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Abstract
This article contributes to the analysis of local media and democratic transformation in Tunisia since the Arab Uprisings.
It aims to assess the extent to which pluralism, freedom of expression, and participation—central tenets of democrati‐
sation—are evident at the local level. Tunisian local media, unlike the national media, is relatively free of governmental
control. Local media is also decentralised. It is this autonomy from the government which makes the analysis of local
media fundamentally important for understanding politics in Tunisia. While national media is linked to the most powerful
elements in the country, the diversity of voices within the media at the local level provides an opportunity to grasp the
grievances, struggles, and agency of people in Tunisia, especially themostmarginalised communities. This article will detail
the changes in the media landscape, especially for local media, in Tunisia and connect our analysis of local media to better
understand the Tunisia that has developed between dictatorship and democracy and the extent that the fledgling Tunisian
democracy can withstand its most recent test.
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1. Introduction

Tunisia’s reputation as the only Arab state to make gen‐
uine headway towards democracy in the 10 years fol‐
lowing the Arab Uprisings appeared to have been invali‐
datedwhen President Kais Saied, on July 25 2021, evoked
Article 80 of the Constitution, sacked the prime minister,
and suspended parliament. Since Saied’s capture of gov‐
ernment, there have been mass rallies across the coun‐
try supporting the President’s actions. Saied’s actions are
seen by many in the country as necessary to address
critical problems associated with the political stalemate
that has hampered the democratic transition. A nation‐
wide poll conducted by Emrhod consulting in the days

immediately following the takeover highlighted the pop‐
ularity of the President and his decision to assume tem‐
porary unilateral power (Abueish, 2021). The President’s
actions and the popular response from Tunisians, given
the chaotic nature of politics and the economic and
health crises engulfing Tunisia since the emergence of
Covid‐19, are not entirely unsurprising.

The fears that Tunisia, a country of 11,8 million
people, would slide into dictatorship heightened even
further after security forces stormed and shut down
Al Jazeera’s office in Tunis on July 26, 2021. At the time
this article was written on October 26, 2021, the govern‐
ment had given no reasons for the raid on Al Jazeera or
for the fact that Al Jazeera’s Tunis office still remained
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closed, with its equipment confiscated and reporters
working remotely. The Syndicate National des Journalists
Tunisiens, an independent civil society group set up fol‐
lowing the 2011 revolution, reported a worrying rise
in intimidation and violence against journalists since
Saied’s takeover. It is not surprising that these attacks
against the media are raising questions about Saied’s
commitment to democracy. Media freedom and the
independence of the press is widely agreed upon as foun‐
dations upon which democratic societies stand (Keane,
1991, 2013; Mughan & Gunther, 2000).

While, as Dennis and Snyder (1998) have expressed
that the media plays a vital role in promoting demo‐
cratic societies, Bogart (1998, p. 5) makes the crucial
point that “any answer to the question of whethermedia
serve democracy must be qualified: which media, and
among what parts of the public?” In this article, we aim
to look at local media as part of Tunisia’s democratic
transition. Much has been written about the media in
Tunisia since the fall of the dictatorship, including the
common theme that the post‐authoritarian period has
been marked by gains and challenges for freedom of
expression and plurality (El‐Issawi, 2012; Miladi, 2021).
As expected, much of this focus has been on national pol‐
itics and the national and international media. Without
ignoring the importance of the national, and for that
matter, the international, contexts, we focus our atten‐
tion on the under‐researched local community media
that has emerged in the period since the revolution. Our
major research question is what insight about change
in a transitional democracy does an analysis of local
media provide for researchers’ understanding of politics
in Tunisia, and how does researching local media inform
our understanding of democratic change in a country
such as Tunisia where freedoms of expression have long
been denied by colonialism and dictatorships? This arti‐
cle aims to fill some of the deficit in the literature on
local media. Drawing on content from four local media
outlets in regions of Tunisia that are marginalised and
under‐represented, both politically and as producers of
media, we will aim to contribute to a better understand‐
ing of the role of local media in a country transitioning
from dictatorship to democracy.

In this article, we will detail the change in the media
landscape, especially for local media, in Tunisia. Then we
will aim to connect our analysis of localmedia to the polit‐
ical struggles that have shaped Tunisia since the fall of
BenAli. In this way,we hope to provide new insights from
the local level of politics and society to better help under‐
stand the Tunisia that has developed between dictator‐
ship and democracy and the extent that the fledgling
Tunisian democracy can withstand its most recent test.

