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• Throughout 2011, the Tunisian economy was 
significantly affected by the domestic political 
unrest and the conflict in neighbouring Libya. 
Although the macroeconomic situation partly 
improved in 2012, uncertainty remains high 
and risks to the short-term outlook are large 
and tilted to the downside.  

• The crisis in the euro area represents one of 
them, given Tunisia’s close financial and 
economic links with several countries of 
Southern Europe. The Tunisian economy has 
also been negatively affected by the increased 
political uncertainty and impasse that 
followed the assassination of an opposition 
leader in February of 2013. 

• In this context, the Tunisian authorities 
agreed in mid-April 2013 on a financial 
programme with the IMF to help cover their 
financing needs and implement their reform 
agenda.  

Macroeconomic and financial developments 

Following the recession of 2011, when the 
Tunisian economy contracted by nearly 2%, 
reflecting the domestic political unrest, the Libyan 
conflict, and the economic slowdown in the euro 
area, real GDP growth picked up to 3.6% in 2012. 
On the supply side, this rebound was mainly due to 
the recovery of services, particularly tourism, and 
non-manufacturing industries. Investment and 
exports were the main drivers of growth on the 
demand side. Tourism receipts increased by 60% 
in 2012 in comparison to the previous year (but 
still remained below their 2010 level), while FDI 
recorded an increase of nearly 85% compared to 
2011 and even exceeded its pre-crisis level. FDI 
mainly targeted the sectors of tourism, real estate, 
agriculture, manufacturing, and energy.  

For 2013, the authorities expect an even higher 
GDP growth of 4.5%, based on assumptions about 
the performance of the manufacturing and tourism  
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industry on the supply side and exports on the 
demand side.(88) 

Inflation pressures have re-emerged since the 
beginning of 2012, partly due to increases of raw 
material prices, the depreciation of the dinar, the 
rebound of internal demand and supply-related 
factors. Consumer price inflation intensified in the 
second half of the year reaching its peak in 
December (nearly 6%). Average inflation was 
5.6% for the whole year. In this context, the central 
bank started tightening monetary policy already in 
January 2012, allowing an increase in the one-
month average interbank rate by about 0.5%, 
followed by a rise in its key policy rate by 25 basis 
points in August (to 3.75%). Average inflation is 
expected to increase moderately to 6% in 2013, 
reflecting stronger demand and the reform of the 
energy subsidy schemes, which might require a 
further tightening of the monetary policy. For the 
last years, Tunisia has been considering moving to 
an inflation targeting regime, including with 
technical assistance from EU member states. 

On public finances, the government adopted in 
May 2012 a supplementary budget foreseeing a 
deficit of 6.6% of GDP for the year (3.5% of GDP 
in 2011) to enable higher spending on 
development projects and job creation, although a 
lower deficit of 5.4% of GDP was finally realised, 
basically due to higher-than-expected revenues and 
under-execution of the investment budget. Despite 
the modest fiscal adjustment that is envisaged 
under the programme for 2013, the budget deficit 
is projected to increase to 7.3% of GDP in 2013, 
mainly reflecting the cost of the planned 
recapitalisation of banks and the repayment of 
arrears. The public debt remained at 44% of GDP 
at end-2012, but is projected to increase slightly to 
45% of GDP by the end of 2013, mainly due to 
higher borrowing.  

The rebound in domestic demand during 2012 
contributed to a widening of the current account 
deficit (to 8.1% of GDP from 7.3% of GDP in 
2011). The increase in FDI inflows only partially 
compensated for this effect, leading to a worsening 
balance of payments position. Foreign exchange 

                                                           
(88) The IMF projects 4% growth due to renewed political 

uncertainty in Tunisia and the economic situation in the 
EU. 

 

reserves had to be partly mobilised in the first half 
of 2012. They recovered in the summer months 
and more significantly in December, when they 
reached USD 8.6 billion (3.8 months of imports) 
compared to USD 7.5 billion (3.4 months of 
imports) at end-2011. More recently, however, 
reserves have started declining again, broadly 
reflecting the drop of external receipts that 
accompanied the heightened political instability 
that followed the assassination of an opposition 
figure (Mr. Belaid) in February 2013. Reserves 
dropped to USD 6.3 billion at end-May 2013 (just 
below their sustainability threshold of 3 months of 
imports). This alarming trend was one of the main 
reasons behind the IMF programme agreed in mid-
April 2013. 

While financial market indicators have recently 
showed some signs of stabilisation, Tunisia’s 
financial sector situation remains vulnerable, 
notably with regards to the banking sector. In this 
respect, on important part of the programme 
agreed with the IMF is aimed at addressing 
banking sector fragilities, including by undertaking 
special audits of public banks, strengthening bank 
supervision and aligning prudential norms with 
international standards. In view of the prolonged 
political uncertainty and the longer-than expected 
transition period, Tunisia’s sovereign ratings were 
last downgraded by Standard & Poor’s (from BB 
to BB-) and by Moody’s (from Baa3 to Ba1) in 
February 2013, following the downgrading by 
Fitch last December. 

