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Executive Summary
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Tunisia is both a transit and destination
country for refugees and asylum seekers
from Africa and the Middle East.

Tunisia has ratified several international
and regional instruments pertaining to
refugee protection notably the 1951
Refugee Convention relating to the Status
of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol, the 1954
Convention relating to the Status of
Stateless Persons, the 1961 Convention on
the Reduction of Statelessness, and the
1969 OAU Convention Governing the
Specific Aspects of Refugee Problems in
Africa.

However, Tunisia does not have a national
legal framework on asylum and refugee
issues. This poses significant challenges
for refugees, particularly with regard to
access to formal employment and social
security services.

Therefore, most of the recognised
refugees  depend on  humanitarian
assistance, with some accessing

vocational training, language courses and
small-scale entrepreneurship programmes.

Refugees in Tunisia do not have access to
residency permit, a prerequisite document
that gives foreigners’ access to formal
employment. Consequently refugees and
asylum seekers work in the informal
sector, outside formal contracts.

In the informal economy, refugees are
employed in hotel and restaurant services
and in construction. There is no procedure
in Tunisia for refugees to obtain a business
licence. The absence of access to finance
and legal status poses a significant
obstacle to refugees setting up their own
businesses.

This report recommends that the
government consider enacting a refugee
law to govern the lives of refugees in the
country. The proposed refugee law should
explicitly highlight, among other things,
refugees' right to engage in formal
employment and the detailed procedure for
exercising this right.

1. UNHCR, “Uganda Employment Policy Brief.” July 2021. https://www.unhcr.org/sites/default/files/legacy-pdf/61371d364.pdf
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Tunisia Situation Snapshot
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Country assessment:

e Restrictive legal environment
e Many gaps in the literature

Tunisia is both a transit and destination
country for refugees and asylum seekers
from Africa and the Middle East. Given its
geographical location, it plays a pivotal role in
the Central Mediterranean Route - the route that
migrants take from West Africa to North Africa
towards the Central Mediterranean (Italy and
Malta).! As of January 2025, Tunisia hosts a total
of 12,606 refugees and asylum seekers, 2,966
refugees and 9,640 asylum  seekers
respectively.? The majority of the refugees and
asylum seekers are from Sudan (6,042), Syria
(2,385), Somalia (1,077), Cote d'lvoire (379),
Cameroon (320), Nigeria (300), Eritrea (260),
Ethiopia (238), South Sudan (214), and Mali
(186). There is no available breakdown of
nationality for refugees only.

There are no refugee camps in Tunisia.?

As reported by the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the
majority of refugees and asylum seekers reside
in coastal cities, including Medenine and Sfax.®

Due to the absence of a national asylum law,
UNHCR continues to manage Refugee Status
Determination (RSD).® The government allows
UNHCR to issue identity cards to refugees and
asylum seekers.”

In 2024, Tunisia's authorities forcibly
removed at least 400 foreign nationals,
primarily from sub-Saharan Africa, including
asylum-seekers and refugees.® There is no
figure on the number of registered refugees and
asylum seekers who were part of deportations.
The deportations occurred following the mass
arrests of migrants and refugees in May 2024.°
The refugees and migrants were expelled to the
Algerian border, with some reportedly sent to
Libya, where they face severe risks, including
ill-treatment.’® In addition, Tunisian authorities
have also targeted human rights organisations,
arresting key  figures and launching
investigations into organisations working on

movements through the central Mediterranean Sea in 2023 - joint annual overview for 2023 - Tunisia (2024) ReliefWeb. Available at:
https://reliefweb.int/report/tunisia/migrant-and-refugee-movements-through-central-mediterranean-sea-joint-annual-overview-2023

(Accessed: 31 July 2025).

2. UNHCR Tunisia Operational Data Portal 2025.https://data.unhcr.ora/en/documents/details/115194

3. Ibid

4. UNHCR. Submission by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees for the Universal Periodic Review: 4th Cycle, 41st Session -
Tunisia. February 2022. https://uprdoc.ohchr.org/uprweb/downloadfile.aspx?filename=9749&file=EnglishTranslation

5. UNHCR, “Tunisia Operational update January-March 2024. https://data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/108122

6. UNHCR. Submission by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees for the Universal Periodic Review: 4th Cycle, 41st Session -
Tunisia. February 2022. https://uprdoc.ohchr.org/uprweb/downloadfile.aspx?filename=9749&file=EnglishTranslation

7. The New Humanitarian, “In a Tunisian migration hub, asylum seekers find little support,” 6 November 2023.
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news-feature/2023/11/06/tunisia-migration-asylum-seekers-little-support#:~:text=The % 20Tunisian %

20government%20allows % 20UNHCR,to%20work % 20and % 20access % 20services.