2. Local Media, Politics, and Tunisia Since the
Revolution

In the wake of the revolution, much has been written
about social media and its impact on the Arab world

(Zayani, 2015, pp. 7–8). Global and national media in
Tunisia have also been a subject ofmuch interest to schol‐
ars (Ghazali, 2015, pp. 6–22). Local media remains less
researched, as Kristy Hess and LisaWaller argue, because
there is little appetite for research on the relationship
between politics and media at the local level (2016, p. 8).
Where there is interest in the local media, it is largely in
the developedworldwhere localmedia is under pressure
fromeconomic and technological changes andwhere the
loss of local media is seen to be detrimental to democ‐
racy and social cohesion (Hayes & Lawless, 2018; Nielsen,
2015). In Tunisia, as this article will show, despite the
existence of many of the same economic and technolog‐
ical pressures facing local media elsewhere, the revolu‐
tion provided an opportunity for local media to emerge
from decades of governmental control and shape the
post‐revolutionary outcomes (Voltmer, 2013). Yet, few
studies have focused on local media in Tunisia.

In Routledge Companion to Local Media and
Journalism, published in 2020, there is not one men‐
tion of Tunisia. Nouredinne Miladi’s excellent account
of media in Tunisia after the revolution has little to say
about local media (2021, pp. 276–284). As far as we can
tell, there is no research published in English that has
undertaken empirical research of the content of local
media for a better understanding of the changes that
have occurred in the regional, especially marginalised
regions, of that country.

This article applies observation and critical review
of four local media formats that have emerged in the
period since the Arab Uprisings. Utilising survey mate‐
rial from Open Sigma (2017), we were able to estab‐
lish the popularity of local media in regional parts of
Tunisia. The media that were analysed were Nefzwa
Journal, Radio Nefzawa, Radio Gafsa, and Radio Mines
FM. Nefzwa Journal and Radio Nefzawa were chosen
because they are representative of the Amazigh, who
are considered a significant ethnic minority in Tunisia.
Radio Gafsa and Radio Mines FM are both located in
Gafsa. Radio Gafsa is a public radio station, while Radio
Mines FM receives funding from UNESCO and emerged
after the revolution as a voice from, and for, the mining
communities of Gafsa. Gafsa is in central‐western Tunisia,
where mining communities have challenged poor work‐
ing conditions, underdevelopment, and poverty. In 2008,
an uprising in Gafsa was brutally suppressed by the
government of Ben Ali. These issues remain of major
concern for the people of Gafsa. We collected primary
evidence from the four local media above. We also col‐
lected 862 programs and stories for analysis as part of
the research.Weused this data to ascertainwhether ana‐
lysis of the content of local media provided offers oppor‐
tunities to make claims about the changes to Tunisia in
the post‐revolutionary period. We also utilised a num‐
ber of locally produced studies of post‐revolutionary
media in Tunisia written in Arabic (Abou Arief, 2014;
Zran & Sedraoui, 2019). Unlike most research that has
focused on the national level, this research aims to
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investigate whether the marginalised and previously
silenced regions of Tunisia are now engaged in the
national debate and the extent of the democratic effect
in regional Tunisia. In addition, we aim to contribute
to a more nuanced understanding of the rich diversity
and the multiplicity of the Arab world that challenges
one‐dimensional, homogeneous tropes centred on the
incompatibility of Arabs and Muslims with democracy.

3. Local Media, Democratisation, and Tunisia in the
Global Context

Local media is noted amongst media scholars as pivotal
in the development of informed civics and social cohe‐
sion (Hayes & Lawless, 2015; Leupold et al., 2018; Meijer,
2010; Snyder & Stromberg, 2010). Tunisian Professor of
journalism Jemal Zran and Nabil Sedraoui, the manager
of local community broadcaster, posit that the term local
media is derived from the concept of the local commu‐
nity. Local media is defined as an institution or media
broadcasting dedicated to taking “care” of the local com‐
munity (Zran, & Sedraoui, 2019, p. 371). Saima Saeed
(2009, p. 470), focusing on communitymedia, specifically
community radio in India, provides a succinct approach
to community media as media that is “produced by the
local community in their own language for their own
consumption on issues that they themselves deem rel‐
evant to their needs.” Carpenter et al. (2003), drawing
on Laclau and Mouffe (1985), also posit that commu‐
nity media offers an opening for counter‐hegemonic dis‐
courses to be produced and heard. The common aspect
of these positions towards local and community media
is that it provides opportunities for local actors and
marginal groups to participate in public discourse and
potentially influence public opinion and policy‐making;
both of which are vital ingredients in the development
and consolidation of participatory democracy (Cherni,
2014; Zemni, 2021). In the Tunisian case, local media,
especially local media in marginalised regions of the
country, are vital aspects of the transition from dicta‐
torship and the emergence of a post‐dictatorship soci‐
ety. Prior to the fall of Ben Ali, Tunisian media was cen‐
trally controlled and managed by the regime. It was
“a system of governance, establishing complex and inge‐
nious mechanisms to lock down the space for media
and information and to control, with an iron fist, all
means of communication, public and private” (Buckley
et al., 2013, p. 15). In the peripheral south of the coun‐
try, Noureddine Miladi explains that the media land‐
scape was not only censored but long has been domi‐
nated by media from the richer, more developed coastal
areas (2021, p. 269). Miladi, furthermore, emphasises
the underlying and pervasive regional divide for any
understanding of the politics and culture of Tunisia
more broadly.

