-service members and civilians
before being repulsed (Arab Weekly, 2019).
A period of relative calm ended last October with a suicide bombing that injured 15 people,
mainly police officers (BBC News, 2018). The country remains under a state of emergency
imposed in 2015 and extended again in April 2019 (Business News, 2019) amid political
tensions ahead of elections late this year and intermittent protests against government
economic policies (Middle East Monitor, 2019a, 2019b). An additional security concern is
posed by Tunisians who left to fight with ISIL and have since returned (Meko, 2018).
Against this background, how do ordinary Tunisians perceive their personal safety and public
security?
Findings from the most recent Afrobarometer survey show that while security is an important
issue for Tunisians, far fewer citizens consider it a top priority than did in 2015. Few Tunisians
think their personal safety from crime and violence has improved, and most say the
government is doing a poor job of reducing crime. But most trust the army to protect the
country against external and internal security threats, and most are willing to sacrifice some
personal freedoms in the name of security.
A majority of citizens want Tunisians who fought alongside ISIL to face legal consequences.

Afrobarometer survey
Afrobarometer is a pan-African, non-partisan research network that conducts public attitude
surveys on democracy, governance, economic conditions, and related issues in African
countries. Six rounds of surveys were conducted in up to 37 countries between 1999 and
2015, and findings of Round 7 surveys (2016/2018) are currently being released.
Afrobarometer conducts face-to-face interviews in the language of the respondent’s choice
with nationally representative samples.
The Afrobarometer team in Tunisia, led by One to One for Research and Polling, interviewed
1,200 adult Tunisians in April-May 2018. A sample of this size yields country-level results with a
margin of error of +/-3 percentage points at a 95% confidence level. Previous surveys were
conducted in Tunisia in 2013 and 2015.
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Crime and security ranks fourth among the most important problems that Tunisians
want their government to address, but the proportion of citizens who see it as a
priority problem has dropped by half since 2015, from 43% to 21%.
Four in 10 Tunisians (42%) say they felt unsafe in their neighbourhood at least “several
times” during the previous year, a slight increase from 2013 (38%). One in seven (14%)
say they feared crime in their home, a significant improvement compared to 2013
(37%).
Six in 10 Tunisians (61%) say the government is doing a poor job of reducing crime – an
improvement in citizens’ assessment compared to 2013 (73%).
Most Tunisians say the armed forces “often” or “always” keep the country safe from
security threats (83%) and are professional and respectful of the rights of all citizens
(78%). A far smaller majority (57%) say they get the training and equipment they need
to be effective.
To protect public security, a majority of Tunisians say the government should be able
to impose curfews and set up special roadblocks (79%), regulate what is said in
places of worship (74%), and monitor private communications (53%).
Almost two-thirds of Tunisians say citizens who fought alongside ISIL should face legal
consequences such as a trial (34%), execution (20%), or jail (11%), while about onefourth (27%) say they should be rehabilitated.

Security concerns in Tunisia
Despite the country’s continuing state of emergency, Tunisians appear to be less concerned
about security than they were a few years ago. When asked what they consider the most
important problems that the government should address, about one in five citizens (21%) cite
crime and security among their top priorities, just half as many as prioritized security in
Afrobarometer surveys in 2015 (43%) and 2013 (40%) (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Crime and security as most important problem | Tunisia | 2013-2018
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Respondents were asked: In your opinion, what are the most important problems facing this country that
government should address? (Figure shows % of respondents who cite crime and security as one of up
to three most important problems.)
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Crime and security has fallen from second place among Tunisians’ concerns in 2015 to fourth,
after management of the economy (cited by 58% of respondents), unemployment (37%),
and corruption (22%) (Figure 2).

Figure 2: Most important problems the government should address | Tunisia | 2018
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Respondents were asked: In your opinion, what are the most important problems facing this country
that government should address? (Up to three responses per respondent were recorded.)

Personal safety and experience with violence
With regard to personal safety, four in 10 Tunisians (42%) say they felt unsafe in their
neighbourhood “several times,” “many times,” or “always” during the previous year, a
marginal increase compared to 2013 (38%). On the other hand, only one in seven (14%) say
they feared crime in their home at least “several times,” a 23-percentage-point improvement
compared to 2013 (37%) (Figure 3).

Figure 3: Unsafe in the neighborhood and home | Tunisia | 2013-2018
100%
80%
60%
40%
20%

38%

34%

42%

37%
19%

0%
2013

2015

Felt unsafe walking in your neighbourhood

14%
2018
Feared crime in your own home

Respondents were asked: Over the past year, how often, if ever, have you or anyone in your family:
Felt unsafe walking in your neighbourhood?
Feared crime in your own home?
(% who say “several times,” “many times,” or “always”)
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Only a quarter (25%) of Tunisians say their personal safety from crime and violence has
improved compared to “a few years ago,” while seven in 10 say it has gotten “worse” or
“much worse” (38%) or has remained the same (32%) (Figure 4).

Figure 4: Perceived personal safety compared to a few years ago | Tunisia | 2018
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Respondents were asked: Please tell me if the following things are worse or better now than they were
a few years ago, or are they about the same: Your personal safety from crime and violence?

