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Abstract 

 
This paper examines the relationship between national and sub-national actors in the context of political 

transitions, exploring the debates over representation in early periods of democratic processes, how 

pressures to alter the composition of local council arise as part of power struggles among central elites, 

and the conditions under which local  counci ls  resist or succumb to such pressures. We argue that 

local councils take on an important political role in transitions, becoming politicized even in 

the absence of local elections. We examine these dynamics in Tunisia, where the appointed 

special delegations (SDs) that were put in place in the aftermath of the regime collapse subsequently 

came under pressure for change after the October 2011 National Constituent Assembly elections. 

Drawing on a unique dataset of Tunisian municipalities and in-depth case studies of four Tunisian 

municipalities (Hammamet, Gafsa, Zarzis, and Nefta) conducted before and after the transition, we 

argue that the troika’s success in changing SD composition to favor their parties depended on the ability 

of the SDs, with support of leftist parties and the Tunisian General Labour Union (Union Générale 

Tunisienne du Travail, UGTT), to fight back. Where local branches of the country’s leftist political parties 

and union rallied to the SDs’ defense, appointed SD members could maintain their positions; where 

local SD members did not have such support and where the troika remained united, they lost their 

positions. Importantly whether SDs maintained their composition or changed, they were politicized in 

the process. Recognizing the conditions under which central elites are able to capture municipal councils 

helps to bring the role of representation and governance into the study of transitions, shedding light 

on local-national relations in periods of uncertainty and change.  
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1. Introduction 
 

Representative institutions at the local level are key to democratic governance. Rule by the people is 

premised on the notion that people have a say in decision-making, either directly or through the 

selection of representatives, on issues that most directly affect their daily lives. Thus, in the wake of the 

third wave of democracy, which brought about the fall of authoritarian regimes and the transition to 

liberal democracy in countries throughout Latin America in the 1980s (and then those of central and 

Eastern Europe in the 1990s), many regimes in transition developed new subnational institutions, both 

extending democracy to the local level and gaining legitimacy for their new, fragile regimes (Doner and 

Hershberg, 1999: 66). These measures were then commonly deepened with the devolution of authorities 

and resources to the newly created, subnational governments. 

 

In this view, local-level democracy results from top-down initiation, with national governments 

extending democratic processes to the subnational level; yet, democratic transitions at the national level 

do not necessarily translate so smoothly into democratic change at the subnational level. For example, 

contrast Chile to Mali. Following the departure of Augusto Pinochet, Chile transformed appointed 

regional governments into elected ones; reintroduced municipal elections, first held in June 1992; and 

ultimately established a decentralized system of governance (Eaton, 2004). Today, Chile is one of the 

only Latin American countries where local democracy exists (Bland, 2011). In contrast, Mali’s first 

municipal elections after Moussa Traoré’s departure, held in 1992, successfully brought opposition 

parties to power and were hailed as a sign of the country’s new democratic tolerance (Vengroff, 1993: 

560). Yet, subsequent decentralization measures taken to deepen the country’s process of 

democratization (Seely, 2001: 501) ultimately ushered in violent conflict (Gaasholt, 2004). More 

importantly, even transitional “success stories” at the subnational level have been uneven. Mexico’s 

process of democratization, also intimately tied to a process of decentralization as in the cases above, 

has resulted in an uneven transition to democracy across regions and municipalities, with the existence 

of a number of “authoritarian enclaves” where the old rules of the game still persist (Grindle, 2007).  

 

Even where decentralization has not occurred, and local-level governments’ responsibilities and 

resources remain constrained, the local political arena has important implications for transition 

processes. As Cilja Harders (2003: 192) explains, power structures at the local level reflect and stabilize 

the national political system. Even where local arenas are not contested through elections—perhaps 
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particularly where they are not—they become arenas of contestation for national-level parties. Other 

scholars have also recognized the importance of local-level contestation (Bergh, 2010; Clark, 2012; 

Wegner, 2015). Yet much work remains to be done to understand the relationship between national- 

and local-level democratic transitions. 

 

This study takes a step in this direction by examining the process of local-level change, and resultant 

subnational variation, in post-revolutionary Tunisia. Six years after the departure of the former 

president, Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali, the electoral process that had been widely viewed as a transition to 

democracy had not reached local governments. Tunisia had held two free and fair national elections 

(Choukri, 2016), but municipal elections had been postponed several times. In 2017, the 1975 law 

governing municipalities remained under revision, and without its approval many of the 2011 

constitutional provisions fostering decentralization were moot. Rather, Tunisia’s municipalities 

continued to operate under the previous authoritarian regime’s administrative structure and legal 

framework, and, as we shall see, the political changes that had taken place had done so outside of 

democratic processes.  

 

Tunisia’s experience highlights the difficulties of establishing democratic legitimacy during transition 

processes, and the ways in which local municipalities become instrumental in the political bargaining 

process. In the immediate aftermath of the revolution, special delegations (SDs) were appointed by the 

national government to temporarily replace elected but ineffective municipal councils until the next 

local elections.1 Governors and the ministry of the interior (MOI) formally led the process of the SDs’ 

appointment, but local activists played a critical role. This did not mean that the SDs were representative 

or viewed as having democratic legitimacy. Consequently, following the Constituent Assembly elections 

on October 23, 2011, national-level politicians belonging to the winning coalition, comprising the 

Ennahda Party, Ettakatol, and the Congress for the Republic (Congrès pour la République, CPR), 

exerted pressure to modify the composition of the SDs. They justified such pressures by arguing that 

the people had “spoken” in the national elections, and that their preferences should be extended to the 

local level, where no elections had yet been held. 

																																																													
1 Under Ben Ali’s regime, the appointment of a SD could also be the result of a power struggle between 
the national and local levels. The municipal councils of La Marsa and Hammamet, for example, were 
replaced by an SD when the estate interests of the Ben Ali clan clashed with the municipal council’s will 
to protect the state property and the environment. Personal interview with former legal opposition 
councillor of Hammamat, Tunis (2012, March 2). 
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As a result of these pressures, the composition of SDs changed in some areas during 2012–2013 (despite 

the continued absence of local elections) but not others. In this paper, we examine the process of change 

in SDs. Examining the dynamics of change in representation at the local level highlights the problem of 

establishing local democracy in the context of transitions: winners at the center have incentives to 

postpone local-level elections, taking advantage of the vacuum to extend their power; at the same time, 

the local-level actors are also without a clear mandate, and the absence of local elections allows them to 

exploit local power imbalances 

 

Tunisia is a particularly instructive case for studying the problems of instituting local-level democracy 

during political transitions. First, Tunisia presents a “least likely” case (Levy, 2008) for demonstrating 

the impact of national-level politics on local-level change. The revolution of 2011 opened up political 

space and provided a catalyst for vibrant grassroots mobilization, as evidenced by the number of strikes 

and demonstrations that took place in 2011 alone (Arieff, 2011; Boubekeur, 2015). Given the vibrant 

grassroots mobilization, one may expect that changes in the SDs would reflect local demand for change, 

not the impact of national-level political struggles; yet, as we shall see, changes in the SDs’ compositions 

reflect the inability of local actors to resist change, not their ability to affect it. Second, examining Tunisia 

between October 2011 and September 2013 allows us to hold relatively constant the pressures for 

membership change in the SDs from the national level. Following the October 2011 elections, the three 

major parties became intent on reconfiguring local SDs to reflect the distribution of power in the first 

post-revolutionary elections.  

 

Variation in changes in the SDs’ composition reflected the troika’s ability to exert pressure on the SDs 

to change and the local actors’ ability to resist this pressure. We examine changes in SDs through a 

unique dataset of changes in SDs from 2011 to 2013, and analyses of interviews and documents 

collected during in-depth fieldwork conducted in 2012, 2014, and 2015. First, we turn to a large-N 

analysis of changes in SD composition. We find that the troika parties were more likely to effect changes 

in SDs where the vote share of Ettakatol and The Congress for the Republic (CPR) was particularly 

high. This suggests that although the Ennahda Party may have wanted to change compositions across 

the country, it was particularly effective in doing so when it had Ettakatol and CPR support in the effort. 

