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Tunisia has achieved a high electrification rate, increasing from 21 per cent at the
creation of the Tunisian Company of Electricity and Gas (STEG) in 1962 (six years after
independence) to 99.8 per cent! nowadays. However, the country’s energy sector is
currently facing several issues. Being highly dependent on fossil fuel-based energy
(which accounts for 97 per cent of the production of electric production), the sector is
facing increasing consumption, while the already limited national resources are
diminishing. In fact, the national production of primary energy decreased by 36 per cent
between 2010 and 2018. Over the same period, the demand for energy increased more
than twofold. This context has led to the expansion of the primary energy balance deficit,
which increased from 15 per cent in 2010 to almost 50 per cent in 2018, simultaneously
enhancing Tunisia’s energy dependence (more than half of the natural gas consumed is
imported from Algeria). All of this has resulted in a steady rise in electricity prices for
consumers.2 Tunisia is a signatory to the Paris Agreement (2015) and is committed to its
nationally determined contribution (NDC), which aims to reduce the country’s greenhouse
gas emissions across all sectors by 41 per cent relative to 2010 levels by 2030, despite
the fact that Tunisia contributes only 0.07 per cent of global emissions.2 The planned
reductions include a 46 per cent decrease in emissions in the energy sector. The
achievement of these goals would align with Tunisia’s ambition of reducing its energy
deficit.
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Tunisia is meanwhile promoting the diversification of its energy mix through developing
renewable energies. However, the climate policies that have been designed by Tunisia in
the last few decades have failed to bring about the changes needed. This is because they
remain embedded in a capitalist framework that imposes a quest for endless growth and
that prioritizes private profit above all else, resulting in ‘an energy expansion, rather than
an energy transition’.4 An alternative to the models developed so far is needed, to
incorporate social and environmental goals within climate policies. This could

be achieved through a public goods and public ownership approach if the latter were
carried out by accountable institutions, namely within the framework of energy
democracy. This implies a scheme that involves ‘genuine popular participation and
control’.2 To tackle this challenge and to bring about ‘real’ solutions, the concept of a ‘just
transition’ has been introduced into global discussions around the energy transition. This
concept advocates a fair shift to an economy that is ecologically sustainable, equitable
and just for all its members. It asserts that transforming the way we use and think about
energy requires deep transformations in every sector, and that the energy transition
should be implemented carefully in order not to reproduce or deepen existing inequalities.
Hence, the idea of a just transition emphasizes the issue of democracy, as well as the
issues of sovereignty over public goods and the environment (among others).8 Indeed,
focusing on communities’ interests in the design of an energy transition must involve
taking steps away from the current financial, profit-based system in order to include
consideration of other dimensions. According to the just transition framework, a real
solution cannot simply tackle only one aspect of the problem of climate change — for
instance, the sources of energy — while overlooking the social and environmental sectors
that may depend on those sources in various ways. The idea is to get away from narrow
visions and goals and to consider the way in which renewable energies should be
developed.

In 2017, referring to the necessity of a just transition, the Movement Generation argued
that ‘Transition is inevitable. Justice is not’. However, considering recent developments
including the fact that the COVID-19 pandemic has failed to bring about any significant
change in our system, it is becoming more and more obvious that the status quo could
well last much longer than we might have expected, while its adverse repercussions grow
exponentially. In this context, there is no space left for a wait-and-see attitude: immediate
action must be taken towards both an effective transition and justice.

While Tunisia is now entering a new energy transition, following its international
commitments, almost no debate has occurred at the national level on the redistributive
aspects of this transition, which raises serious concerns and crucial questions. For
instance, who will benefit and who will lose from this transition? Who controls the
knowledge and technology that will be used to implement this transition and to what
extent will the transition deepen Tunisia’s historical dependency on imperial powers? Will
this energy transition open the door to the liberalization and the privatization of the energy
sector? To what extent will this energy transition help to address the issues of structural
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unemployment and inequality in the country? Will this transition facilitate an increase in
democratic control over natural resources or will it exacerbate capitalistic land-grabbing at
the expense of local communities?