An informed and engaged polity is a central feature
of democratic theory (Hayes & Lawless, 2018, p. 333),
and the media is at the forefront of providing informa‐

tion and promoting citizen engagement (Voltmer, 2013).
Manyozo (2012, pp. 15–20) pointed to three approaches
for analysing local community media. The first approach
looks at the processes of reporting as well as commu‐
nicating development in which media constitute the
key strategy in public communication, campaigns, and
advocacy on and about development issues. The second
approach revolves around securing the free flow of infor‐
mation with all it requires for supporting and building
the capacity of policies, structures, and sponsorship as
means of good governance. The third approach stems
from UNESCO’s conception of dialogical communication
among people and focuses on community‐based involve‐
ment by which development stakeholders facilitate par‐
ticipatory communication so that they can author devel‐
opment from below.

The importance of studying the impact of transna‐
tional and national media is well established, and in
the case of the Arab world, the absence of indepen‐
dent media and the democracy deficit have been linked
(Springborg, 2007, pp. 235, 237; see also Lynch, 2015).
The MENA region continues to lag behind other regions
on the World Press Freedom Index. While many Arab
countries remain poorly placed in the Index, Tunisia was
ranked 74th in the world in 2020, rising almost 100
places in the 10 years since the fall of Ben Ali (Reporters
Without Borders, 2021). This improvement for media,
and journalists, appeared tomirror the progress towards
democratisation in Tunisia compared with the rest of
the region where authoritarianism and repression dom‐
inate. We are not venturing into the facile arguments
that one leads to the other, and to quote a scholar of
social media, independent media “does not necessarily
spread freedom, nor is it an antidote to tyranny” (Zayani,
2015, p. 8). However, the fact that pluralistic voices
prevail in any society is not irrelevant when determin‐
ing the extent to which democratisation has progressed.
Weak democracies and authoritarian governments are,
typically, amongst other features, characterised by the
absence of an active press and strict government control
of media.

The problems of authoritarianism and media repres‐
sion that exist in the Arab region should not be decontex‐
tualised fromwider global trends that undermine democ‐
racy, including increased antagonism towards journal‐
ists and attacks on the freedom of the media (Kenny,
2019). As Kenny highlights in a study of 91 countries
from1980–2014, the resurgence of authoritarianismand
the assault on the media are not an Arab, or even
post‐colonial, phenomenon even if those issues have a
particular history in the Arab world. The study shows
that populist movements are responsible for declining
media freedom. A 2019 report by Freedom House not
only finds that there have been “concerted attempts to
throttle the independence of the media sector,” they
link this trend to declining levels of freedom, especially
democratic freedoms (Repucci, 2019). Alongside the gov‐
ernment attacks on the media, the amplification of the
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corporatisation of themedia and concentration ofmedia
ownership, linked to neoliberalism, has had a profound
impact on the capacity of the fourth estate to hold elites
to account (Phelan, 2014). McChesney (1997, p. 2) views
themedia as complicit in undermining democracy, claim‐
ing that “the wealthier andmore powerful the corporate
media giants have become, the poorer the prospects for
participatory democracy.” Renowned scholar of democ‐
racy, John Keane, also known for coining the term “refo‐
lution” (Keane, 2011) to define the Arab Uprisings when
a majority of others were declaring them as revolu‐
tionary transformations, has made numerous connec‐
tions between the role that a pluralistic media has in
the defence of democracy (Keane, 2013). John Keane
argues that for all of democracy’s shortcomings, it is still
worthwhile defending, which is a sentiment that many in
Tunisia have also expressed in the days andweeks follow‐
ing Kais Saied’s takeover of government.