Second, we turn to in-depth case studies from October 2011 to September 2013 in four SDs—

Hammamet, Gafsa, Zarzis, and Nefta—to examine the dynamics of change. Importantly, the four case-

study SDs were selected without prior knowledge of their post-revolutionary history from among the 

12 municipalities where fieldwork was conducted in 2012. They are representative in terms of size 
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(large/small) and geographic location (coastal/interior). (See Table 1.) They reveal that the degree to 

which political forces, particularly opposition parties on the left and the Tunisian General Labour Union 

(Union Générale Tunisienne du Travail, UGTT) at the local level, supporting the presidents of the SDs 

in the struggle over changing their composition explains why some SDs were able to resist pressures 

from above. That is, changes in SDs reflected the center’s interest in capturing the SDs and the local 

actors’ ability to resist such changes. Although they had initially been formed with the intention of 

remaining apolitical, the SDs became a field of contestation between parties vying for local and national 

power. As a result, political parties increased their role at the local level by marginalizing apolitical 

members previously engaged in local-level councils, both where SDs were changed and where they were 

not.  

 

Table 1. Cases Selected 

 Hammamet Zarzis Nefta Gafsa 

Population 86,163 78,168 22,173 105,848 

Geographical 

location 

Coast Coast Interior Interior 

Governorate Nebeul Medenine Tozeur Gafsa 

 

 

The paper proceeds as follows. Section II considers how the extant literature largely has overlooked the 

importance of municipal councils as an arena of contestation during transition periods. Section III 

describes the role of Tunisian municipalities, considering the legal–administrative framework that 

structures their relationship with the central government and providing a brief overview of the role they 

played in pre- and post-revolutionary periods. Section IV sets forth alternative explanations for the 

changes in SDs. Section V examines the support for these hypotheses through a quantitative analysis, 

while Section VI delves deeper into the dynamics of change through comparative case studies of four 

municipalities. Finally, the paper concludes by examining the broader impact of the lessons learned, 

focusing on the challenge of developing representative local-level governance in the context of 

transitions. 
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2. Local Governance and Transitions 
 

Scholars and policymakers largely have ignored the role of local government as an arena of democratic 

politics and contestation in political transitions. Local elections typically lag behind national polls after 

dramatic regime changes. For instance, in Ukraine, local elections were held in October 2015, nearly a 

year after the 2014 parliamentary elections that followed the ouster of President Viktor Yanukovych; 

and in Burkina Faso, the local polls were held in May 2016, six months behind the November 2015 

elections that followed the overthrow of President Blaise Compaoré. The list goes on. Local elections 

generally take place after national elections partly because national elections are logistically easier to 

manage — they require fewer ballots and allow for more centralized tabulation. However, the slow 

implementation of local elections also reflects a failure to consider the extent to which the presence of 

unrepresentative local government shapes, and can undermine, democratic transitions. 

 

The scholarly literature on transitions focuses primarily on national-level bargaining, paying little 

attention to the interaction between central and local-level actors, and to the ways in which the center 

seeks to use local-level actors to gain leverage in their political struggles. Seminal literature on 

democratization has focused primarily on national factors that shape political transitions, whether it be 

culture and nationalism (Almond and Verba, 1963; Rustow, 1970), economic or social structural 

determinants (Lipset, 1959; Haggard and Kaufman, 1995), or political bargaining (O’Donnell and 

Schmitter, 1986; Di Palma, 1990; Przeworski, 1991). These are believed to drive outcomes of political 

transitions—whether smooth or tumultuous, or resulting in democratic or authoritarian regimes. The 

struggles of political elites in the center and periphery have been largely ignored, and, importantly, the 

establishment of democratic institutions at the national level is viewed as distinguishing democratic from 

non-democratic transitions, regardless of whether or not democracy is realized at the local level. Indeed, 

as Gibson (2005: 105) noted, when it comes to democratic transitions, the literature displays a distinct 

lack of interest in the subnational level. 

 

To the extent that experts concerned with transitions pay attention to local governance, they primarily 

consider the potential for administrative reforms—deconcentration and decentralization—to grant 

power at the local level. Much of this scholarship has been prescriptive and normative, arguing for the 

need for decentralization in democratization processes (e.g., Tobbala, 2012; Saif, 2013). Others have 

been largely descriptive, examining the extent and variation in local authority’s power (e.g., Musikawa, 
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2014; Wunsch, 1998). A more general literature on the implementation and impact of decentralization 

has pointed to a number of factors that can help to explain when such reforms are successful, including 

the shifts in political dynamics that are one of the defining characteristics of political transitions (cf. 

Eaton, Kaiser, and Smoke, 2010). However, this literature does not lend insights into important changes 

in municipal governance that fall short of administrative reform. 

 

A notable exception to the emphasis on national-level politics is found in the research on authoritarian 

enclaves, which considers subnational variation in democratic governance; however, it is generally not 

concerned with political transitions. It does not take into account how transition periods shape the 

relationships between central and local actors. Nevertheless, this literature demonstrates that municipal 

politics play an important role in maintaining political pluralism and thus democratic competition. The 

Russian case shows these dynamics in a context of increasing authoritarianism. Ross (2009), for example, 

demonstrated that, during the Yeltsin era, the mayors of capital cities were able to counterbalance the 

powers of elected regional governors. Subsequently, under Putin, a dual system of governance was put 

into place in which elected municipal institutions share their powers with appointed governors.2 This 

reestablished central control over the subnational institutions. More importantly, the extension of 

national political parties to the regional and local level provided Putin a mechanism of co-optation over 

local elites (Gelman, 2010: 17). Only local actors that had access to autonomous political resources 

displayed some reluctance in joining the dominant party United Russia (Reuter 2010). On the contrary, 

the extension of national political parties to the local level in Latin America aimed at limiting subnational 

authoritarianism (Gibson, 2005). 

 

These insights highlight the importance of understanding when central actors are able to use local 

councils to extend their power, and when local-level democracy can emerge. They also prompt us to 

think more deeply about the role of local representation in the processes of democratization. When can 

central elites exert control over the local level, and how do they do so? How does this change during 

transitions? And, in the absence of democratization at the local level, how should we understand the 

development of democratic institutions at the national level? The answers to these questions have 

important implications for the study of both democratization and local politics. 

																																																													
2 The following 2012 reform reintroduced the governors’ election, but it did so by also setting up new 
control mechanisms that maintained the unbalanced relationship between the center and the 
subnational institutions (Del Sordi, 2014). 
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3. Municipal Governance in Tunisia 
 

SDs in Tunisia provide a useful window through which we can examine questions of representation and 

political control at the local level during political transitions. To understand the struggle for power, we 

first must recognize the weak position of local councils at the outset of the transition, the framework 

for constituting SDs in the wake of the revolution, and the changes in these SDs over time. 

 

Tunisia’s Municipal System Under Ben Ali. Tunisia’s highly centralized administrative system was first 

structured shortly after independence from the French in 1956, when the country was divided into 

governorates and, one year later, into municipalities (referred to as communes in French).3 At the time of 

the revolution, the country was divided into 24 governorates, which were in turn divided into 

“delegations” and sectors, and 264 municipalities.4 The president of the republic nominated the 

governors, who fell under the guardianship (tutelle) of the ministry of interior (MOI). A governor was 

both the representative of the state in the governorate and the president of the regional council. As 

president of the regional council, he chaired the council and was also its executive body. Delegations 

were generally rural territories with sparse populations that were not further divided into municipalities; 

they were directly under the authority of the governor and his council. The rest of the country, 

approximately 30 percent, was divided into municipalities5; approximately 64 percent of the population 

lived in an area designated as a municipality. In terms of the administrative structure, municipalities also 

fell under the authority of the MOI. The secretary general—a civil servant responsible to the MOI—

was responsible for the administration of a municipality. 

 

In theory, municipal governments were to comprise elected presidents and elected councils.6 In the pre-

revolutionary period, by law, 80 percent of the council seats went to members of the Democratic 

Constitution Rally (RCD), which was the party of the former president, Ben Ali. The remaining 20 

																																																													
3 The municipality of Tunis was created in 1858 and was the first municipality in the Arab world; an 
additional six municipalities were created in 1884. “United Cities and Local Governments.” (2005.) 
UCLG Country Profile: Tunisian Republic. Retrieved from 
http://www.citieslocalgovernments.org/gold/Upload/country_profile/Tunisia.pdf. 
4 Since 2013, the number of municipalities has increased. 
5 There is variation among different levels of municipalities in terms of the authority they possess and 
their financing. The president of the municipality of Tunis, for example, has the rank of a secretary of 
state, similar to that of a minister, and is considered a member of the government. 
6 Mayors were elected within the municipal council with the exception of the mayor of Tunis, who is 
appointed by decree from council. 
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percent were proportionally divided among the legal opposition parties in municipalities in which they 

were present and their lists won seats.7 The president of the municipality was required to be a member 

of the coordination committee of the local RCD and was elected by the municipal council members by 

absolute majority of votes cast, thus guaranteeing a RCD president. By law, municipal councils had a 

number of authorities: social, economic, and cultural development, including the implementation of a 

five-year development plan; urban planning, including the designation of land usage; construction and 

maintenance of public spaces and community buildings; and the management of local police services, 

particularly traffic control. Other areas of jurisdiction, such as education and health, were (and remained 

in 2016) under the authority of the ministries and/or public companies. 