This paper seeks to provide some reflections in order to attempt to answer these
questions. In this context, the paper aims to reflect on the concept of a just transition
within the context of Tunisia. In a first part, we present the 2015—-12 law on renewable
energy and its implications. We then investigate to what extent the renewable energy
transition represents a convincing development opportunity for Tunisians themselves.
Last, we question the impacts of renewable energy development on people’s rights and
on the environment.

The renewable energy law: a turning point in Tunisia’s energy
transition

a) The Tunisian Solar Plan: a renewal of the trend towards dependency as strategic
orientation

In 2015,Z Tunisia launched the updated version of the Tunisian Solar Plan (its French
acronym is PST), an operational plan that sits within the country’s energy transition
strategy. The plan was originally published in 2009 and aims to increase the ratio of
renewable energy from 3 per cent in 2016 to 30 per cent in 2030,8 which requires the
production of an additional 3,815 megawatts (MW) from renewable energy. According to
the PST, 46 per cent of new renewable energy will be produced by wind turbines, 39.6
per cent by solar photovoltaic (PV) panels, 11.8 per cent by concentrated solar power2
and 2.6 per cent by biomass.12 The PST’s intermediary goals were updated after a
December 2017 conference on accelerating the implementation of renewable energy
projects.I! This policy follows a regional — if not global — trend towards the expansion of
renewable energy, partly through public—private partnerships (PPPs), justified by the lack
of sufficient governmental resources to build power plants.12 To give one example,
Morocco has been following a similar path since 2009, when its solar plan was presented
by King Mohammed VI1.13 However, the promotion of PPP as a substitute to public
procurement and public debt is misguided as the PPP is a kind of securitization of a
public project whereby profits are privatized and losses are socialized. 14 The PST
requires around 8 billion euros of investment over the 2015-2030 period, including 6.3
billion for equipment and 1.7 billion for the development of the power grid.12 According to
the plan, two-thirds of this funding will come from private sources, predominantly foreign
investment, and one-third from public sources. Most of these financing needs focus on
importing knowledge and expertise (through technologies, equipment and patents) and
will accelerate Tunisia’s current path of dependency. This will materialize through the
deepening of Tunisia’s foreign debt in order to finance this imported technology, which is
subject to monopoly conditions and intellectual property rights. In this context, the PST is
designed in such a way that it reinforces power dynamics whereby a Southern country
needs to borrow more so as to import Northern technology and knowledge production in
order to transition to renewable energy. Through this plan, Tunisia is continuing to
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promote an economic model that is led by foreign investment as the only way of financing
its development. While some parts of the funding needed for Tunisia’s renewable energy
plan may come through foreign investment (or even climate finance/debt), no efforts have
been made to explore ways of producing and controlling the knowledge necessary to
achieve some parts of the PST in order to reduce both knowledge and capital
dependency on industrialized countries.

b) The 2015-12 law: liberalization, privatization and the lack of state control

Since 2009, steps have been made towards progressively liberalizing the Tunisian energy
sector: law n°2009-7, dated 9 February 2009, introduced private sector electricity
production from renewable energies for firms’ self-production.t® This was followed by
decree n° 2009-2773, detailing the conditions of surplus selling to the national company
STEG. A big step was taken in 2015, with law n° 2015-121Z relating to the production of
electricity from renewable resources. This law opened up the power grid to private
companies, enabling them to produce energy, primarily for domestic use and for
exportation thereafter, through an authorization regime (for projects of between 1 and
10MW) and a concession regime (for projects of more than 10MW). These liberalization
measures, which put an end to STEG’s monopoly, aim to make the regulatory framework
more attractive for foreign investors.X® Other later decrees and regulations specify
conditions and procedures for the achievement of these projects,’2 including connection
to the national grid22 and providing standard contracts for firms to start producing under
the mentioned regimes. In this context, the idea that the energy sector functions most
efficiently when it is managed by private companies, as opposed to the ineffectiveness of
public management, still prevails today in Tunisia, despite a serious lack of independent
studies on the impact of liberalization policies on the electricity production sector.2! The
process of privatization, initiated decades ago, has not provided enough evidence that
this point of view is in fact correct.