8. Amnesty International , “Tunisia: Repressive crackdown on civil society organizations following months of escalating violence against
migrants and refugees,” May 16, 2024. https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2024/05/tunisia-repressive-crackdown-on-civil-society

-organizations-following-months-of-escalating-violence-against-migrants-and-refugees/; International Commission of Jurists. Tunisia: The

Authorities Must Halt All Forcible Removals of Foreign Nationals in Violation of International Law and Stop Intimidating Associations Working

on Asylum and Migration. May 13, 2024.

https://www.icj.org/tunisia-the-authorities-must-halt-all-forcible-removals-of-foreign-nationals-in-

violation-of-international-law-and-stop-intimidating-associations-working-on-asylum-and-migration/

9. Ibid

10. International Commission of Jurists. Tunisia: The Authorities Must Halt All Forcible Removals of Foreign Nationals in Violation of
International Law and Stop Intimidating Associations Working on Asylum and Migration. May 13, 2024. https://www.icj.org/tunisia-the-
authorities-must-halt-all-forcible-removals-of-foreign-nationals-in-violation-of-international-law-and-stop-intimidating-associations-worki

ng-on-asylum-and-migration/
1. Ibid
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Objectives
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This study intended to examine the process of
hiring refugees, with a focus on the gaps that
exist between policy and practice, and on how
the private sector can be meaningfully engaged
in this process, by asking:

1.  What policies and legal frameworks govern
refugees’ access to employment in
Tunisia?

2. What processes do refugees need to
follow to find employment in Tunisia? What
challenges do refugees face in following
the required steps to employment in
Tunisia?

3. What are the challenges private sector
actors face in order to employ refugees in
the different countries in Tunisia?

4. How can collaboration and partnerships
between stakeholders can be improved to
create a more enabling environment for
refugee employment in Tunisia?

Ultimately, the study aims to support the
Mastercard Foundation and the Amahoro
Coalition to achieve their shared vision of

promoting dignified and fulfilling livelihoods for
refugees and displaced persons through
multi-sectoral engagement in Africa.

This study, conducted in partnership with the
Mastercard Foundation, supports the
Amahoro Coalition's mission to promote
dignified and fulfilling livelihoods for refugees
and displaced persons across Africa through
multi-sectoral collaboration. It aligns with the
Foundation's strategic objective of enabling
2.5 million young refugees and displaced
individuals to access meaningful employment
by 2030.

The research examines current policies,
challenges, and opportunities affecting
refugees' access to formal employment in
host countries, identifying key barriers and
recommending strategies to strengthen
employment pathways and promote
socio-economic integration into  host
communities. The views expressed herein do
not necessarily represent those of the
Mastercard Foundation, its staff, or its Board
of Directors.

Douz, Tunisia. Photo by Karim Ben Van
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Research Methods
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This Tunisia report is part of a 15-country study
on hiring refugees, conducted by the
Refugee-Led Research Hub, on behalf of the
Amahoro Coalition. The report is based entirely
on an online desk review that we conducted. We
attempted to collect data remotely, but this was
unsuccessful due to the restrictive environment,
which made potential key informants reluctant to
participate in the study.

Therefore, this report does not provide a
complete picture of refugee employment in
Tunisia, but is intended to be useful as a basis
for discussion and advocacy.

Tunis, Tunisia. Photo by Juan Ordonez
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Overview of Policies and Legal Frameworks

in Tunisia

Tunisia has ratified several international and
regional instruments pertaining to refugee
protection. It is a signatory to the 1951 Refugee
Convention relating to the Status of Refugees
and its 1967 Protocol, the 1954 Convention
relating to the Status of Stateless Persons, the
1961 Convention on the Reduction of
Statelessness, and the 1969 OAU Convention
Governing the Specific Aspects of Refugee
Problems in Africa.'