 

According to the statute, municipalities had wide responsibilities; yet, in practice, a variety of forms of 

tutelle and oversight reduced the municipality’s role during the Ben Ali period largely to the management 

of buildings and services, primarily trash collection. The definition of the competencies was vague, and 

municipalities’ authorities overlapped with those of the governorate. In practice, this granted the 

governor authority over these areas. Additionally, as the discussion above indicates, municipal councils 

lacked any real autonomy for decision-making, as they fell under a double tutelle—administrative and 

financial. Beginning in the 1980s, most a priori control over municipal-level decisions was transferred 

to the governors, in order to strengthen the central government’s control over local decisions.8 

 

Inadequate resources and a lack of budgetary power also hobbled municipal councils. In practice, the 

secretary general and MOI civil servants prepared the budget, and the municipal council voted on it. 

Even this vote was a mere formality, as, by law, the budget could not come into effect without the 

governor’s approval. Municipalities also had no fiscal control, as the baseline, rate, and methods of tax 

collection were determined by the state.9 The total of all autonomous municipal resources represented 

																																																													
7 The mixed-poll method (majority method with proportional weighting) was first introduced in 1990 
with 50 percent of the seats allocated to the list with the highest number of votes. Then the remaining 
seats are allocated to all lists with proportional representation, according to the electoral ratio, based 
on the highest remaining number. The electoral code amendment of 1998 stipulated a limit of 20 
percent of council for opposition parties. The 1998 amendment furthermore stated that parties 
obtaining less than 3 percent of the vote could not be allocated any seats; previously that number had 
been 5 percent. “United Cities and Local Governments.” 92005.) UCLG Country Profile: Tunisian 
Republic. Retrieved from http://www.cities- 
localgovernments.org/gold/Upload/country_profile/Tunisia.pdf. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Land taxes; taxes on industrial, commercial, or professional establishments; and the hotel tax made up 
the majority of autonomous resources for municipalities. The role of the municipality was limited to 
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only 2.5 percent of the state’s ordinary revenue.10 Moreover, revenue increases could not keep pace with 

expenditures, and municipal governments became increasingly dependent on the state. In 2004, financial 

aid from the state represented 52 percent of all municipal resources.11 As one study put it, the two bodies 

providing the funds (one a common fund providing operation allowances and the other a loan and 

support fund) were “the tools which allow[ed] the State to be involved in the process of local decision-

making and at the same time to impose their economic and financial preferences on the 

municipalities.”12 Most municipalities had very poor collection rates, were in debt, were unable to hire 

qualified staff, and thus remained highly dependent on the state.13 

 

Woven throughout both the administration and the system of representation was the pyramidal RCD, 

comprising a political bureau, regional councils, and local cells.14 The administrative apparatus, including 

the MOI, “enabled monies and jobs to be funneled to regime supporters, the political party, and its 

associations.”15 As pointed out by Allal (2016), the RCD functioned at the local level as a one-stop shop, 

providing Tunisian citizens with social aid, consumer credits, building authorizations, scholarships, and 

business permits. The role played by the local branch of the RCD and its local “big men” allowed the 

party to offer a protective-domination over an important part of the Tunisian population. 

 

Consequently, municipal governments were embroiled in a complex relationship between the governor, 

the national RCD, and their respective local branch of the RCD, not to mention the surveillance that 

the security apparatus exerted over them. Municipal councils had little room to maneuver. RCD 

members dominated the councils, and, in most cases, they effectively relegated decision-making to the 

RCD. The role of the council was simply to approve the RCD’s decision. RCD-dominated councils 

were generally submissive to the party, the governor, the national government, and the family of Ben 

Ali. 

																																																													
verifying the statement given by the taxpayer and, where appropriate, measuring the area of land covered 
by the building as well as selecting the reference price for the square meters covered, of which the max 
and minimum were already established by the decree. Ibid. 
10 Statistics from 2004. Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 
13 The same study found that only 35 out of the 264 municipalities had autonomous financial revenues 
in 2004. Ibid. 
14 Coupe, J. A., and Redissi, H. (2014). “Tunisia.” In E. Lust (Ed.), The Middle East, 13th edition (796). 
Washington, DC: CQ Press. 
15 Ibid (802). 
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Special Delegations After the Fall of Ben Ali. Given the RCD’s control over local councils, replacing the 

RCD-dominated municipal councils was a priority in the wake of the revolution, and doing so brought 

to the forefront difficult questions of representation and legitimacy. Who would be represented on the 

councils, and how would members be chosen? Moreover, what would make councils legitimate in the 

absence of elections? 

 

The answers to these questions shaped the establishment of the SDs. First and foremost, there was a 

desire to safeguard the SDs from the political forces that dominated in Tunisia before the revolution. 

In the aftermath of the revolution, the Committees for the Protection of the Revolution, that had been 

created all over the country, had particular legitimacy in negotiations over the new SDs. Second, the 

revolution was driven in part by a desire to make local voices heard against a domineering central 

government; as a result, local actors were seen as more legitimate in the immediate aftermath of the 

revolution. 

 

One of the MOI’s first decisions dealt with Tunisian municipalities. On January 14, 2011, the day after 

Ben Ali fled the country, governors across the country received an official document requiring them to 

declare the dismissal of the municipal councils and requesting the establishment of SDs.16 The document 

also compelled the governors to provide a list of possible SD candidate members, who were to be 

chosen from within the administration, as well as a list of those who had never been elected as members 

of a political party, and were therefore considered to be politically unaffiliated individuals. As Mokhtar 

Hammami, the general director of the General Direction of Public Local Collectivities (GDPLC), 

explained, “We asked the governors to list the human resources available within the administration, and 

the apolitical persons, those who have never been involved in politics before—persons that have been 

involved in public affairs before but not in politics, and also young people and women” (personal 

interview, Tunis, June 5, 2014). According to the MOI’s criteria, the SDs were to comprise members of 

the administrative field and civil-society actors, excluding past and present political actors.17 Clearly, the 

MOI and other actors understood the local level to be politically important. 

 

																																																													
16 This may be interpreted as a last ditch effort by the regime to maintain control after the flight of Ben 
Ali. However, that does not affect the argument being made in this paper. 
17Thus, the appointment of SDs aimed at removing RCD-affiliated politicians. It is beyond the scope of 
this article to evaluate to what extent such attempt has been successful. However, in our four case 
studies, only one person appointed to an SD had previously be elected as an RCD member of a 
municipal council.  
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The MOI and the governors provided the institutional framework for the creation of new SDs, but they 

had to accept that local actors would play the leading role in shaping the SDs.18 Moreover, while those 

leading the process claimed that SDs should be isolated from political forces, various political 

contenders also saw the SDs as a chance to place themselves in the position to steer the country in the 

days ahead. Thus, the mandate was to create politically un-affiliated SDs, but where they could, political 

actors—including former legal opposition parties, the formerly underground opposition, and the 

UGTT—aimed to shape and control the SDs. As we will demonstrate, the extent to which local actors 

selected only politically unaffiliated members—or put differently, to which local actors were willing and 

able to resist pressures to politicize the SDs—varied significantly. In some cases, the UGTT and political 

parties played an important role in the formation of SDs and in supporting the SD president, while 

elsewhere, they were nearly absent from negotiations. 

 

Reconsidering Special Delegations After the October 2011 Elections. In the period examined in this study (2011–

2013), the administrative structure and oversight did not change from what they had been before the 

revolution, despite continued calls for establishing greater municipal powers, and new constitutional 

provisions that granted local-level powers. Arguably, central authorities continued to use the SDs as a 

mechanism by which to exert control in the periphery, much as they had in Ben Ali’s time. Indeed, 

pressures to control the SDs escalated following the 2011 Constituent Assembly elections. 