As a matter of fact, the claim that private companies provide better services for a lower
price has not been confirmed by the facts. On the contrary, while PPPs are sought after
by states for development reasons, private companies tend to prioritize corporate profit
above all under these contracts, and this aspect of divergent interests has often been
overlooked. These partnerships often induce increased prices, along with labour
violations, declining service quality and a failure to implement an ambitious climate
strategy. The Tunisian law relative to PPPs, enacted in late 2015, does not provide
sufficient tools for the state to address the negative impacts of these types of projects,
and to ensure the protection of public and citizens’ interests. No right to compensation for
affected communities is envisaged, and neither are mechanisms for government control
and supervision — to prevent green grabbing, for instance.22 Moreover, civil society and
local communities have limited access to information about PPP proposals and are not
encouraged to participate in discussions.22 Therefore, PPPs raise financial issues for the
government, as much as they represent a threat to the efficient delivery of services and
genuine democratic control over projects.
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c) The influence of international interests in the context of the policymaking
process

The energy transition in Tunisia is being promoted by international actors, some of whom
are connected to previous projects that have aimed to develop renewable energy in
northern Africa for export to Europe. One of them, Desertec, was centred around an
‘unrestricted flow of cheap natural resources from the Global South to the rich
industrialized North, maintaining a profoundly unjust international division of labour’, as
Hamza Hamouchene has described.22 Comparable to Desertec, Nur Energy (a UK-based
company) and Zammit Group (based in Malta) are the main stakeholders of

the TuNur project, which aimed in its early days to establish a giant solar power plant in
the region of Kebili, with the purpose of exporting the produced electricity to Europe
through cables under the sea. This project organized a powerful lobby that sought to
obtain the inclusion of provisions relating to exports in the renewable energy legislation,
against resistance from the state electricity monopoly.22 The role of international actors in
influencing domestic policies has been well-documented in the field of renewable energy,
especially as regards the German—Tunisian relationship in this sector. Germany, which is
a pioneer in the area, sees in Tunisia a high potential to be tapped. Accordingly, since the
2012 German—Tunisian partnership on energy, Germany has been providing technical
and financial support through industrial investments and the establishment of institutes
and foundations in Tunisia. The latter seek, among other things, to influence political
parties by promoting ‘green’ development ideas.28 These actions, carried out in the
context of bilateral cooperation, have had some repercussions in relation to the Tunisian
regulatory framework.

In fact, some recommendations made by the German development agency, the German
Agency for International Cooperation (G1Z) and Desertec Industrial Initiative (Dii), seem to
have anticipated some of the measures contained in the 2015 law. The official motives of
German cooperation are said to be beneficial for the development of Tunisia, particularly
in relation to employment.2Z Germany’s actions in Tunisia fit into the context of European
Union (EU) activities in this area. A 2015 communication by the European Commission
about the strategy for an Energy Union clearly expresses the European Union’s (EU’s)
wish to encourage and develop renewable energies, notably through international
cooperation with non-EU countries.28 This would be done within the framework of

the Energy Charter Treaty (ECT), which was established in the early 1990s. In fact, the
European effort to involve Tunisia in this process dates back to 2013, when the country
was approached by the ECT secretariat, through the mediation of the German embassy,
to join the treaty within the context of its ‘MENA Project’ of expansion in the region. The
country’s membership of the ECT is still under discussion.22 The ECT includes provisions
on foreign investments in the energy sector, including in relation to investor—state dispute
settlement (ISDS). This tool gives corporations the power to sue governments when they
consider that states’ policies are detrimental to their profits, even if those policies aim to
foster an energy transition or social rights that are in the public interest. ISDS claims have
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already delivered billions of dollars of taxpayers’ money to big corporations and the mere
threat of ISDS therefore constrains states in their policy design, thus interfering with
democratic processes.22

Following the principles set out in the ECT, the EU is seeking to deepen liberalization in
order to standardize the Tunisian legislative framework through negotiations around the
Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Agreement (DCFTA) (ALECA being the French
acronym). This liberalization offensive would undermine the state’s capacity to regulate —
sometimes against investors’ interests — and therefore would facilitate the introduction of
European investors (who benefit from the EU’s extensive subsidy programmes) into the
Tunisian market. This would eventually open the way for exports, thus ensuring energy
security for Europe, rather than for Tunisia.2! For European companies, accessing the
Tunisian market means increased cost-effectiveness and competitiveness because of
lower salary and fiscal charges and the transfer of environmental costs. The pressure
exercised on Tunisia, and the lack of consultation of civil society in the DCFTA negotiation
process, have been already pointed out.22