However, Tunisia does not have a national
legal framework on asylum and refugee
issues. This poses significant challenges for
refugees, particularly with regard to access to
formal employment and social security
services.” A draft asylum law has been drafted
and reviewed to ensure its alignment with the
2014 Constitution. However, the government has
blocked its implementation. Adoption of the law
was further hampered by a lack of funding.'*

Most of the recognised refugees depend on
humanitarian assistance, with some accessing
vocational training, language courses and small-

scale entrepreneurship programmes.’™ Refugees
in Tunisia do not have access to residency
permits, which limits their ability to work
legally.” Refugees and asylum seekers work in
the informal sector, outside formal contracts.” In
the informal economy, refugees are engaged in
the hotel and restaurant services, and
construction work.”™ There is also no evidence
in literature on refugee access to financial
services in Tunisia.

While recognized refugees are provided with
identification cards, they are not afforded the
full range of rights and privileges associated
with the residency permit."”® For the foreign
nationals passport holders who are able to
obtain a residency permit, it enables them to
reside, move freely in and out of the country
and to apply for work.?® The government does
not respect freedom of movement for refugees
forcing many to limit their movements in public.?'
In May 2024, government security forces
forcibly removed hundreds of migrants,
refugees and asylum seekers who were camped
near the offices of the International Organisation
for Migration (IOM) and the UN Refugee Agency
(UNHCR).??

12. UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), Submission by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees for the Office of the
High Commissioner for Human Rights' Compilation Report - Universal Periodic Review: Tunisia, September 2016,

https://www.refworld.org/policy/upr/unhcr/2016/en/116613

13. UNHCR. Submission by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees for the Universal Periodic Review: 4th Cycle, 41st Session -
Tunisia. February 2022. https://uprdoc.ohchr.org/uprweb/downloadfile.aspx?filename=9749&file=EnglishTranslation

14. ASILE Project. Country Report: Tunisia. 2022.

https://www.asileproject.eu/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/D5.2_WP5-Tunisia-Country-Report-Final.pdf

15. UNHCR. Fact Sheet: Tunisia, January 2024. UNHCR, 2024. https://data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/107196

16. Atlantic Council. Boon, Not Burden: How Successful Refugee Integration Might Contribute to Host Nation Economies. 2017.
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/boon-not-burden-how-successful-refugee-integration-might-contribute-

to-host-nation-economies/

17. 1LO and UNHCR, “Systemic Approach to Inclusive Markets Factsheet — Tunisia,” https://www.ilo.org/media/301256/download: Atlantic
Council. Boon, Not Burden: How Successful Refugee Integration Might Contribute to Host Nation Economies. 2017.
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/boon-not-burden-how-successful-refugee-integration-might-contribute-

to-host-nation-economies/
18. Ibid

19. UNHCR. Submission by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees for the Universal Periodic Review: 4th Cycle, 41st Session -
Tunisia. February 2022. https://www.refworld.org/policy/upr/unhcr/2022/en/149014

20. Law No. 68-7 of March 8, 1968, relating to the condition of foreigners in Tunisia. https://leqislation-securite.tn/latest-laws/
[0i-n-68-7-du-8-mars-1968-relative-a-la-condition-des-etrangers-en-tunisie/; SICAD, "Granting of residence permits for

foreigners,"http://www.sicad.gov.tn/Fr/Prestation_Octroi-de-la--carte-de-sejour-pour-etrangers_57.3_D1024

21. US Department of State, “2023 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Tunisia,” 2023. https://www.state.qov/reports/2023-
country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/tunisia/#:~:text=Freedom %200f% 20Movement%3A%20The % 20government,their%20own %2

Omovements%20in%20public.

22. Amnesty International , “Tunisia: Repressive crackdown on civil society organizations following months of escalating violence against
migrants and refugees,” May 16, 2024. https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2024/05/tunisia-repressive-crackdown-on-civil-society

-organizations-following-months-of-escalating-violence-against-migrants-and-refugees/
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Overview of Policies and Legal Frameworks

in Tunisia

Refugees and asylum seekers in Tunisia are
permitted to attend local schools.?® Financial
grants provided by UNHCR and its partner
organisations enable parents to purchase books
and school supplies.?*

Accelerated classes for the French language are
also provided for in some locations.?® There is
no evidence in literature on recognition and
equation of foreign certificates or diplomas in
Tunisia.