 

Following the Tunisian Constituent Assembly elections, the winning coalition, or “troika,” that emerged 

sought to use its political leverage to exert control at the municipal level and argued that the electoral 

results provided a legitimate reason to renegotiate the composition of SDs. In its view, the SDs created 

in the aftermath of the revolution did not reflect the real popular support that the political parties 

enjoyed; thus, it was reasonable to alter SDs to reflect the people’s will as expressed in the October 23 

election.  

 

The troika proceeded to exert pressure on SDs in order to gain a majority of seats on SDs across the 

country. As Hammami, explained, at a certain point there was a change and the new SDs were selected 

on the basis of the constituent assembly. Thus, la troika was favored. Also the governors’ nominations 

were the result of the balances of power represented within the constituent assembly (personal 

																																																													
18 Given the timing, it is important to recognize that not all local actors may have been interested in 
participating. Ghannouchi had not yet returned to Tunisia—he returned on Jan 31, 2011—and parties 
such as Ennahda, POCT, and Ettakatol were likely still weary of participating. 
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interview, Tunis, June 5, 2014). 

 

 
 

Figure 1. Number of SD changes and replacements, 2011–2013. 

Source: Official Journal of the Republic of Tunisia. 

 

Thus, despite the absence of elections at the local level, the period following the October 2011 elections 

witnessed the replacement of SDs, as well as governors and secretaries general, in a number of 

municipalities. The data, drawn from the Official Journal, show the number of SDs formally announced 

each month, from February 2011 through November 2013. The formation of new SDs spiked in spring 

2011, with 90 SDs announced in May 2011 alone. As the red line indicates, a few of these SDs were 

short lived, with wrangling between local and national actors leading to their reestablishment. Another 

wave of SD formation took place just prior to the elections —35 in August, 20 in September, and 18 in 

October. The vast majority of these were first-time SDs.  

 

According to Hammami, , following the elections Tunisians witnessed a new wave of SD 

announcements (personal interview, Tunis, June 5, 2014). In many cases, as shown in Figure 2, these 

were preceded by changes in governors. This time, as the figure indicates, the majority of new SDs 

replaced SDs that had been formed before the October 2011 elections. (See appendix for a complete 

listing of changes.) As we shall see, these changes represented the successful efforts of central elites to 

exert control that local actors were unwilling or unable to resist. 
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Figure 2: Number of SD, governor, and secretary general changes, 2011–2013. 

Source: Official Journal of the Republic of Tunisia. 

 

 

4. SDs Under Pressure: Explaining Change and Resilience 
 

What explains whether or not a specific SD changed in the aftermath of the October 2011 elections? 

The extant literature provides little insight into the likelihood that municipal councils (or SDs, in Tunisia) 

would change, largely because the importance of local-level democracy in transitions has been 

overlooked. We focus on four possible explanations that align with different understandings of the 

underlying logic or drivers of this change. 

 

One possible explanation centers on the need for change. In this case, due to public discontent, SDs 

were more likely to be changed if they were performing poorly. Unfortunately, there is little data on 

municipal-level performance in Tunisia in 2011–2013, but one way to understand performance is to 

evaluate public debt. We should expect: 

 

Hypothesis 1: SDs that had greater public debt were more likely to be changed than those with 

less public debt. 
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A second explanation views changes in SDs as a realignment between representation and the popular 

will. This would be consistent with the troika’s public reasoning at the time of these changes: that the 

changes in SDs were necessary because the people had spoken, and troika parties deserved greater 

representation than they had been awarded after the fall of Ben Ali. Thus, we should expect that the 

troika exerts pressure or change particularly in SDs where the troika received its greatest level of support, 

and it was in these cases that SDs changed. 

 

Hypothesis 2. Pressure for change exists in those communities that had strong popular support 

for the troika.  

 

A third explanation suggests that it was the Ennahda Party, and not the troika as a whole, that promoted 

change. This is in line with arguments that Ennahda played the dominant role in the troika, and that it 

was most intent on exploiting its success to expand power across the country. The resultant hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis 3. Pressure for change existed in those communities that had strong popular support 

for Ennahda.  

 

A final explanation views the changes in SDs as a contest between the troika and their opposition, borne 

out at the local level. It was not a mechanistic replacement of members to align the SD with the popular 

will but rather a hotly fought contest over the ability to hold on to political power. The troika exerted 

pressure to change SD membership across the country, but it was the presence of bottom-up resistance 

rather than top-down pressures that explain which SDs were replaced. This view recognizes 

municipalities as an important arena of political power. As a result, we expect: 

 

Hypothesis 4: SDs were replaced in areas where local actors were unable to resist the pressures 

for change, particularly where they lacked the backing of local political actors.  

 

 

5. Analyzing SD Change: Insights from a Quantitative Analysis 
 

We examine the likelihood that SDs changed in the aftermath of the 2011 Constituent Assembly 

elections through an analysis of an original data set of Tunisian municipalities. We measure the change 
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in the SD in three forms: first, a dummy variable denoting whether there is a change in the SD following 

the 2011 elections (November 2011 to November 2013); second, the number of SD members changed; 

and third, the percentage of members on the SD changed in the same period. This data was collected 

from announcements of SD changes published in the Official Gazette (Official Journal of the Republic of 

Tunisia) during this period. 

 

The hypothesis that changes in the SDs reflected their inability to meet municipal needs (H1) is 

examined through an analysis of the level of public debt at the municipal level. We include the level of 

public debt in 2012, collected from the Caisse des Prêts et de Soutien aux Collectivités Locales in 2013 

(CPSCL, 2013) We use the log of the debt to consider the extent to which poor municipal management 

explains the change in SDs. 

 

We gain some leverage on testing hypotheses 2 and 3, that change was more likely where the troika or 

Ennahda, respectively, had greater support. We include the vote percentage for Ettakatol and CPR, and 

separately for Ennahda, as the measure of support for these parties in the 2011 elections. The data was 

collected from the Instance Supérieure Indépendante pour les Elections (ISIE, 2011).19 

 

Finally, we include a number of control variables. We use the log of the population as a measure of the 

importance of the SD, taking into account that SDs in larger municipalities may be more likely to be 

changed than those in smaller municipalities. We also include the number of adherents for the UGTT 

at the governorate level (as this variable is available only at that level). This data is drawn from Mohamed 

Munji ‘Amami, Al-harakat al-niqabiyya al-tunissiyya: bayn thaqal al-marouth wa istihqaqat al-ta’qalam (Tunis: 

2011) and allows us to consider the possibility that the unions influenced the likelihood of SD change.  

 

We examine the hypotheses through a logit analysis of SD changes and ordinary least squares analysis 

of the percentage and the number of SD members changed. The analyses face some limitations. Due to 

data availability, we are able to examine only 140 municipalities, and relevant data on party support for 

the SD council is not available.20 Nevertheless, they are instructive. 

 

 

																																																													
 
20 By dropping the UGTT adherents, the N increases to 155. The findings are robust to this change in 
specification and are available upon request.  



	
18	

The analyses yield strong and consistent results that SD changes were political. (See Table 2.) We find 

little support for H1, that SDs were more likely to be changed where debt was higher. Areas with large 

populations were also not more likely to see a change in the SD or the percentage of members changed. 

They are more likely to have more members changed, which reflects the larger size of SDs in larger 

municipalities. The degree of support for the troika parties has the largest effect on the likelihood of 

change, the number of members changed, and the percentage of the SD changed.  

 

We find support for H2, that the SDs were more likely to change where communities supported the 

troika. Interestingly, however, it appears that it was in municipalities that had expressed greater support 

for Ettakatol and CPR in the 2011 Constituent Assembly elections that the SDs were more likely to be 

changed, as shown in Figure 3. Support for Ennahda had a consistent, significantly negative relationship 

with the likelihood of change. Similar results hold when considering the number and percentage of SD 

members changed. Thus, we reject H3. 

 

That SD changes were more closely associated with the strength of the troika and not Ennahda suggests 

that it was the center, as a whole, that engaged in changing SDs, and that Ettakatol and CPR engagement 

in the push for change was critical to its success. It may reflect, however, the notion that SDs in Ennahda 

strongholds were already composed of members who were pro-Ennahda. It may also, however, reflect 

the difficulty that CPR and Ettakatol had in maintaining their membership after a split in the troika. 