d) Progress of, and resistance to, the privatization process

Prior to law n°2015-12, the production of electricity — excluding the self-production
regimes — was the monopoly of the public utility company, STEG. This state-owned
company had already embarked on several investments to develop the production of
electricity from renewable energy. For instance, two wind power plants belonging to
STEG were established in the north of Tunisia before 2015: a 54MW plant in Sidi Daoud
and a 190MW plant in Bizerte.22 However, the company’s executive considers these
projects very expensive. In an interview with Nawaat magazine, Taher Aribi, former CEO
of STEG, stated: ‘To invest in such projects, we are obliged to sign debt agreements.
Clean electricity production projects cost three times as much as a conventional plant.
Our financial capacity is fragile for investment, borrowing or guarantee remittances’.24
Since the liberalization of renewable electricity production under the authorizations and
concessions regimes, the proportion of private investment has increased. According to
2018 figures, 42.5 per cent of the electric power coming from planned wind and solar
energy projects will be produced as a result of PPPs. However, it should be mentioned
that not all of those power plants are operating yet.22 In parallel, STEG has been
developing its two PV power plants in Tozeur (Tozeur | and Tozeur 1), of 10MW each.

Because of the lack of available information on the progress of renewable energy
projects, it is hard to define to what extent the sector is currently developed, and in which
conditions. For instance, the information published on the Ministry of Industry, Mines and
Energy website states that ‘in 2017, STEG began building the first 10MW PV plant in
Tozeur [Tozeur 1] which has been put into operation on 10 March 2021. A second 10MW
extension plant at the same location [Tozeur 2] has been put into service on 24 November
2021.28 However, a press article issued on 5 November 2021 reports that the
operationalization of the plants is just starting. The article mentions that the delay was
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due to financial issues faced by Tozeur 1 and to postponements in the shipping of
equipment related to the COVID-19 pandemic for Tozeur 2.3Z Both plants are now
operational and have been officially inaugurated in March 2022.

Another power plant has been built in Tataouine and was ready for operationalization in
June 2020. However, the General Union of Tunisian Workers (UGTT)28 has blocked

the plant’s connection to the national grid,22 claiming that the process will eventually lead
to the privatization of STEG. This situation has not been resolved to date, 42 with the plant
waiting to be connected to the national power grid while negotiations with the trade

union go on. In July 2020,41 the Minister of Industry#2, Mines and Energy posted

on Facebook a message accusing the General Federation of Electricity and Gas (FGEG),
a branch of the UGTT, of ‘sabotage’ against the operationalization of the 10MW PV power
plant in Tataouine, which has been built under the authorization regime by the Tunisian
Enterprise of Petroleum Activities (ETAP), a public company and a subsidiary of ENI (an
Italian oil company). However, the FGEG’s opposition to the project needs to be read in
the context of its opposition to privatization in general. As a matter of fact, the UGTT’s
opposition to the PPPs in particular, and to privatization in the production of electricity in
general, is not new.

As early as January 2014, the FGEG spoke out against the bill prepared by the Ministry
of Industry and adopted by the government which would eventually become the 2015-12
law. It criticized the decision-making process behind the bill, asserting that it was drawn
up without involving the UGTT, or STEG’s executives and engineers. The FGEG’s
secretary-general noted that the project was launched in haste and without referring to
studies prepared in advance or to a general national energy strategy. On 27 March 2018,
a call for the non-privatization of the electricity production sector was reiterated by the
FGEG. Later, on 26 February 2020, a few months before the blocking of the Tataouine
power plant by the UGTT, the government issued a decree authorizing the creation of
self-production companies for the production of electricity from renewable energies and
defining the conditions for the transportation of electricity and the sale of excess energy to
STEG. The FGEG secretary-general?2 then expressed the categorical opposition of the
Federation to the privatization of electricity production in Tunisia. These policies were
depicted by the FGEG as paving the way for private and foreign investment, favouring
investors’ profit over the public utility (STEG). The FGEG had stated that it would

protest against this orientation because the production of electricity by private individuals
and its direct sale to customers would disrupt the electricity network and impact the
distribution of electricity, making it inaccessible to certain categories of the population. It
also rejects the commaodification of electricity, which affects national security and STEG’s
public status.