The anxieties that scholars have expressed about the
capacity of the media to act as the fourth estate flow
down to the level of local or community media as well
(Hayes & Lawless, 2018, p. 323). Since news is some‐
times defined as the first draft of history, we could claim
that none is more so than local news. Being first on
the scene requires proximity and an ear to the ground.
Local journalists have both. They are usually members of
their communities; they have unparalleled access to and
awareness of local issues and events and have built up
the trust of many members of their communities. They
concentrate on local subjects within their communities.
These journalists can have the advantage of being able to
uncover events that aremostly neglected on the national
level due to a lack of accessibility to identify or report
them. There is no substitute for this advantage (Akhtar,
2019, p. 8).

While national and global media remain attractive
to large corporations and private equity, local media
and news outlets suffer from a different fate. They are
rarely profitable, and where they are, they rely mostly
on advertising and infotainment rather than on journal‐
ism and on reporting on local matters of importance
to the community. Nielsen says that local newspapers
have been extremely hard hit by the digital revolution
as “readership is eroding, advertising declining, and over‐
all revenues plummeting” (2015, p. 3). As the Columbia
Journalism Review pronounced in 2018, “America’s local
news has reached its death spiral” (Pope, 2018). The
impact of the decline in local media on democracy is
also a matter of major concern. Local media is an impor‐
tant element ensuring the honesty of local politicians,
business people, and authorities. In a 2003 study, it was
found that there was a direct correlation between active
local journalism and lower levels of corruption by local
elites (Adsera et al., 2003). More so, local media can play
a prominent role in promoting local initiatives, health
and education outcomes, and can empower marginal
groups (Birowo, 2011). In Kevin Howley’s view, local or
community media “are popular and strategic interven‐

tions into contemporary media and culture committed
to the democratisation of media structures, forms and
practices” (2005, p. 2) and cannot be ignored despite the
paucity of attention that has paid to media at the sub‐
national level (Howley, 2013).

The implications of the crisis of the media, includ‐
ing the local media, on democracy cannot be over‐
stated. One of the most important arguments that we
will make is that while the struggles in Tunisia paral‐
lel much of what has been described above, there are
aspects of Tunisia’s post‐2011 political dynamics, some
at the national level and at the understudied local level,
that push strongly against global and regional trends.
Badran et al. (2021) argued that Tunisia is exceptional
in the MENA region for opening up media freedom.
These dynamics, most specifically at the local level, may
provide insight into the extent to which Tunisians have
embodied “democracy” despite universal and nationally
specific de‐democratising pressures that have been push‐
ing against the gains made since the 2011 revolution.

4. Media in Tunisia Before the Revolution: The Era of
the Padlock

Prior to independence, publications and broadcasts in
Arabic, Italian, and French were prevalent (Smati, 2010,
p. 13). In the period of French occupation (1881–1956),
over 100 newspapers were available in Arabic alongside
more than 10 published in French (Miladi, 2021, p. 269;
Zran & Sedraoui, 2019, p. 372). Up until 1911, Miladi
informs us thatmany of these publicationswere involved
in the anti‐colonial struggle. In 1911, the colonial govern‐
ment commenced a phase of censorship and control of
the media that came to characterise Tunisia for a cen‐
tury. This policywas continued after independencewhen
the government of Habib Bourguiba issued a decree to
reinforce its monopoly on broadcasting (Miladi, 2021,
pp. 268–269). With Zine El Abidin Ben Ali’s ascension to
power in 1987, there appeared to be a liberalisation of
the media as a number of private media stations came
into existence. However, as Zaid (2018) argues, partial
privatisation of the media was mostly a transfer of own‐
ership to close associates and members of the regime,
especially members of Ben Ali’s family (Miladi, 2021,
p. 272). What appeared to be the liberalisation of the
media was, in fact, the opening up of the media econ‐
omy to Ben Ali’s familymembers and those closest to the
regime, which had the effect of tightening government
control of the media.

Despite monopolisation, repression, and censorship,
there were a few attempts to establish local commu‐
nity media prior to the revolution. Radio6 was founded
in 2007 in Tunis, and Radio Kalima was also estab‐
lished in Tunis the following year. Both broadcasters
exerted tremendous effort to develop these platforms.
Major topics of discussion were those of citizenship and
human rights. The broadcasts were made by political
activists and media figures such as Sihem Bensedrine.
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Both platforms were broadcast on the internet amid the
absence of any legal, administrative, or financial support.
Nevertheless, they faced interference and surveillance,
and both broadcasters were banned by the Ben Ali gov‐
ernment (Mezghanni, 2015, p. 195).

