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Poverty, inequality and subsidies

Tunisia has already achieved the headline Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) of eliminating extreme poverty as
measured at US$1.90 per person per day. In fact, less than 1% of its population fall below this level of income. Data shows
that poverty was generally on the decline in the years leading up to the revolution in December 2010, a trend enabled by
economic growth and food subsidies. [ ]1

Despite having already achieved this important SDG goal, the country will continue to struggle with poverty and social
inequality. Chart 10 shows progress on eliminating poverty against the national poverty level of US$2.60 per day [ ], and2
the World Bank’s US$3.20 extreme poverty level for lower middle-income countries and US$5.50 per day for UMICs. At all
three levels, poverty is projected to increase until 2030 before gradually declining to 2040.

The global Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI) [ ], which measures ten indicators across three dimensions, namely3
health, education and living standards, estimates that approximately 1.3% of Tunisians are multidimensionally poor. [ ]4

In addition, poverty is more pronounced in rural areas and among children. In fact, poverty among children [ ], estimated5
at over 21%, is nearly twice as high as poverty among adults, and the rural poverty rate of 30% is far above the urban
poverty rate of 5%–12%. [ ]6



© 2024 AFRICAN FUTURES & INNOVATION PROGRAMMETHE REBIRTH: TUNISIA’S POTENTIAL DEVELOPMENT PATHWAYS TO 2040: SPECIAL REPORT3

Although inequality as measured by the Gini coefficient is declining and lower than in comparable countries, there are
significant disparities beyond income among Tunisians across gender lines and between regions. Inequalities in the labour
market and general well-being continue to disproportionately affect women and young graduates. [ ]7

Tunisia, like many countries in the MENA region, has used government subsidies, including food subsidies, as a key pillar
of the social contract to alleviate poverty and inequality. However, subsidies to the energy sector have come at a high cost
and now threaten fiscal sustainability in Tunisia, where they have generally been found to be inefficient and wasteful. In
fact, more than 16% of energy subsidies accrue to the wealthiest, compared to only 6.1% for the poorest decile of the
population. [ ]8

Attempts to reform the subsidy policy, particularly in the energy sector, have not been successful, although cuts to the
subsidy bill are crucial to reducing the budget deficit.

Tunisia is aware of the need to move away from universal food subsidies towards targeted social assistance programmes
that would optimise the budget allocated to this purpose. A 2013 study by the AfDB examined various scenarios to this
effect. [ ] Among the various proposals is a universal child allowance to mitigate the negative impact of general food and9
energy subsidy reform while effectively promoting poverty reduction and investment in human capital development. [ ]10



© 2024 AFRICAN FUTURES & INNOVATION PROGRAMMETHE REBIRTH: TUNISIA’S POTENTIAL DEVELOPMENT PATHWAYS TO 2040: SPECIAL REPORT4

1.  

2.  

3.  

4.  

5.  

6.  

7.  

8.  

9.  

10.  

Endnotes

According to the World Bank, ‘subsidies can also introduce relative price distortions that typically provoke: overconsumption and underinvestment in
subsidized sectors; the crowding out of more productive investments; delays in economic diversification; weaker current accounts and increasing
budget deficits; and adverse effects on health and the environment’. See C Leiva et al, The Socioeconomic Impacts of Energy Reform in Tunisia: A

, World Bank, Policy Research Working Paper WPS 7312, 2015Simulation Approach

The National Institute of Statistics designs and applies the poverty measurement methodology in Tunisia. Three poverty lines in dinars (TND) per person
per year are estimated and used to calculate the official poverty rates: metropolitan areas (TND 1 878), communal (TND 1 703) and non-communal (TND
1 501). On average, the poverty line is TND 1 706, which roughly translates into US$2.60 per person per day. See World Bank, : Poverty and Equity Brief
Tunisia, October 2019

Reading on MPI: see Oxford Poverty and Human Development Initiative (OPHI), About

OPHI, : Tunisia (Arab states), September 2019Global MPI country briefing of 2019

UNICEF, Tunisie: analyse de la pauvreté infantile en Tunisie, 2014, Children represent 29% of the population and account for 40% of total poverty. And
this is the same for the poverty gap, at 5.1% for children against 2.8% for adults.

UNICEF, Tunisie: analyse de la pauvreté infantile en Tunisie, 2014, www.unicef.org.tn. The World Bank quotes the Tunisian National Statistics Institute
estimate of the national poverty rate (US$2.60) in 2015 at 15.2%, having declined from 20.5% in 2010 and 23.1% in 2005. This differs from the estimate
in IFs, which is 2.4%. The World Bank’s Poverty & Equity Brief on Tunisia published in April 2019 estimated the poverty rate using the US$3.20 threshold
at 3.2% or 380 000 people. The IFs estimate is at 8.6% for 2018 ( ). The latest data from theWorld Bank, Poverty and Equity Brief: Tunisia, October 2019
World Development Indicators in 2015 estimates that 3.2% of the population is living on less than US$3.20. (The Borgen Project, Causes of poverty in

, 23 September 2017; The Borgen Project, , 29 September 2017;Tunisia Why the poverty rate in Tunisia is still high  World Bank in Tunisia,
).Political-economy context

OECD, Economic policy reform:  – Tunisia, Going For Growth Note

A Hodges and A-R el Lahga, Coût, impact et financement de l’allocation pour enfants en Tunisie, Oxford Policy Management and Partnership for
Economic Policy, Report for UNICEF and the Ministry of Social Affairs, Tunis, 6 May 2019.