Afrobarometer also sought to know whether Tunisians had experienced or feared violence in
various settings. About one in 20 or fewer say they experienced violence among people in
their neighbourhood (6%), during a political rally (4%), during public protests or marches (4%),
or in attacks by political or religious extremists (2%). About three in 10 (30%-32%) say they
feared (but didn’t experience) violence in each of these settings (Figure 5).

Figure 5: Feared or experienced violence in the past two years | Tunisia | 2018
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Respondents were asked: Please tell me whether, in the past two years, you have ever personally
feared any of the following types of violence? [If yes:] Have you actually personally experienced this
type of violence in the past two years?

Copyright ©Afrobarometer 2019

4

State performance on security
Only one-third (32%) of Tunisians say the government is performing “fairly well” or “very well”
in reducing crime (Figure 6). Six in 10 (61%) describe the government’s performance as
“fairly” or “very” bad, although this is an improvement from 2013 (73%).
However, seven in 10 Tunisians (71%) think it is “somewhat likely” or “very likely” that the
police will take action when they report crime (Figure 7).

Figure 6: Government performance in reducing crime | Tunisia | 2013-2018
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Respondents were asked: How well or badly would you say the current government is handling the
following matters, or haven’t you heard enough to say: Reducing crime?

Figure 7: Police responsiveness to reported crime | Tunisia | 2018
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Respondents were asked: How likely is it that you could get someone to take action if you went to a
government office or other public institution to report the following problems, or haven’t you heard
enough to say: If you went to the local police to report a crime?
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Citizens give the military high marks for its performance in ensuring the security of the country.
More than eight in 10 (83%) say the armed forces “often” or “always” keep the country safe
from external and internal security threats, and more than three-fourths (78%) say they
“often” or “always” act professionally and respect the rights of all citizens. But a far smaller
majority (57%) of citizens say the armed forces “often” or “always” get the training and
equipment they need to be effective (Figure 8).

Figure 8: Perceptions of the armed forces | Tunisia | 2018
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Respondents were asked: In your opinion, to what extent do the armed forces of our country:
Keep our country safe from external and internal security threats?
Operate in a professional manner and respect the rights of all citizens?
Get the training and equipment needed to be effective?

Do Tunisians accept less freedom in the name of security?
Even if citizens’ concerns about security have decreased somewhat compared to 2015, a
majority of Tunisians appear willing to accept some limitations on personal freedoms in
exchange for public security (Figure 9). More than three-fourths (79%) of respondents say that
if public security is threatened, the government should be able to impose curfews and set up
special roadblocks to prevent people from moving around. Similarly, 74%1 “agree” or “agree
very strongly” that the government should have the right to regulate what is said in places of
worship if public security is at risk.
Support for government monitoring of private communications is much less strong, but still, a
majority (53%) say it should be able to monitor mobile phones and other communications to
make sure that people are not plotting violence.

1

Due to rounding, percentages for combined categories may differ slightly from the sum of sub-categories
(e.g. 52% “agree very strongly” and 21% “agree” combine to 74%).
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Figure 9: Freedom vs. security | Tunisia | 2018
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Respondents were asked:
Which of the following statements is closest to your view?
Statement 1: Even if faced with threats to public security, people should be free to move about
the country at any time of day or night.
Statement 2: When faced with threats to public security, the government should be able to
impose curfews and set up special roadblocks to prevent people from moving around.
Which of the following statements is closest to your view?
Statement 1: Freedom of religion and worship are absolute, meaning that government should never
limit what is said in a place of worship.
Statement 2: Government should have the power to regulate what is said in places of worship,
especially if preachers or congregants threaten public security.
Which of the following statements is closest to your view?.
Statement 1: Government should be able to monitor private communications, for example on
mobile phones, to make sure that people are not plotting violence.
Statement 2: People should have the right to communicate in private without a government
agency reading or listening to what they are saying.

Best way to deal with Tunisians who fought with ISIL
In 2017, an estimated 6,000 Tunisians left the country to join the Islamic State (ISIL) (Bremmer,
2017). As the terrorist group crumbled, many returned home, and are seen as a potential
security risk (Meko, 2018; Mintner, 2019). When asked how the government should deal with
these returned fighters, almost two-thirds of Tunisians say they should face legal
consequences, ranging from being tried in court (34%) or being jailed (11%) to being
executed (20%). About one in four respondents (27%) say they should be rehabilitated, while
only 3% say they should be “left alone” (Figure 10).
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Figure 10: How should government deal with Tunisians who fought with ISIL?
| Tunisia | 2018
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Respondents were asked: In your opinion, how should our government deal with Tunisians who return to
the country after fighting alongside Islamic State (ISIL)?

Conclusion
The most recent Afrobarometer survey suggests that Tunisians are less concerned about
security now than they were in the violent year of 2015. Still, the issue of crime and security
remains high among citizens’ priority problems, and only a quarter of Tunisians think their
personal safety has improved. However, most Tunisians give the military high marks on
protecting the country, and most would accept limitations on their freedom of movement,
their right to private communication, and their religious liberty to help ensure public safety.

Do your own analysis of Afrobarometer data – on any question,
for any country and survey round. It’s easy and free at
www.afrobarometer.org/online-data-analysis.
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