Tunis, Tunisia. Photo by Chermiti Mohamed
E A 5

b=

23. UNHCR Tunisia Factsheet, March 2018, https://data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/63549

24. Ibid
25. Ibid
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Challenges Faced by Refugees in Accessing
Formal Employment in Tunisia

There is no evidence in the literature on how
refugees can access formal work
opportunities in Tunisia, especially since they
are unable to obtain residence permits. Other
foreign passport holders can obtain a residence
permit if they meet the requirements stipulated
in the government website. According to the
United State Department, refugees and asylum
seekers must get approval from the Ministry of
Employment and Vocational Training to be able
to work formally.?® However, there is no
evidence to suggest that any refugee has been
approved by the ministry to obtain formal
employment.

k

There is also no procedure for refugees to
obtain a business license in Tunisia. The lack
of access to finance and legal status presents a
significant barrier to refugees establishing their
own businesses.?’

As a result of the absence of residence permits
for refugees, employers cannot hire refugees
formally.

Woodworker in Tunis, Tunisia. Photo by Taha Loukil

26. US Department of State, “2023 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Tunisia,” 2023. https://www.state.gov/reports/2023-
country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/tunisia/#:~:text=Freedom %200f% 20Movement%3A%20The % 20government,their%20own %2

Omovements%20in%20public

27. Systemic Approach to Inclusive Markets Factsheet — Tunisia: https://www.ilo.org/media/301256/download
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Collaboration and Partnerships in Tunisia

In Tunisia, UNHCR's approach focuses on
multi-stakeholder engagement, including
partnerships with local authorities, civil society,
and the private sector to enhance refugee
inclusion in national systems and access to
socio-economic opportunities. This includes job
placements, vocational training, and access to
national employment services.?®

Additionally, the  "one-stop-shop" model
launched in 2021 in Raoued serves as a unique
example of collaboration, providing a centralised
facility for the reception and referral of refugees,
migrants, and returnees.?®

Cap Sidi Ali El Mekki, Raf Raf, Tunisia. Photo by Bechir Kaddech

28. UNHCR Tunisia. UNHCR Tunisia's Comprehensive Refugee Protection and Solutions Response: Safeguarding International Protection
and Promoting Socio-Economic Inclusion of Refugees & Asylum-Seekers. February 2022.

https://data.unhcr.org/fr/documents/download/91250
29. lbid.
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Recommendations
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The government should consider the
enactment of a refugee law to govern the life
of refugees in the country. Despite being a
signatory of the 1951 refugee convention and
the OUA Refugee convention of 1969, Tunisia
does not have a law that regulates the way in
which the country grants asylum to refugees, as
well as the rights and obligations of refugees in
Tunisia. This lack of a legal framework leaves
refugees in a state of limbo.*° Since the
government already has a draft asylum law,*' it
is appropriate to finalize the draft and approve it
for implementation. Among other things that the
proposed refugee law should explicitly highlight
is refugees' right to engage in formal
employment and a detailed procedure on how to
enjoy such a right.

Donors should be prepared to fund data
collection activities if and when the context of
the refugee response becomes conducive to
it. Given the limited literature on refugees’
access to formal employment in Tunisia, there is
a need to collect primary data to fill the following
gaps through informant interviews in order to
explore:

e The profiles and experiences of refugees
who have found employment opportunities
in the informal sector, remote work, and
other alternative livelihood options in
Tunisia.

The role of community-based initiatives or
refugee-led  organisations aimed at
enhancing employment opportunities for
refugees, and their impact on employment.

Private sector engagement for refugee
employment, the motivations, constraints
and opportunities for employers who hire
or seek to hire refugees.

The coordination and  collaboration
between UNHCR and other stakeholders
such as government and the private sector
in  promoting  refugee  access to
employment.

The role of the private sector in providing
training, skills development, and
mentorship programs to refugees.

30. UNHCR. Submission by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees for the Universal Periodic Review: 4th Cycle, 41st Session -
Tunisia. February 2022. https://uprdoc.ohchr.org/uprweb/downloadfile.aspx?filename=9749&file=EnglishTranslation

31. ASILE Project. Country Report: Tunisia. 2022. https://www.asileproject.eu/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/D5.2_WP5-Tunisia-Country

-Report-Final.pdf
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