In light of these difficulties, the Tunisian 
authorities reached in mid-April 2013 an 
agreement with the IMF on a 24-month SBA in the 
amount of USD 1.75 billion, which was approved 
by the IMF Board in June. The main objectives of 
the programme are: a) to maintain macroeconomic 
stability, partly through the implementation of 
structural reforms and the selective recapitalization 
of banks; b) to support inclusive growth; c) to 
reduce external vulnerabilities; and d) to 
strengthen investor and donor confidence. 

Apart from the programme, financing needs in 
2013 will be met by a number of donors, including 
the EU, the World Bank, Arab countries, Turkey 
and the USA. The authorities also intend to draw 
TD 1 billion from the Japanese market (Samurai 
bonds) with guarantees from the Japanese 
Cooperation Agency. The issuance of bonds in the 
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US and Qatari market and in international markets 
using official loan guarantees, possibly from the 
World Bank is also foreseen. 

Structural reform challenges 

A comprehensive set of structural reforms and 
prudent macroeconomic policies would be 
essential to put Tunisia on a higher growth path 
over the medium term. On the macroeconomic 
policy side, there is a clear need for fiscal 
consolidation while, at the same time, attaching 
priority to social expenditure and public 
investment. Gradually replacing generalised 
subsidies for food and energy with means-tested 
transfers targeted on the poorest households would 
be a step forward.  

Another major challenge for policymakers is to 
address high structural unemployment, while 
raising participation rates. Despite some reduction 
in 2012, unemployment currently stands at nearly 
17% and it is even higher among women and the 
educated youth. In this context, putting in place 
active employment policies and eliminating skill 
mismatches would bring in positive results. 

Other major challenges represent improving the 
business environment and governance (including 

through the new investment code and efforts to 
simplify administrative procedures); strengthening 
the banking sector; promoting foreign trade and 
economic integration; fighting poverty, including 
through widening social coverage; developing 
sectorial policies; and eliminating regional 
disparities. 

Risks and outlook 

Given the domestic and external conditions, the 
short-term economic outlook for Tunisia remains 
strained. Tunisia is very dependent on the EU 
economy (nearly 75% of its exports go there and a 
large share of its tourism inflows, worker 
remittances and investments also come from the 
EU). The crisis in the euro area, therefore, is 
weighing on the country’s economy and represents 
a risk factor going forward.  

Although signs of an economic rebound have 
emerged already in early 2012, risks to the short-
term outlook are large and tilted to the downside, 
including a longer than anticipated recession in the 
EU, an escalation of domestic social tensions, 
capacity constraints and delays in external 
financing. 
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Table IV.10.1:

Tunisia - Main economic indicators 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

projection

Real sector
   Real GDP (% change) 3.1 3.1 -1.9 3.6 4.0

   GDP nominal (USD billion) 43.5 44.3 46.0 46.1 48.0

   GDP per capita (USD) 4,171 4,199 4,320 4,284 4,409

   Inflation (average, %) 3.5 4.4 3.5 5.6 6.0

Social indicators
   Unemployment rate (survey based, %) 13.3 13.0 18.9 16.7 n.a.

   Population (million) 10.4 10.5 10.7 10.8 10.9

Fiscal sector
   Government revenues, excl. grants and privatization (% GDP) 23.1 23.3 24.2 23.1 23.8
   General government expenditure and net lending (% GDP) 25.8 23.9 27.7 28.5 31.1
   General government balance, excl. grants and privatization (% GDP) -2.7 -0.6 -3.5 -5.4 -7.3
   Gross government debt (% GDP) 42.8 40.4 44.0 44.0 45.3
Monetary sector
   Key policy rate (%, end-period) 4.50 4.50 3.50 3.75 4.25

   Domestic credit to the economy (% change) 10.3 19.6 13.5 5.7 n.a.

   Broad money M3 (% change) 13.0 12.1 9.2 10.8 n.a.

External sector
   Trade balance (% GDP) -8.5 -10.3 -10.4 -11.1 -11.4

   Current account balance (excl. grants, % GDP) -2.8 -4.8 -7.3 -8.1 -7.5

   Net FDI (% GDP) 3.3 3.0 0.9 2.5 2.8

   Gross external debt (% GDP) 49.4 48.3 47.8 51.2 55.0

   Gross official reserves (USD billion, end-period) 11.1 9.5 7.5 8.6 7.4

      In months of next year's imports 6.6 5.1 3.8 4.0 n.a.

Exchange rates
   Exchange rate (Dinar per USD, average) 1.35 1.43 1.41 1.40 n.a.

   Exchange rate (Dinar per EUR, average) 1.85 1.88 1.95 2.00 n.a.

   Real effective exchange rate (% change, + is appreciation) -1.2 -0.5 -1.7 n.a. n.a.

Sources: Central Bank of Tunisia, IMF.