The other defining feature of Tunisia’s media land‐
scape was the regional divide. The paucity of regional
media in the interior has been a distinguishing feature
of Tunisia, mirroring the uneven development between
more affluent coastal regions and the marginalised
and impoverished North‐West, Central‐West, and
South‐West. The first private regional journal, Al Qanal,
was issued in the Bizerta governorate, northeast Tunisia,
in 1967. In addition, there were a handful of journals
that were issued with partial support from the gov‐
ernment to appear to international observers that the
Tunisian government encouraged culturally, politically,
and regionally diverse journalism.Most of these journals
ceased, such as Al Mithaaq which was issued in Sousse,
Hadramawt in the same city, besides Chams al Janub in
Sfax,Mir’at al Wasat as well as Baraaem al Wasat in Sidi
Bouzid, Aljazeera in Djerba, and Al Ithaf in Siliana. These
journals were established with limited support and were
seldom legalised (Smati, 2010, p. 13). These efforts at
establishing local community media failed because they
were not supported by the government and lacked the
financial resources to remain active (Smati, 2010, p. 15).

In 1977, Monastir broadcasting was established to
provide broadcasts to the middle and coastal parts of
the country: Tunis, Zaghouan, Nabeul, Sousse, Monastir,
Mahdia, and Kairouan. In the period from 1990–1993,
three other broadcasters also emerged, with each cover‐
ing three governorates/states at the same time (Homid,
2012, pp. 100–101). Regardless of the increase in the
number of broadcasters, the regime controlled the
media to ensure that the news and entertainment pro‐
duced and communicated in Tunisia served its inter‐
ests. The peripheries were politically and economi‐
cally marginal and culturally silenced, not least because
of the absence of platforms for locals to raise their
voices. The uprisings of 2011 were a moment when
the peripheries were not silenced. The following sec‐
tions of this article aim to show how the changes that
have occurred since 2011 have opened up opportuni‐
ties in regional Tunisia that were denied by the censor‐
ship and control of the media by successive colonial and
post‐colonial governments.

5. Media in Tunisia After the Revolution

Even with the events of July–August 2021, it is not
inaccurate to claim that Tunisia’s record regarding the
treatment of journalists and freedom of the press has
improved since the fall of the dictatorship. The revo‐
lution provided the impetus for the establishment of
numerous newspapers, radio broadcasters, and news
websites, but as early as 2012, UNESCO reported that
due to a problem not unique to Tunisia or the Arab

world, the failure to raise sufficient revenues meant
that many of them ceased to operate (UNESCO, 2012).
They further reported that as early as October 2012,
only 10 months after the fall of Ben Ali, that govern‐
ment attacks on freedom of expression had resumed.
In February 2012, Nasreddine Ben Saida, general direc‐
tor of Arabic daily newspaper Attounissia was the first
journalist to be jailed since the revolution. While, as
Layli Fouradi from Tunisian web magazine Inkyfada inter‐
viewed by Jon Alsop for an article in the Columbia
Journalism Review in 2021 states, “Freedom of expres‐
sion is one of the gains of the revolution in 2010… fear
that once reigned has truly dissipated” (Allsop, 2021),
there is no doubt there is an ongoing struggle to defend
those gains. Reports such as one by Reuters in 2017
detailing efforts to use the “state of emergency that
allows officials to curtail some rights in the name of
national security” and a report that “41 local and for‐
eign journalistswere beaten by police, harassed, insulted
or treated aggressively” reveal the extent that govern‐
ment efforts to censor and intimidate the media con‐
tinue (“Tunisia tightens restrictions,” 2017). Alongside
the abuses, legislative efforts to protect the media and
widen participation are equally evident features of the
post‐revolution period.

In 2011, the National Authority of Information and
Communication (INRIC) was set up by the interim gov‐
ernment to assist in the freeing up of Tunisian media.
Decree No. 10/2011 (2 March, 2011) was mandated to
protect the Tunisian people’s right to a free, diverse and
fair media (Tunisian Government, 2011). Alongside the
struggle for media reform and defence of the freedom
of expression, sensitivity was shown to the question of
the pluralism of voices. Recognising this, the Tunisian
Constitution apportioned the entirety of Chapter 7 to
“Local Authorities.” Allocating a whole chapter of the con‐
stitution to discuss local governance has, in the sameway
as it didwith themain traditional branches (executive, leg‐
islative, and judiciary), symbolically and literally conferred
on the local authorities the explicit legal power to be the
fourth branch in the constitutional authorities’ arsenal.