Impacts of the current energy transition: a fair shift for Tunisia’s
development and people’s rights?

a) A real development opportunity for the Tunisian renewable energy sector?
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Regarding human resources and skills development, Tunisia is implementing a training
scheme in the energy sector, which has been adapted to renewable energies. To this end,
academic and professional programmes have been designed, provided by public and
private universities, including engineering schools. The National Agency for Energy
Management (ANME) has also started offering training and certification programmes.
These efforts have led to the development of human resources that are capable of
providing companies with the skills required to help implement national renewable energy
programmes, with greater ‘competitiveness’ (i.e. more cheaply). However, local skills and
expertise are insufficient to enable local enterprises to conceive, carry out and maintain
large-scale wind and solar power plant projects. In addition, the stagnation of the wind
farm at Bizerte since 2012 has led to the disintegration of previously acquired
expertise.24 In parallel, a number of operators have emerged that give substance and
structure to the renewable energies sector that is being developed: government
institutions, manufacturers and suppliers of equipment, installation and maintenance
companies, design offices, etc. Also, building on its prior industrial experience, Tunisia
has the capacity to develop partnerships with foreign manufacturers to produce
renewable energies equipment. Indeed, in regard to PV, national firms are engaged in
assembling some modules imported from China, Germany, Japan, Italy, Spain and
France.

In the case of wind turbines, there is strong potential for industrial integration: a Tunisian
private company, SOCOMENIN#2 — which originally specialized in metal construction — is
producing wind turbine towers, and local industry is also capable of manufacturing turbine
components in the mechanic, electric and electronic industrial sectors, including by
adapting the production line where appropriate. In addition, related logistics,
transportation, construction, exploitation and maintenance activities can all be carried out
by domestic enterprises. However, despite these advantages, the Tunisian renewable
energy manufacturing sector remains unable to support the development of major
projects. Tunisia lacks certain raw materials and intermediate technologies that are
essential to the development of such projects. These include silica, PV cells, electrical
wires, alternators for wind turbines and wind turbine controllers.2é Equipment and
intermediate technologies which are not produced locally must be imported, resulting in a
dependency on foreign suppliers. In fact, the reality is that this sector has thus far grown
mostly thanks to residential PV installation programmes and 90 per cent of Tunisian
renewable energy sector companies work in the PV sub-sector. As a consequence, the
market is mostly developed in the area of PV installation. According to the preliminary
findings of a 2019 GIZ survey, out of 150 enterprises in the sector, more than 85 per cent
were installers, a third were suppliers of PV components, and 20 were design offices,
while there were only two project developers, two PV panels manufacturers and one
training office. Also, when we look at calls for proposals and calls for tenders related to
renewable energy authorizations and concessions in the period 2017 to 2019, we find

that development corporations were only just emerging at this time.4Z
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In addition, in spite of the existence of some national actors, Tunisia’s willingness to
attract foreign investors tends to exclude local companies and Tunisian developers: for
instance, the government prioritizes foreign companies with a background in developing
projects of the same scale with the same technology.28 Indeed, the selection of projects is
based on the prior experience of the developer or its subcontractors, and on the
consistency and feasibility of the project, which de facto gives preference to foreign
investors from countries that are leading the way on the development of renewable
energy projects and which have stronger financial resources.42

Under the authorization regime (10MW projects), out of the 22 projects which have
benefited from an agreement in principle after the three rounds of calls for tenders
launched between 2017 and 2019, only half have Tunisian project leaders and only four
projects are exclusively led by Tunisian firms. By comparison, five projects exclusively
involve to French firms and three to German ones.22

As regards concessions for solar energy production, all five projects (for a total of
500MW) are awarded to foreign firms. The Norwegian company SCATEC Solar has won
tenders for three projects, for a total of 300MW.21

Number of projects obtained by companies in tenders between 2017 and 2019
under the concession regime according to nationality (in percentages)

Power (MW) if the sum of projects obtained (authorisation) by companies pooled
nationality (in percentages)

Power (MW) of the electricity production projects obtained (concession) by
companies depending on their nationality (in percentages)