See M Ayedi et al, , AfDB, 30 MarchFood subsidies and direct social assistance: Towards better targeting of monetary poverty and deprivations in Tunisia
2013

M Györi and F Veras Soares, Universal Social Protection in Tunisia: Comparing the Effectiveness and CostEfficiency of Food and Energy Subsidies with a
Proposed 

Donors and sponsors

Reuse our work

All visualizations, data, and text produced by African Futures are completely open access under the . You have theCreative Commons BY license
permission to use, distribute, and reproduce these in any medium, provided the source and authors are credited.

The data produced by third parties and made available by African Futures is subject to the license terms from the original third-party authors.
We will always indicate the original source of the data in our documentation, so you should always check the license of any such third-party data
before use and redistribution.

All of our charts  in any site.can be embedded

Cite this research

Jakkie Cilliers and Stellah Kwasi (2024) The Rebirth: Tunisia’s potential development pathways to 2040. Published online at futures.issafrica.org.
Retrieved from  [Online Resource] Updated 12 May 2023.https://futures.issafrica.org/special-reports/country/tunisia/

https://www.government.nl/
https://www.sida.se/en
https://southafrica.hss.de/
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/370251468189558300/the-socioeconomic-impacts-of-energy-reform-in-tunisia-a-simulation-approach
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/370251468189558300/the-socioeconomic-impacts-of-energy-reform-in-tunisia-a-simulation-approach
https://databank.worldbank.org/data/download/poverty/33EF03BB-9722-4AE2-ABC7-AA2972D68AFE/Global_POVEQ_TUN.pdf
https://ophi.org.uk/about/
https://ophi.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/CB_TUN_2019_2.pdf
https://ophi.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/CB_TUN_2019_2.pdf
https://databank.worldbank.org/data/download/poverty/33EF03BB-9722-4AE2-ABC7-AA2972D68AFE/Global_POVEQ_TUN.pdf
https://borgenproject.org/causes-of-poverty-in-tunisia/
https://borgenproject.org/causes-of-poverty-in-tunisia/
https://borgenproject.org/poverty-rate-in-tunisia/
https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/tunisia/overview
https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/tunisia/overview
https://www.oecd.org/economy/tunisia-economic-snapshot/
https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Procurement/Project-related-Procurement/Food_Subsidies_and_Direct_Social_Assistance-_Towards_Better_Targeting_of_Monetary_Poverty_and_Deprivations_in_Tunisia.pdf
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://help.tableau.com/current/pro/desktop/en-us/embed.htm
https://futures.issafrica.org/special-reports/country/tunisia/


 

The opinions expressed do not necessarily reflect those of the ISS, its trustees, members of the Advisory Council or donors. Authors contribute to ISS publications
in their personal capacity.

About the authors

Dr Jakkie Cilliers is the ISS's founder and former executive director of the ISS. He currently serves as chair of the ISS Board of Trustees and head of the African
Futures and Innovation (AFI) programme at the Pretoria oce of the ISS. His 2017 best-seller Fate of the Nation addresses South Africa’s futures from political,
economic and social perspectives. His three most recent books,  (March 2020), Africa First! Igniting a Growth Revolution The Future of Africa: Challenges and

 (April 2021), and  (June 2022) take a rigorous look at the continent as a whole.Opportunities Africa Tomorrow: Pathways to Prosperity

About African Futures & Innovation

Scenarios and forecasting can help Africa identify and respond to opportunities and threats. The work of the African Futures & Innovation (AFI) program at the
Institute for Security Studies aims to understand and address a widening gap between indices of wellbeing in Africa and elsewhere in the world. The AFI helps
stakeholders understand likely future developments. Research findings and their policy implications are widely disseminated, often in collaboration with in-country
partners. Forecasting tools inspire debate and provide insights into possible trajectories that inform planning, prioritisation and effective resource allocation.
Africa’s future depends on today’s choices and actions by governments and their non-governmental and international partners. The AFI provides empirical data that
informs short- and medium-term decisions with long-term implications. The AFI enhances Africa’s capacity to prepare for and respond to future challenges. The
program is headed by Dr Jakkie Cilliers.

https://www.jakkiecilliers.org/africa-first
https://www.jakkiecilliers.org/the-future-of-africa
https://www.jakkiecilliers.org/the-future-of-africa
https://futures.issafrica.org/books/