Furthermore, within the space of a year of its estab‐
lishment, INRIC had handed down a major report and
had received applications for licenses from 74 radio
and 33 television channels. On September 20, 2011,
the Tunisian interior minister declared that 187 peri‐
odicals made up of dailies, weeklies, bi‐monthlies, and
magazines had obtained legal identification (Abou Arief,
2014; Touati, 2012, p. 146). Efforts to open broadcast
media were, as stated by INRIC chair, Kamel Labidi,
hampered by the combined acts of interference by
media barons linked to the old regime and the gov‐
erning party En Nahda’s delaying tactics aimed to
allow time to set up party‐owned Islamist channels
(Labidi, 2017, pp. 126–127). Cooperation among various
civil society organisations paid off, and after almost a
decade of campaigning, the Press Council was created
in September 2020. The council’s main purpose is to
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maintain self‐regulation for different media outlets to
protect freedom of the press and Tunisian citizens’ right
to access information (Miladi, 2021, p. 272).

Radio Tunisia, in 2021, reported that there are more
than 70 Tunisian broadcasters, including public, private,
associational, regional, and local broadcasters. Table 1
details the expansion of local broadcasting in Tunisian
regions since the fall of Ben Ali.

Additionally, there were numerous electronic
journals in Zarzis, Djerba, Medenine, and Tataouine.
The Media Development Centre in Tunisia maintained
that the north‐western region in Tunisia, which entails
four governorates—Kef, Siliana, Jendouba, and Beja—
did not experience any associational or commercial
broadcasts in comparison with the other regions in
the country. What we can find in this region with
its four states are some web‐based broadcasts that
were launched and have a significant online following.
Although later on, the Tunisian ministry of youth and
sport sponsored a project to support a broadcast in these
governorates, these broadcasts usually transmit musical
content (Moalla, 2019, pp. 18–19).

6. Subtle Dynamics of Local Media Power: Harbingers
of Change

In the aftermath of the revolution, international devel‐
opment agencies, funders, as well as media reform
experts quickly responded to the call for support of
the democratic transition in Tunisia. They aimed to

change the practices of Tunisian journalists, hoping to
produce quality information. Within this framework, the
African Center for the Development of Journalists and
Communicators was created to support civil society and
the democratic transition in Tunisia. The objectives of
this group were to share information, promote syner‐
gies between support partners, and foster dialogue with
national actors. The experience of associative media has
met with enthusiasm from international actors who sup‐
ported the idea on two levels: the capacity building and
developing media structures through technical, logistic,
as well as managerial support (Ammar, 2018, p. 6).

That helps to explain the variety of local commu‐
nity media launched after the revolution, especially after
the foundation of the independent body responsible
for reforming information and communication in post‐
revolution Tunisia. This organisation’s laws were incen‐
tives for establishing different and varied media plat‐
forms in a country whose capital was the compass for
the flow of information. In that respect, citizens found
themselves in front of various communicational local out‐
lets that talk about their youth unemployment, their
stolen fortunes, and their martyrs. Although there were
several private commercial broadcasts before the rev‐
olution, such as Express FM in Grand Tunis and Sfax,
they were limited in terms of geographical extension.
Moreover, they were largely considered mouthpieces of
the ruling regime (Zran & Sedraoui, 2019, p. 376).

Alongside a rise in the number of local platforms,
there has been a qualitative shift as well. Under Ben Ali,

Table 1. Expansion of local community radio in Tunisia since the revolution.

Region Local Media Broadcaster Date of Release

Djerba Ulysse FM June 2012

Qabès Oasis FM December 2011

Gafsa Sout ElManagem or Radio Mines FM 8th February 2011

Tozeur, Djerid FM 18th April 2011

Kébili Nefzawa net 23rd July 2013

Kasserine Houna El Gassrine 12th March 2012
Radio K‐FM 7th January 2011

Sfax DIWAN FM 2013

Nabeul; Radio Med 27th April 2015
Cap FM 24th March 2012

Kairouan Sabra FM 29th January 2010
Dream FM (the city of Hajeb El Ayoun) 6th April 2014

Sousse 2011 to 2017 Nejma FM 10th November 2015
Knooz FM September 2014
Msaken FM 2015
MFM (serves Mahdia, Sousse and Monastir) 2nd August 2012
Jawhara FM Created in 2005 then turned to serve the whole

country in 2017
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local journalists whoworked for international news agen‐
cies enjoyed some freedom of expression while being
cautious about not transgressing editorial redlines set
by Ben Ali’s regime. These taboos were like investigating
the deteriorating internal condition under Ben Ali, the
latter’s family corruption, wealth maldistribution, and
the spread of poverty in the country (El‐Issawi, 2012,
p. 5). The ceiling of public liberties, especially in the
media sphere, witnessed a boost and transformation
that directly affected the topics the media could publish
or broadcast. In that sense, we noticed that the edito‐
rial lines of the media delved into different topics and
covered issues that were previously marked in the past
as red line topics that no one should approach with‐
out permission from the centre. National media outlets
were not entirely uncritical, but since they had been
intertwined with the political and economic interests
of those in power, they often failed to offer the fresh
perspectives that people desired. In that respect, we
highlight what was then a new turn in local community
media that moved away from perpetuating the status
quo to one that provided critical and fresh perspectives.
This new approach was new not only for audiences and
local authorities but also for the correspondents. In addi‐
tion, many local broadcasters and their editorial teams
adopted the new approach of pluralistic editorial lines
that were free from any political, syndicalist, or social
power pressures (El Bour, 2016, p. 3).