They thus may have had an interest in mobilizing supporters at the local level and could do so, in part, 

by placing members on the local SDs.21 Unfortunately, we do not have the data of SD members’ 

affiliations required to adjudicate between these explanations. Similarly, we do not have the data 

necessary to examine Hypothesis 4, that it was the opposition support for sitting SD members, not 

simply pressure placed upon them, that explains the varied outcomes

																																																													
21 The qualitative data demonstrate how EnNahda pushed for SDs’ change whether or not CPR and 
Ettakatol supported it.  A disaggregation of troika’s vote share in the quantitative analysis (available 
on request) demonstrates that CPR’s vote share is the most significant driver of change. 
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 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

VARIABLES Dummy 

any change 

Dummy 

any change 

Number 

members 

changed 

Number 

members 

changed 

Percent 

members 

changed  

Percent 

 members 

 changed 

 

Percent Vote for Troika  3.509*  11.39**  0.468 

  (1.942)  (4.472)  (0.293) 

Percent vote CPR/Ettakatol 4.604**  12.74***  0.573*  

 (2.057)  (4.529)  (0.295)  

Percent vote Ennahda -5.339**  -8.569  -0.664*  

 (2.553)  (5.436)  (0.354)  

Log of debt (2012) 0.0965 0.113 0.356 0.402 0.00990 0.0134 

 (0.164) (0.145) (0.270) (0.269) (0.017) (0.0176) 

Log population 0.330 0.330 1.513* 1.533* 0.0615 0.0631 

 (0.382) (0.380) (0.826) (0.830) (0.053) (0.0543) 

UGTT adherents/pop -79.24 -50.01 -121.4 -76.62 -6.826 -3.357 

 (75.41) (71.04) (164.1) (162.5) (10.70) (10.63) 

Constant -4.129 -6.981* -17.22* -22.48** -0.391 -0.798 

 (4.185) (3.921) (9.200) (8.622) (0.600) (0.564) 

       

Observations 140 140 140 140 140 140 

Adj. R2   0.151 0.135 0.080 0.055 

Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Figure 3: Likelihood of change in SDs. 

 

The question thus remains regarding whether these changes came about because the troika exerted 

pressure only in areas where they had popular support—which would be consistent with the troika’s 

justification that the changes were necessary to bring the representation at the local level in alignment 

with popular opinion—or because in those areas the opposition was less capable of fighting back against 

attempts for change. The latter is more consistent with critics’ views of SD changes. To distinguish 

between these views, we turn to comparative case studies of four municipalities. 

 

 

6. Analyzing SD Change: Lessons from Comparative Case Studies 
  

A close examination of the SD changes in Hammamet, Gafsa, Nefta, and Zarzis, based on interviews 

conducted with mayors and councilors both prior to and following the revolution, finds that top-down 
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pressures were exerted in all four SDs, with troika-appointed governors playing a major role in 

modifying the composition of the SD.22 Moreover, where the governors’ interventions found resistance 

from the SDs, the local branch of Ennahda organized demonstrations against them. It was not solely 

the degree of pressure on the SDs, but also the SDs’ ability to resist this pressure, that differentiates 

when SDs successfully resisted the demand for change and when they failed to do so. When top-down 

pressures for change were exerted on presidents who did not have the backing of leftist political parties 

or the UGTT, the troika—via the governors—succeeded.  

 

Before turning to these cases in more detail, it is important to note that we cannot demonstrate that the 

presence of politically unaffiliated SD leaders, isolated from their local context, enhanced the troika’s 

ability to capture the SD. It is plausible that the same political context that led to the formation of 

politicized SDs in the beginning also enhanced the local actors’ ability to resist change. However, what 

we can show—and argue—is that, somewhat ironically, the SDs that were politicized in the first place 

and where the local political forces worked with the SDs against the central authorities were able to 

resist political capture after the 2011 national elections. In both instances, before and after the national 

elections, SDs were important political tools used by centrally focused contenders to extend their 

political power in the absence of local elections. 

 

Politicized Councils and SD Resistance. Following the revolution, both Zarzis (a coastal municipality) and 

Nefta (a municipality in Tunisia’s interior) had highly politicized SDs. The presidents had the support 

of the local branches of the opposition parties on the left and the UGTT; the troika was largely excluded. 

In both cases, following the national elections, the troika in Tunis was keen on changing the 

composition of the SDs to its favor.23 Yet, the support the SD presidents received from the opposition 

parties on the left and the UGTT enabled the respective SDs to resist the pressures after October 2011. 

Neither SD was changed.  

 

Politically Backed SD Presidents: In Nefta, the political parties and the UGTT played an important role in 

choosing SD members. The governor charged Khaled El Okbi, a civil-society actor who had been in 

																																																													
22 We note that one should not expect a change in the SDs where Ennahda was most successful, as the 
members on the SDs would already be sympathetic to the party. Ideally, we would be able to control 
for the level of Ennahda support on the special delegations, but this data is not available. Consequently, 
we focus on the cases in which Ennahda support was low but the troika was still able to affect change. 
23 In the National Constituent Assembly elections, the troika received 48.7 percent of the votes in Zarzis 
and 42.2 percent of the votes in Nefta. 
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the pre-revolutionary municipal council on the opposition list, to form the SD, due to his role as 

president of the Committee for the Protection of the Revolution. El Okbi sought to keep political 

parties outside of the SD, forming an SD of largely politically unaffiliated actors representing the 

different neighborhoods in the city. However, he faced strong opposition from the local branches of 

both the leftist and Islamist parties. Unable to reach consensus, he decided to throw the ball into the 

UGTT’s court.24 As Fauzi Hachemi, general secretary of the UGTT and member of the first SD, 

explained, there were some people who wanted to exclude the political parties, but in the end the UGTT 

selected the SD’s members.25 The UGTT dominance led not only to a politicized SD, but to one that 

ultimately excluded the troika. Indeed, Hassan Nasser, a member of Ennahda, argued that, in protest 

against the UGTT’s monopolization of the SD, Ennahda refused to accept the three seats it was offered 

(it did, however, as is discussed below, place five Ennahda sympathizers on the SD).26  

 

In Zarzis, the UGTT also played a dominant role in selecting the SD. The Committee for the Protection 

of the Revolution played a major role in selecting members; its criteria for members were people’s 

honesty and their independence from the previous regime. At the neighborhood level, whenever an 

agreement was difficult to reach, the candidates voted, in order to select members in a democratic 

manner.27 Yet, the list was drawn into question when the governor attempted to interfere, arguing that 

the committee had not respected the citizens’ right to present their candidacy in accordance with an 

official document that the MOI issued in March 2011 that stipulated that all citizens had this right 

(within 48 hours). In doing so, the governor aimed at having a brand new list of candidates. However, 

the president of the Committee for the Protection of the Revolution, who was also a member of the 

UGTT, declared that the committee should be responsible for the final decision. In the end, the 

Committee for the Protection of the Revolution resisted the governor’s pressure and managed the 

process of selection insofar as only four candidates of the 24 originally selected were replaced.28 The 

																																																													
24 Personal interview with Khaled El Okbi, a member of the opposition within the prerevolution 
municipal council, civil-society actor, and president of the Committee for the Protection of the 
Revolution, Nefta, 2014, June 13. 
25 Personal interview with Fauzi Hachemi, general secretary of the UGTT and member of the SD, Nefta, 
2014, June 12. 
26 Interview with Hassan Nasser, member of Ennahda, Nefta, 2014, June 13. 
27 Personal interview with Bouzimita Hechmmi, president of the Committee for the Protection of the 
Revolution and member of UGTT, Zarzis, 2014, June 18–19. 
28 It should be noted that members of political parties’ political bureaus were removed from the SD, 
and replaced by people who belonged to the different neighborhoods of Zarzis. Personal interview with 
Labiadh Ezzedine, member of the SD, Zarzis, 2014, June 17. 
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former president of the municipal council described the SD as the UGTT’s outcome,29 as did an 

Ennahda member, who blamed the union for the fact that it was politicized.30 

 

Resisting Rressures for Change. The SDs in Nefta and Zarzis both resisted the top-down pressures to modify 

their composition. In both cases, the governors argued that the SD representation should reflect that 

of the Constituent Assembly. Despite the fact that the pressures for change were strong, with local 

Ennahda members disrupting the functioning of the SDs through resignations and/or organizing public 

demonstrations against the SDs, both SDs successfully resisted top-down and local demands for change. 

