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Diversification of Tourism Offers in Tunisia
Development of sustainable concepts for Sahara tourism in the Tozeur region

Background 
In the last decades tourism has become one of the most 

important sectors of the Tunisian economy. In 2010 inter-

national arrivals reached almost 7 million and over 35 

million overnight stays were registered, with tourism gen-

erating 8.5% of gross domestic product and 17% of foreign 

currency earnings. Taking into account its indirect effects, 

tourism at that point had created approximately half a 

million jobs, representing a 15% share of the total. How-

ever, tourism in Tunisia has focused mainly on developing 

all-inclusive resorts stretching along the east coast of the 

country. 

Then, in January 2011, the Arab Spring began with the 

expulsion of Tunisia’s authoritarian ruler Ben Ali. Today 

Tunisia is the only North African country where, despite 

several set-backs, democratisation has been moving for-

ward. But Tunisia had to pay a high price for the political 

instability caused by these events: the economy contracted 

and tourism shrank to about two thirds of its previous 

size. The situation in the interior and in southern Tunisia 

was even more dramatic. In the Tozeur region losses 

amounted to around 70%. Many hotels and travel agencies 

had to close down and lay off their employees. Due to an 

atmosphere of uncertainty that continues to be associated 

with the Sahara region, but also because of the country’s 

self-inflicted structural problems, tourism in southern 

Tunisia has barely recovered yet. 

 

The project
On behalf of the German Federal Ministry of Economic 

Cooperation and Development (BMZ), GIZ is engaged with 

several programs in Tunisia. Their main objectives are to 

stabilize and renew the economy and to create employ-

ment opportunities, also within the tourism sector. Since 

2012, the “Program to Support Entrepreneurship and Inno-

vation” (PAEI, Programme d’Appui a l’Entreprenariat et l’In-

novation) has been supporting the administrative district 

of Tozeur to reposition its tourism industry. The project 

currently consists of four components:

 

• Analysis of the current situation and identification of 

new potentials

• Carrying out a 2-day stakeholder workshop to discuss 

future development goals of the region

• Promote the establishment of a new Destination  

Management Organization (DMO)

• Support innovative tourism service providers with the 

development of a sustainability certification system

The analysis revealed that tourism in Tozeur had already 

had structural problems before the ‘Jasmine Revolution’, as 

it is often called in the Western World. The cause for this 

could be found mainly in the fact that external investors 

had carelessly replicated the all-inclusive business model 

of beach tourism in a region marked by desert and oases . 

Excess bed capacity had been created in artificial tourism 

zones, which served almost entirely as short-trip destina-

tions for the beach resorts. As a consequence, the region 
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did not succeed in developing independent offers, which 

might have generated value out of some of the area’s 

unique resources, such as their extensive palm oases, the 

stunning desert landscapes and historic town centers. Pro-

tecting the environment has so far played no role. 

During the two-day stakeholder workshop in April 2013, the 

majority of participants confirmed these weaknesses. They 

also stressed the need to improve the existing mass tour-

ism product, while also diversifying and realigning local 

tourism offers. The goal is to create a type of tourism that 

is better integrated into its socio-economic and ecological 

environment, such as boutique hotels or private guest-

houses in historic buildings, as well as guided trekking and 

agro-tourism offers.

So far the existing supply of such alternative offers remains 

rudimentary. They hardly receive any government support 

and many stakeholders, including tourism professionals, 

lack a basic understanding of them.

Results
A significant result of the stakeholder workshop was the 

establishment of a regional DMO, the Chamber for Devel-

opment of Oasis and Sahara Tourism (CDTOS, Chambre pour 

le Développement du Tourisme Oasien et Saharien), with 

representatives from NGOs such as the Association for 

Preservation of Old Towns (ASM, Association de Sauve-

garde de la Médina) as well as stakeholders from the 

tourism industry. Up until now tourism in Tunisia has been 

controlled mainly by the central government. The CDTOS 

can therefore be regarded as a pilot project for a partici-

patory and regionalized destination management approach, 

which has nowadays become common in countries such as 

Germany or France. CDTOS receives support from GIZ 

toward its institutional development as well as advisory 

services from tourism experts in designing new products 

and marketing natural and cultural tourism. Themed itiner-

aries related to irrigation agriculture, desert geology and 

film tourism are being planned.

A cooperation of CDTOS, the ASM and the business associ-

ation Dar Tunisia have looked into possibilities for boutique 

hotels (hôtels de charme) and private guesthouses to be 

certified as sustainable tourism enterprises. The objective 

is to support small and innovative businesses in establish-

ing a common brand. Environmental and social sustainabil-

ity is an integral part of these new types of tourism in 

Tunisia and forms part of the mission statement of Dar 

Tunisia. Once this sub-sector is strengthened, it may help 

to diversify the tourism offer of the country, to improve its 

international image and to further develop the rural 

regions within Tunisia. Currently, eligible certification sys-

tems for Tunisia are being tested with selected enterprises.