In other words, one characteristic of the post‐
revolution era has been an increase in the number of
local community media providers and their role as the
main source of information of regional matters for the
national media still centred in Tunis. El Bour’s field study
in which she interviewed 16 local correspondents is
indicative of this empowerment of local media in post‐
revolutionary Tunisia:

Theworking conditions today illustrate the newwork‐
ing environment. One notable change concerns the
relationship with the regional power represented by
the governor “whenwe cover protests and sit‐ins, we
give the citizens a voice andwe go to the governor for
the other story. When he refuses to comment… we
report it.” (El Bour, 2016, p. 8)

Local media proved its primacy in covering the differ‐
ent strikes and demonstrations that flooded the country
after the 2011 Revolution in different cities and regions
away from the capital Tunis. Furthermore, local plat‐
forms showed a high level of professionalism when cov‐
ering the events of the Libyan wars that exploded on
the Tunisian borders, providing centre‐media with the
required information on a daily basis that was on‐time
and live. This was especially the case for the Tataouine
broadcast, which held the responsibility of reporting
Libyan disputes that took place near the Tunisian borders
(Zran & Sedraoui, 2019, p. 385).

7. Local Media: Opening Spaces for Minority Voices
and Issues

According to a survey run by Sigma Company in 2017 to
measure the popularity of media platforms and broad‐
casts in Tunisia, local community media platforms were
rated as very popular. In the southwest and southeast‐
ern regions of Sahel and Sfax, local community media
broadcasts occupied higher positions above the centre‐
sponsored media. This was true everywhere except for
the Northern area where the first private national radio
station Mosaique FM is most popular. By examining
audience statistics from the different broadcasters, it
is evident that five out of eight regions demonstrate
the supremacy of local media. In the three regions
of Sfax, Gafsa, and Tataouine regional radio stations
outperformed national and international broadcasters
in audience share, with 170,000, 73,000 and 108,000,
respectively. In most of these regions, private local or
associational broadcasts ranked second most popular.
Furthermore, among the six broadcasts that the sur‐
vey covers, we notice a presence of some local regional
broadcasts such as Diwan in Sfax, Nefzawa in southwest,
as well as Oasis FM in Qabès (Open Sigma, 2017).

Before the revolution, national television transmit‐
ted programmes that centred on the capital and the
national elites in Tunis, to the exclusion of regional actors.
In so doing, they further marginalised the regions from
national debate unless individuals travelled to the capital.
Local media was partly responsible for changing a land‐
scape that had largely been unresponsive to the needs of
local populations. Minorities had no voice either. Since
the revolution, there is evidence that this has changed.
One example of the newfound space for minorities is the
establishment of local media that represent the Amazigh
people of Tunisia.

The creation of the Amazigh Nefzawa Journal and
Radio Nefzawa has been an advance for minority rights
in Tunisia. Prior to the revolution, Amazigh associations
were banned, and any efforts to create an independent
Amazigh voice were severely punished. Since the rev‐
olution, both platforms have been active in promoting
the views and culture of the Amazigh people. Both the
journal and the radio station ran stories on both the
defence of Amazigh language, which is not recognised
as an official language of Tunisia, and Amazigh culture
more broadly. Radio Nefzawa declares its mission is to be
a voice for baladeyaty (Arabic for “my land”) and to act as
a channel between the region and the state. One of the
most interesting and revealing findings from the analy‐
sis of the content of Radio Nefsawa was the extent that
local issues of underdevelopment were evident. In the
period from2016,we found regular stories andprograms
focused on local underdevelopment, poverty, unemploy‐
ment, and the environment. This is evidence of what
Badran et al. (2021, p. 2) argue is where the local commu‐
nitymedia have also “contributed to re‐centring issues of
(regional) inequality.”
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Since the revolution, Radio Mines FM has run
extensive coverage of the revolt in the Gafsa mining
basin. Strikes in the mining region of southwestern
Tunisia, which consists of four cities—Mdhilla, Redeyef,
Moularès, and Métlaoui—intensified in 2008, leading
to a crackdown by the government. All of these cities
are administered under the Gafsa governorate that lies
350 kilometres southwest of Tunis. Starting in 2008,
strikes in Gafsa occurred in January each year. However,
despite the significance of these strikes, prior to the
revolution, little attention was paid to them by the
government‐controlled Tunisian media. However, the
creation of local media in Gafsa has allowed the issues
of the mining communities to be voiced both locally
and nationally in ways that were not possible before
the revolution.