 

In Zarzis, the Ennahda governor put pressure on the SD by, among other things, boycotting the SD’s 

activities; without his approval, its ability to accomplish anything was inhibited. These pressures from 

national-level deputies and the governor to alter the SD’s composition were matched by those from 

within the SD—the local branch of El Nahda also pushed for the SD’s modification. In order to replace 

the SD, Ennahda organized two demonstrations against it, to disrupt its functioning and thereby its 

legitimacy. The first demonstration was organized in order to stop an SD decision to move the taxi 

station, and it successfully forced the SD to retract its decision. The second demonstration condemned 

the participation of the SD’s president in the demonstration that occurred after leftist leader Mohamed 

Brahmi’s murder.31 Ennahda and its sympathizers argued that the president had participated in this 

demonstration as a result of his affiliation with the left and, due to his lack of independence, must 

resign.32 Yet Ennahda worked alone, without the other troika parties that it tried, but ultimately failed, 

to bring to its side. As stated by a member of El Nahda’s local branch, “We contacted other political 

parties, such as Ettakatol, in order to discuss the establishment of a new SD. In the end, our strategy 

did not succeed as the SD boycotted El Nahda’s constructive efforts.”33 In the end, the governor and 

the two regional deputies of the Constituent Assembly proposed a new SD,34 but the president refused 

to resign.  

																																																													
29 Personal interview with Mokhtar Dakhli, former president of Zarzis municipal council, 2014, June 19. 
30 Personal interview with Mohamed Belhiba, member of the Committee for the Protection of the 
Revolution and member of El Nahda, Zarzis, 2014, June 19. 
31 The assassination of Mohamed Brahmi, in late July 2013, led to a political crisis during which the 
country's opposition organized several demonstrations against the ruling troika alliance. 
32 Personal interview with Imed Kaouach, vice-president of the SD, Zarzis, 2014, June 17. 
33 Personal interview with Mohamed Belhiba, member of the Committee for the Protection of the 
Revolution and member of El Nahda, Zarzis, 2014, June 19. 
34 Personal interview wjth Mohamed Belhiba, member of the Committee for the Protection of the 
Revolution and member of El Nahda, Zarzis, 2014, June 19. 
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The local branch of Ennahda in Nefta followed a similar strategy, and, as in the case of Nefta, 

implemented this strategy without the support of the other troika members. Following the national 

elections, the five Ennahda sympathizers (who had entered the SD when, out of protest, Ennahda had 

refused the three seats designated for its formal members) all resigned, claiming that the president’s lack 

of experience required his removal and the SD’s modification. Yet this attempt to gain leverage in the 

SD failed. Again, the president simply refused. In response, Ennahda modified its request and asked for 

seven seats, so as to reproduce at the local level the Constituent Assembly proportions. The governor, 

who belonged to Ettakatol, consequently called for negotiations, during which the SD’s majority offered 

to increase Ennahda’s seats from three to four.35 The local branch of Ennahda, however, refused the 

offer. As Hasssan Nafta, a member of Ennahda, explained, “the elections gave Ennahda 50 percent of 

vote, [so] we had the right to get 50 percent of the seats within the SD. In order to obtain more seats, 

we also organized a demonstration in front of the municipality.”36 In the end, the composition of the 

SD did not change. 

 

In both Zarzis and Nefta, support from the local branches of the leftist political parties and the UGTT 

allowed the SD to implement effective counter-strategies when they came under pressure. As Tahar 

Labiadh, general secretary of the Zarzis municipality, stated, Ennahda was unable to change the SD in 

Zarzis because the leftist political parties were strong in Zarzis and stood behind the SD’s president.37 

Ennahda had weak grounds for demanding a change in presidency. While the president had been chosen 

by the left and was working closely with the highly politicized leftist-leaning SD, he himself was 

technically unaffiliated politically. He thus appeared to stand above the fray and represent all sides. 

Given the inordinate power of the position of the presidency vis-à-vis other SD members (see below), 

this situation worked in favor of the left, while leaving Ennahda with little ammunition to bring down 

a president who fulfilled the criteria as set out following the revolution—a politically independent 

manager. For their part, the opposition parties on the left sought to undermine Ennahda’s aim of 

changing the SD by coaxing the local branch of Ennahda away from the party at the national level. As 

one member of the SD stated, “When we realized that the Ennahda governor was boycotting our 

activities, we started to invite Ennahda members, in particular those elected at the constituent assembly, 

																																																													
35 Personal interview with Fauzi Hachemi, general secretary of the UGTT and member of the SD, Nefta, 
2014, June 12. 
36 Personal interview with Hassan Nasser, member of Ennahda, Nefta, 2014, June 13. 
37 Personal interview with Tahar Labiadh, general secretary of the Zarzis municipality, Zarzis, 2014, June 
18; personal interview with Kamel Lahidheb, president of the SD, Zarzis, 2014, June 20. 
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to discuss such issue as the budget. Indeed, we realized that in order to destroy sometimes a hug is 

needed. In other words, in order to neutralize the opposition we included it to some extent.”38 To a 

degree, Ennahda members were placated. Realizing that there was no consensus on changing the SD, 

the Ennahda governor kept the composition as it was.39 

 

The active involvement of the opposition parties on the left in Nefta similarly explains the SD’s 

resistance to change. In Nefta, the SD began preparing for battle as soon as Ennahda made clear that 

its goal was a new SD. According to Hachemi, the SD engaged in several tactics. First, in order to garner 

popular support, the SD members emphasized the positive results they had had in terms of municipal 

management to the local population. Second, the SD exploited the fragmentation of the troika at the 

local level by gaining the support of the local branch of Ettakatol (even though, at the time, Ettakatol 

was not a member of the SD). Thus, while at the national level the troika was united in its desire and 

efforts to change the composition of the SDs, at the local level, it was not. Third, when Ennahda 

organized a demonstration against the SD, the SD organized two counter-demonstrations, so that the 

police would be obliged to report that any change in the SD in Nefta would result in political instability 

and potentially in violence. It was only due to the SD’s connections to the opposition parties on the left 

and UGTT that it was able to organize successful demonstrations, particularly on short notice; as a 

result of their long histories of political protest, the opposition parties on the left were able to call up 

and mobilize large networks of protesters. Finally, the SD members strategically decided to be 

cooperative when negotiating with the governor, who belonged to Ettakatol, by offering Ennahda an 

increase in its number of seats from three to four—knowing that four seats would be insufficient for a 

majority and that Ennahda would, consequently, most likely abandon the negotiations (which it did).40 

As noted by members of the SD, these successful counter-strategies—such as the so-called generous 

compromise noted above—were also the brainchild of the opposition parties on the left and the UGTT 

and the result of their previous political experiences negotiating with governors and other political 

parties. An Ennahda representative further argued that the SD and its allies successfully countered them 

on political grounds, arguing that the SD’s negotiations were aimed at consuming time while maintaining 

the status quo.41 

																																																													
38 Personal interview with Abdelmajid Jazari, member of the SD and member of the party El Watad, 
Zarzis, 2014, June 18. 
39 Personal interview with Kamel Lahidheb, president of the SD, Zarzis, 2014, June 20. 
40 Personal interview with Fauzi Hachemi, general secretary of the UGTT and member of the SD, Nefta, 
2014, June 12. 
41 Personal interview with Hassan Nasser, member of Ennahda, Nefta, 2014, June 13. 
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Special Delegations Without Local Political Support and Special Delegation Change. Both Gafsa (a municipality in 

the interior) and Hammamet (a coastal municipality) had politically unaffiliated presidents.42 Yet 

Hammamet had a highly politicized and confrontational SD, while Gafsa did not. In both cases, the 

presidents lacked the backing of the political parties and unions and, as such, were unable to prevent 

the change in SD from the center.  

 

Gafsa and Hammamet: Presidents Without Political Backing. In Gafsa, the Committee for the Protection of 

the Revolution played an important role in forming the SD and successfully created a politically 

unaffiliated SD. According to the spokesman and president of the international commission of the first 

SD,43 members were chosen based on their competencies, personal trajectory, and opposition to the 

pre-revolutionary regime. The Committee for the Protection of the Revolution refused a list that the 

governor had provided, which sought to include people belonging to the administration44; instead, as a 

member of both the first and second SDs explained, the city was divided into neighborhoods, and civil-

society and political activists chose two politically unaffiliated persons in each neighborhood to 

represent the neighborhood on the SD. The general secretary of the Gafsa governorate provided an 

explanation that was more flattering to the governor but that nevertheless concurred that the SD was 

non-politicized: in order to avoid discussions with political parties, the general secretary explained, the 

governor chose two persons without political affiliation within the Committee for the Protection of the 

Revolution because it had members present in every neighborhood of the city.45 According to both 

accounts, the Committee for the Protection of the Revolution played a preeminent role in shaping the 

SD in Gafsa, choosing a council comprising individuals without political affiliation. 