Thus, if the Tunisian-led renewable energy sector has some assets as regards the
development of local projects, it remains too weak to carry out the expected large-scale
projects in the current context. Thus, to reduce its dependency, Tunisia would be wise to
promote small-scale projects at the household or community level that would be more
suited to local expertise, and less intensive in terms of capital and knowledge
requirements.

b) Challenges to promoting local development and to reducing regional inequalities

In order to ensure that the development of renewable energy in Tunisia is beneficial for
the local economy, the 2015 law was followed by several other laws and decrees. These
have included laws to create an incentive framework for investments in renewable
energies. Law 2016-71, dated 30 September 2016, on investments in the field of
renewable energies, and the subsequent government decree n°2017-389, dated 9 March
2017, concerning financial incentives encourage targeted regional development and local
employment generation through renewable energy projects. They also create tax benefits
to encourage companies to invest in marginalized regions22 and reinvest part of their
profits.23
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However, several developers and investors have faced difficulties finding funding and
have pointed out some regulatory and bureaucratic challenges to participating in calls for
tenders (also linked to the plurality of institutions involved).24

Fiscal and financial incentives seek to bring development to marginalized regions, which
is where most of the renewable energy projects are located.22 However, the effective
development of those targeted regions needs to be assessed, including by taking into
account the risk of dispossession of communities. Indeed, when analysing the list of
eligible companies for the installation of solar panels within the framework of the Prosol
Elec®® project (for self-production purposes), the companies based in more developed
regions stand out. Indeed, out of 380 Tunisian firms, only 40 are based in the targeted
regions (Jendouba, Beja, Kasserine, Gafsa, Tozeur, Kebili, Tataouine, Gabes, Kairouan,
Sidi Bouzid, Kef), with most of the companies being based in the Tunis and Sfax areas.2’
This means that the more developed regions are reaping most of the benefits of the
development of this sector by accumulating more profit and generating more
employment, at the expense of other regions that need this the most.

To make an accurate estimation of job creation, both direct and indirect employment must
be taken into account. In the case of renewable energy projects, direct jobs cover
activities in the areas of energy production, installation and construction, and
maintenance, whilst indirect jobs include sales, engineering and research, training, etc.
The forecast of employment creation in the field of renewable energies is around 3,000
jobs per 1000MW produced annually with solar PV energy. The number of additional jobs
for the whole renewable energy sector in Tunisia is estimated to be between 7,000 and
20,000.28 However, a majority of those jobs are not long-term since most of them are
needed just for the construction and startup phase of projects which lasts just a few years
(an average of five temporary jobs at this stage for 1 MW of renewable energy), whereas
maintenance of projects requires very few employees (an average that drops to two
sustainable jobs per 1 MW mostly in the field of maintenance).22 Therefore, large-scale
PV and wind energy projects may not be best-suited to providing numerous long-term
employment opportunities. In addition, the development of job creation has

to be backed up by the stimulation of all branches of the sector. In this respect, the local
production of the technologies required for renewable energy projects would offer

strong potential for new job creation, since low dependency on importations implies more
employment.&2

Accordingly, despite an official focus on marginalized regions and local employment
generation, there might be a risk that the current framework actually ends up taking hold
of land in the least developed areas in order to exploit the renewable resources there,
without proper compensation for local communities, maintaining an internal colonial
dynamic.&!

c) Social and environmental rights of local communities: emerging concerns in the
light of the Borj Salhi village mobilization
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In the strategic vision for the energy sector adopted by the government in 2018, fairness
in energy distribution and good governance are officially promoted, through the securing
of fair access to energy in every region, in the best conditions, the development of a
social responsibility policy, the creation of a regulatory authority and the implementation of
a more transparent process.82

Additionally, under the 2015-12 law, the first step required for an electricity

production project using renewable energy, within the framework of the authorization
regime, is the conducting of a feasibility study. This study must include environmental and
social impact assessments. The environmental impact assessment must be carried out
by a consulting firm and must include at least a basic description of the initial condition of
the site, the characterization of the site and a description of neighbouring areas, an
estimation of the future impact of the project on local flora and fauna, and an estimation of
the visual and acoustic impact.£2