After the revolution, activists such as Nour Eddin
Hani, who is a member of the local civil society in Gafsa,
were able to use the newly emergent local media in ways
that were not previously possible. Hani (Afdal, 2016)
and his comrades were optimistic after the revolution
that their demands would be heard, and that the gov‐
ernment would respond. One of the main features of
local media after January 2011 is its tendency to cre‐
ate new interactional relationships with local, civil, syndi‐
calist, and political actors. Such relationships have been
vertical for a long time prior to January 2011. In more
recent years, local community media has been responsi‐
ble for connecting politics in the regions with politicians
in Tunis. A response did eventually come. The local rep‐
resentative of the Islamic movement and leading party
in the Parliament En Nahda, Reda Samauiy, responded
to the heated situation in the area in 2016 and met with
some of the protesters. Also, the local representative of
the Popular Front, Habib Tabasi, was able to utilise local
media to connect the several waves of protests in this
area due to its problems of poverty and unemployment
(Afdal, 2016).

Our analysis of the four local media supports the
claim that events arising from local communities reached
unprecedented levels, and that this newly flourishing
landscape has changed people’s lives in a number of
ways (Mezghanni, 2015, pp. 205–207; Zran & Sedraoui,
2019, p. 381). Radio Gafsa and Radio Nefzawa transmit
stories by women for women. Indeed both stations have
a notable number of female reporters and broadcasters
presenting news and other programs. Our research also
demonstrates that they are all communicating national
and international news to their local communities from
their own perspective. Local actors are now translat‐
ing and interpreting national and international events
through local perspectives and positions. In turn, this
allows local community media to articulate what local
communities feel, aspire, and believe in a limited geo‐
graphical space.

8. Conclusion: Local Community Media and the Future
of Tunisian Democracy

In this article, we have analysed the local media kaleido‐
scope in Tunisia. Tunisia witnessed a democratic transi‐
tion where local community media platforms have come
to play a role in fostering the democratic transition, shed‐
ding light on local communities’ situations and demands
as they represent the core element of any real democ‐
racy. Democracy is at a crossroads everywhere, includ‐
ing in Tunisia. For many scholars of democracy, it is
no coincidence that media is also facing a watershed
moment. Corporatisation, financial crisis, the phenome‐
nal changes attributable to digitalisation, and increasing
authoritarianism are all factors that impact democracy
and the state of media.

Tunisia has not been immune to these forces and,
at the same time, the 2011 revolution unleashed pent‐
up frustrations and mobilised strong democratic trends
that have pushed back to ensure that the authoritarian‐
ism, government repression, and censorship do not whit‐
tle away the hard‐won freedoms of 2011. The national
media in Tunisia has not entirely broken free of its past
close connections to the political and business elite who
have bought into the democratic transition only as far
as “the more things change, the more they stay the
same.” The extent that the national media, then, con‐
tributes to the democratic transition is uncertain given
that, as Farmanfarmaian (2014) has said, the “power of
media barons is immense.” However, as this article has
argued, local community media in Tunisia demonstrates
the potential of local community media to empower
local communities and promote democratisation.

Local media in Tunisia is not without its own chal‐
lenges. Poorly funded, often reliant on volunteer labour
and faced with pressure from the age of the internet,
local media exist on the precipice. Yet, as the data
from the Open Sigma survey illustrates, and our analy‐
sis of local media content demonstrates, local media in
regional parts of Tunisia are popular and provide a plat‐
form for articulating the daily struggles for recognition
and relevance of people in the peripheries of the coun‐
try. This aspect of local media may serve to further the
democratic transformation in a country in transition as
much as, or more than, parliaments and national elec‐
tions in an era where political and economic elites have
captured the institutions of the demos (Fraser, 2020).

The future of Tunisian democracy and Tunisia’s fledg‐
ing local community media is uncertain. What is more
certain is that the fate of both is intertwined. As globalisa‐
tion, especially the Anglo‐Americanmodel that emerged
from the Cold War, is seen as the only alternative, and
national institutions are tainted with, or captured by,
authoritarianism—the local levelmight be the sitewhere
democracy is to be saved. As this article has shown,
in Tunisia, at least, one vehicle to promote and defend
democracy under assault is local community media.
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