 

The process of appointing the first SD in Hammamet also resulted in an SD with a politically unaffiliated 

president. According to Ismail Weli, a member of the first SD, the governor asked the provincial 

representative to choose some influential people from the city of Hammamet who could help him 

																																																													
42 In the National Constituent Assembly elections, the troika received 55 percent of the votes in Gafsa 
and 52.5 percent of the votes in Hammamat. 
43 The first SD had different commissions, one of which, “the international commission," was in charge 
of dealing with all the international actors and institutions that at that time were interested in setting up 
projects in Gafsa.  
44 Personal interview with Riad Badri, spokesman and president of the international commission of the 
first SD, Gafsa, 2014, June 11. 
45 Personal interview with Lazahhr Lahssini, general secretary of the Gafsa governorate, Gafsa, 2014, 
June 11. Lahssini was the general secretary of the municipality of Gafsa until February 2013; he moved 
to the governorate when Brahim Hamdaoui became the new governor. 
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establish the SD. The provincial representative chose Fethi Gueddiche, Faizel Merbene (who later 

became the president of the SD), Sahem Sohli, and Weli, as they had organized the anti-regime 

demonstration on January 12, 2011. The governor’s only condition was that people committed to the 

previous regime could not be on the SD.  

 

However, the question of whether political parties should be represented on the SD became highly 

contentious. The local branches of the political parties insisted on having representatives on the SD, 

while others—who at one point walked out of negotiations in protest—sought to restrict the SD to 

politically unaffiliated actors. Ultimately, agreement was reached, with an SD comprising unaffiliated 

members and party representatives.46 This compromise substantially weakened the position of the 

president. Faycal Merembene, the president of the first SD, was among the six politically unaffiliated 

persons on the council. As he explained, without backing from any political party, his position was weak 

in the face of a council with political representatives and the political structures that consequently 

support them; Ennahda alone had eight representatives, out of the 24 total members).47 The council 

remained confrontational throughout its tenure, which ended on October 11, 2012. 

 

Inability to Resist Change. In both Gafsa and Hammamat, the governors successfully changed the SDs 

following the October 2011 elections. The central government justified the changes in part by the failure 

of the existing SDs to implement projects and promote stability, and because they did not represent the 

people’s will as reflected in the Constituent Assembly elections. As we have seen, however, SDs 

throughout the country had these problems. It was the weakness of the presidents—who lacked the 

political backing of the local parties and unions—that led them to be summarily removed. 

 

In Gafsa, members of the first SD discovered that their SD had been changed only when they read it 

in an official bulletin.48 Neither the SD, nor the press, nor the population had been informed of the 

negotiations between the governor and the MOI to change the SD. The governor, Brahim Hamdaoui 

(known as an “Ennahda governor”), explained that the new SD was formed to reflect the election results 

and to have approval of the Constituent Assembly.49 The explanation given by an administrative 

																																																													
46 Personal interview with Ismail Weli, member of the first SD, Hammamet, 2014, June 24. 
47 Personal interview with Faycal Merembene, president of the first SD, Hammamet, 2014, June 25. 
48 Personal interview with Riad Badri, spokesman and president of the international commission of the 
first SD, Gafsa, 2014, June 11. 
49 Personal interview with Farida Mabrouki, journalist for Tunis Afrique Presse, Gafsa, 2014, June 5. 
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employee of the Gafsa municipality was slightly different—the first SD’s failure was due to the fact that 

the SD had been unable to provide basic services and that this had led to various strikes.50 This, too, 

can be understood to stem from the SD’s political weakness. However, as one member of the first SD 

pointed out, the failings of the first SD must be put in context of the governor’s boycott of the SD and 

its efforts to implement municipal projects. The SD’s inefficiency was exacerbated when, as a 

consequence, many of the SD’s members stopped participating in the SD’s official meetings in protest 

against the governor. The president thus found himself alone and without support, as only two or three 

members kept on coming to the municipality.51 In November 2011, in protest against the governor, the 

SD members decided to resign; however, the governor convinced them to remain in power. While the 

SD members interpreted the governor’s interference as a signal that he intended to maintain the status 

quo within the SD, the governor took the opportunity to negotiate secretly with a united troika and 

announce a new SD. When the new SD was formed, the governor chose members from lists presented 

by Ennahda, CPR, and Ettakatol. The UGTT and other parties neither participated in the process nor 

came to the support of the first SD members52; without their backing or involvement, the governor 

could simply ride roughshod over the president and the SD. 

 

In Hammamet, as in Gafsa, the governor played a major role in removing the first SD. As elsewhere, 

the stated goal in establishing a new SD was to create one that reflected the representation in the 

Constituent Assembly. The governor met with the Hammamet representatives elected to the 

Constituent Assembly in order to set the criteria for choosing new SD members.53 Yet, the process of 

establishing a new SD led to a crisis within the troika alliance. Soon after the new SD was created, ten 

SD members belonging to Ettakatol and CPR resigned from the SD in protest over Ennahda taking 

eight seats and, most importantly, the presidency.54 SDs are based on a presidential system, with 

																																																													
50 Personal interview with Saied Saouane, vice-director in charge of human resources and finances at 
the municipality of Gafsa, Gafsa, 2014, June 10. 
51 The president of the first special delegation refused to be interviewed. A civil-society actor described 
the president as “a true activist, involved in activities such as cleaning the city. Once I met the president 
while he was buying some paint with his own money. He did so in order to repaint the sidewalks and 
because the municipality did not have any money left!” Personal interview with Marwene Kaira, member 
of Bondy Blog and radio journalist, Gafsa, 2014, June 9. 
52 Personal interview with Lotfi Dali, member of the second SD and president of the commission in 
charge of civil society affairs, Gafsa, 2014, June 11; personal interview with Riad Badri, spokesman and 
president of the international commission of the first SD, Gafsa, 2014, June 11. 
53 Personal interview with Rauf Jebnoun, president of the second SD, Hammamet, 2014, June 26. 
54 Personal interview with Fouad Alhribi, vice-president of the second SD and head of the political 
commission of Ennahda, Hammamet, 2014, June 24. 
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presidents having significantly more powers than other SD members; presidencies are thus highly 

contested. Both Ettakatol and CPR wanted the presidency, but Ennahda successfully proposed an 

“independent” candidate who was highly sympathetic to Ennahda. In the end, the SD kept on working 

with the remaining 14 members. As the so-called independent president chosen by Ennahda 

unsurprisingly stated, the first SD was created in the absence of quantitative indicators, but after the 

October 23 elections political parties knew their strength and that, as a logical consequence, the left was 

forced to leave more space to the right in the SD.55  

 

Why, then, was the Hammamet SD changed? The members of the first SD provided similar 

explanations to those in Gafsa. People had been very demanding, while the SD’s bad relationship with 

the authorities, from the very beginning, had made it difficult for them to meet the demands.56 

According to Faycal Merembene, the president of the first SD, the governor did everything he could to 

sabotage the SD’s activity. Merembene tried to resist the governor’s pressures and wrote to the MOI to 

ask for some kind of control over the governor’s maneuverings, but in vain. In the end the governor 

installed a new SD, despite the fact that the first one was still formally in charge. Merembene initiated a 

legal fight against the administration for the abuses committed against him and the SD he headed, but 

he failed in his attempts. He attributed this failure to his lack of political backing. “I used to be politically 

unaffiliated,” he explained when asked what the experience had taught him, “but now I am a member 

of Nida Tunis, because this experience has taught me that political battles require political parties’ 

support.”57 

 

In short, the political backing of the SD presidents was critical to determining whether the SDs would 

survive pressure from above to change their membership. The cases, summarized in Table 3, reflect 

this. The SDs were technically apolitical in all cases, in accordance with the mandate under which they 

were formed after the fall of Ben Ali. Yet, their real independence from political forces varied. Where 

the UGTT and other political parties were engaged in the SD and thus supported the president when 

he came under pressure to change, the SDs remained intact. Where these parties were not engaged, the 

SDs were reconstituted. 