However, despite this framework, social and environmental measures seem not to be
always followed. In 2000, the first wind turbine project in Tunisia was established around
70 kilometres away from Tunis, in the northeast of the country, followed afterwards by
other phases of installation in 2003 and 2009. This renewable energy power plant, which
includes around 40 wind turbines, is providing electricity to 50,000 Tunisians. However, in
Borj Salhi, the village in which the 2009 extension was implemented, villagers currently
do not benefit from a connection to the high-voltage grid and cannot access STEG
electricity meters, and their deteriorated grid experiences frequent outages. For more
than a decade the nearby village community has denounced this power plant project,
which is owned by STEG. Indeed, the 2009 extension provoked a social mobilization of
the villagers living near the plant. The proximity to the wind turbines is one of the first
reasons for their discontent: the closest turbine is located less than 50 metres away from
one residence, causing discomfort for villagers, especially because of the consequences
for their health of the constant noise, which also affects animals. From an environmental
impact perspective, the landscape modifications have led to soil erosion and a dieback of
olive trees. Among other issues raised by the villagers is the lack of maintenance of the
wind turbines by STEG, which leads to technical accidents.

At the heart of the discontent is the lack of inclusive decision-making, which could have
taken into consideration the consequences for local land and inhabitants, and ensured
their ownership of the project. After the latest negotiation meeting, held in March 2021,
between the villagers and STEG, the latter announced itself ‘ready to assume [their] full
responsibility and to end this ten-year conflict. However, the case remains open as no
further action has been taken by STEG since then.8

The example of the village of Borj Salhi demonstrates that public awareness, local
communities’ participation and rights, as well as environmental sustainability, are not yet
guaranteed in the face of other interests. The impacts on the social and environmental
rights of local communities should be closely monitored, both on paper and in practice, in
future projects.
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Conclusion

This overview of developments in Tunisia’s renewable energy development sector
highlights several incompatibilities with a just transition model. First, we identify limits in
terms of democratic decision-making, because of the influence of a number of non-
national actors and a lack of consultation of other stakeholders (such as the UGTT or
local communities). This led to the introduction of the 2015 law, which encourages
privatization, including in the form of PPPs, placing Tunisia firmly within the global
neoliberal scheme regarding the development of renewable energy. This has opened the
door to neocolonial initiatives, such as Desertec and Tunur, which prevent government
control over renewable energy projects, and, by extension, impede Tunisians’ sovereignty
over their own resources. Moreover, this chosen path reinforces financial and knowledge
dependency on foreign actors through foreign direct investments and technology
importation, instead of Tunisia investing in energy sovereignty through local development
of the renewable energy sector. This means that the current short-term strategy adopted
by successive governments in the last decade, by choosing to invest in PPPs rather than
in public services, has been focused more on attracting private (and especially foreign)
investors and securing their profits — despite the long-term financial burden it might
induce — than on fostering local development. As a result, communities’ rights are
neglected, with effects ranging from an inadequate access to electricity to land
dispossession, specifically for people in already marginalized regions.

This framework continues to favour actors from relatively privileged regions, whereas
impoverished areas are further marginalized and dispossessed of their resources. It
seems that, once more, most of the dynamics are profit-driven and short-term, which also
explains why the provisions regarding the protection of the natural environment are
insufficient. With the priority given to the realization of large projects at all costs,
insufficient consideration is given to local people’s needs and the environment in which
these projects are being established, and not enough attention is paid to the conditions
required for their economic integration into the national economy. Despite a lack of
accessibility of information and insufficient investigative and field-based work (which could
yield greater knowledge about who owns what, who does what, and who are the winners
and losers), some cases — such as the one in Borj Salhi — nevertheless reveal deep
deficiencies in the current framework, and suggest that there might be many other similar
examples that have not yet caught the public’s attention.

Based on our analysis of local expertise in Tunisia, a just transition would give
households and communities the means to produce their own electricity based on small-
scale PV projects, which would reduce capital and knowledge needs and promote the
development of job-generating local actors. Worldwide, many civil society actors have
undertaken a phase of re-municipalization — namely, the reclaiming of public ownership of
services — to set up ‘community-led and climate-conscious’ public services, by regaining
control over local resources. Thus, privatizing should be avoided in the first place.82 Local
governments could promote the installation of small-scale PV by local companies in order

12/19



to break with the current reinforcement of regional inequalities. Management of these
projects at the local level would also give more ownership, rights and power to local
communities to control and oversee the means of production in the energy sector.
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