 

 

																																																													
55 Personal interview with Rauf Jebnoun, president of the second SD, Hammamet, 2014, June 26. 
56 Personal interview with Ismail Weli, member of the first SD, Hammamet, 2014, June 24. 
57 Personal interview with Faycal Merembene, president of the first SD, Hammamet, 2014, June 25. 
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Table 3. Summary of the Cases 

 Hammamet Zarzis Nefta Gafsa 

Geographical 

location 

Coast Coast Interior Interior 

Governorate Nebeul Medenine Tozeur Gafsa 

Population 86,163 78,168 22,173 105,848 

Percent votes for 

Troika 2011 

52.5 48.7 42.4 55 

Politically affiliated 

SD president 

No No No No 

Level of public debt 8,000,000 TND 177,000,000 TND 171,357,000 TND 511,515,069 TND 

UGTT 

members per 

population 

Governorate 

0.97 percent 1.3 percent 1.4 percent 1.8 percent 

UGTT presence in 

SD 

No 

 

Yes 

 

Yes 

 

No 

Support for SD 

president by UGTT 

and/or political 

parties  

No support from 

parties 

Support from 

UGTT and left 

parties 

Support from 

UGTT and left 

parties 

No support from 

UGTT or parties 

SD change 
Yes No No Yes 

 

 

7. Conclusion 
 

Representation at the local level is a crucial, but often overlooked, aspect of democratization. As the 

study of Tunisia shows, the development of democratic institutions at the national level did not translate 

into representation at the local level. Indeed, quite the opposite—the local-level SDs became the sites 

of elite struggles for power. Following the October 2011 national elections, the troika took the 

opportunity to extend its power at the local level, arguing that it should have the “rightful” distribution 

of seats in local councils. Local stakeholders often resisted these attempts, arguing that changing the 
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SDs represented a reach for power, not a realization of popular will.  

 

The extent to which the resistance succeeded depended on the degree of support from political actors 

and, ultimately, the level of politicization of the council. In Hammamet and Gafsa, the SDs were 

replaced by new councils, while in Nefta and Zarzis, the existing SDs remained in place. Examining the 

cases in detail, we find that the SDs’ ability to resist change was contingent upon support from and the 

political experience of the leftist political parties and the UGTT. In Zarzis and Nefta, where the SD 

leadership had support from the UGTT and leftist political parties, the troika failed to remove the 

council. In Hammamet and Gafsa, where the SD leadership did not receive such support, the troika 

achieved its goals.  

 

The result was that SDs became politicized across the board. The SDs that were able to resist these 

efforts could do so because they were already politicized; it was the political backing of the UGTT and 

opposition parties on the left that helped to maintain their positions. Ironically, the SDs that were 

politicized resisted capture by the troika, while those that were not politicized were captured by the 

center and thus became politicized. In the absence of democratic elections at the local level, neither the 

SDs that remained nor those that were changed could legitimately claim to be democratically 

representative. 

 

This study has important implications for how we should think about the role of the local level in 

political transitions. The emphasis on the national level during political transitions, found both in 

scholarly and policy communities, masks the important role that local-level, representative institutions 

play. Indeed, the neglect of the local level implies that nothing of consequence occurs under the various 

caretaker governments put into place at the local level while awaiting elections. Yet our study indicates 

that, in the absence of municipal elections, the local level is an important arena of political contestation 

and that the outcomes of these political struggles shape local institutions and have important 

implications for the balance of power. As we have seen in Tunisia, local councils do not escape 

politicization, even in the absence of local elections.  

 

Local councils also play an important role in representation that too frequently is ignored. Democracy 

is founded upon the premise that citizens have a voice in policy outcomes, and yet, far too frequently, 

progress toward democracy is measured solely by the holding and quality of national-level elections. 

This study suggests that the tendency to postpone local elections is problematic, for it has important 
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consequences on the quality of democracy.  

 

Finally, the study points the way to future work. Many questions remain unresolved. Can holding local 

elections promptly circumvent a power grab by national-level parties and promote a more vibrant, open 

political system? Are there other ways to avoid the manipulation of local-level institutions by national 

actors, and can this be done without reducing the mandates of local institutions? When local councils 

do become a point of contention between national and local elites, how does this affect public support 

for the transition process? Such questions, and others, require further investigation if we are to 

appreciate fully the role of local institutions in democratization processes. 
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Appendix 
Time of 

decree  

Governor 

changed 

Secretary general changed 

March 

2011 

  

April 2011 Tunis 

Ariana 

Manouba 

Ben Arous 

Bizerte 

Beja 

Jendouba 

Kef 

Siliana 

Kassrine 

Gafsa 

Kebili 

Tataouine 

Medenine 

Gabes 

Sfax 

Kairouan 

Mahdia 

Monastir 

Sousse 

Zaghouan 

Nabeul 

Tozeur 

Tozeur 

Sidi Bouzid 
 

 

May 2011   

June 2011 Siliana  
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Tozeur 
 

July 2011 Nabeul 

Sidi Bouzid 

Mahdia 
 

 

August 

2011 

  

September 

2011 

Kasserine 

Tataouine 

Gafsa 
 

 

October 

2011 

  Kairouan 

 

 

November 

2011 

  

December 

2011 

  

January 

2012 

Gabes 

 

 

February 

2012 

  

March 

2012 

  

April 2012 Jendouba 

Beja 

Siliana 

Sidi Bouzid 

Gafsa 

Tataouine 

Tozeur 

Ariana 

Bizerte 
 

 

May 2012   

June 2012  Sfax Sfax 
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Tozeur Nefta 

Tunis Sidi Hassine 

Ariana Ariana 

Zaghouan Djebel El Oust 

Jendouba Oued Meliz 

Sousse Kalaa Soghra 

Bizerte Ras Jebel 

Nabeul Beni Khiar 

Gabes Chenini Nahal 
 

July 2012 Zaghouan 

Nabeul 

Monastir 

Kef 

Kairouan 

Sfax 

Medenine 

  Kebili 

 

Sidi Bouzid Jelma 

Monastir Zarmaddine 

Manouba Borj El Amri 

Sousse Zaouiet-Sousse 
 

August 

2012 

 Tunis Tunis 
 

September 

2012 

  

October 

2012 

  

November 

2012 

Zaghouan 

Tozeur 

Sousse 

Bizerte 

Jendouba 

Kasserine 
 

 

December 

2012 
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January 

2013 

  Kebili 

Gabes 

Bizerte 
 

Ariana 

Ettadhamen 

Elmnihla 

Nabeul 

Dar Chaabane El 

Fehri 

Zaghouan Zriba 

Sousse Bouficha 

Ben Arous Mournag 

Monastir Ksibet El Mediouni 

Mahdia Ksour Essef 

Monastir 

Sidi Ameur Masjid 

Issa 

Monastir 

Elmasdour Menzel 

Harb 

Kasserine Jedelienne 

Mahdia Bourmardes 
 

February 

2013 

 Tunis Sidi Bou Said 

Sfax Sakiet Ezzit 

Tozeur Tozeur 

Monastir Monastir 

Beja Beja 

Sfax Gueremda 

Mahdia Mahdia 

Monastir Ksar Hlel 

Ben Arous Megrine 

Beja Mejez El Bab 

Gabes Mareth 

Bizerte Menzel Jemil 

Bizerte 

Menzel 

Abderrahmane 

Djerba Ghriba 

Gabes Matouia 

Bizerte Rafraf 
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Nabeul Tekelsa 

Kairouan Echrarda 

Jendouba Maloulech 

Monastir Menzel Fersi 

Bizerte Tinja 

Ben Arous El Mourouj 

Sfax Tina 

Manouba Denden 

Nabeul Menzel Temim  

Monastir Amirat El Hajjej 

Manouba Tebourba 

Kelibia Dar-Allouch 
 

 
 

March 

2013 

  

April 2013   

May 2013  Tunis Bardo 

Ariana Raoued 
 

June 2013  Gabes Gabes 

Jendouba Ain Drahem  

Tataouine Dhiba 
 

July 2013  Ariana Soukra 

Sousse Sousse 

Ben Arous 

Boumhel El 

Bassatine 

Sfax El Hancha 

Kairouan Kairouan 

Ben Arous Rades 

Kelibia Kelibia 

Nabeul Korba 

Nabeul Somaa 

Nabeul Maamoura 

Nabeul Zaouiet Djedidi 
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Nabeul Menzel Bouzelfa 

Zaghouan Nadhour 

Sfax Mahres 

Gabes Skhira 

Nabeul Hammamet 

Bizerte Ras Djebel 
 

August 

2013 

  

September 

2013 

 Tunis Sidi Hassine 

Sfax Chihya 

Sousse Hergla 

Beja Maagoula 

Mahdia Souassi 

Sousse Akouda 
 

October 

2013 

  

 

 

 

 

 


