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Since the 19th century, the notion of heritage in Tunisia has experienced a number of different 

identities and political and cultural reorientations which have gradually made it primarily an 

instrument of tourism related economic development. The notion of heritage in the country has 

evolved from one that has been historically stigmatized to a vision of much more mature 

preservation movement, which suggests a dynamic co-construction in connection with the 

growth of place marketing and tourism. Indeed, when tourism was initially developed in Tunisia 

in the mid-1960s, heritage became a branch of industry and focus of development activity. In 

more recent decades, tourism has led to a more reflexive effort surrounding the notion of 

heritage that has been intended to systematize the tourist offer and to promote local cultural 

development. However, the tourist valuation of the heritage has been always confronted with 

numerous constraints, including the amount of investment, the legal status of sites and 

monuments, and the logics of local actors. Framed by questions of social, political, ideological 

and economic dynamics, the chapter questions the notion and the use of heritage in Tunisia and 

analyzes the interactions with tourism since the colonial period. 
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Introduction 

 

Tunisia has long been a communication channel between Europe and Africa and between the 

East and the Arab Maghreb (Poirier, 1995). It has inherited an exceptional heritage legacy that is 

among the richest in the Mediterranean including archaeological sites of all eras (ancient, 

medieval, Arab-Muslim), monuments (baths, temples, amphitheaters, mosques, museums), as 

well as popular arts and artisanal traditions (mosaics, statues, costumes and jewelry) (Rey, 

2019). Tunisia is home to many ancient remains and buildings of international heritage interest 

such as the cities of Carthage, Utica, the amphitheater of El Jem, Bulla Regia, and Oudhna. Arab 
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and Ottoman buildings and cities dominate the historic centers of several cities including 

mosques, ribats, ksours, zaouias, souks. The rural areas include agricultural landscapes (oases, 

olive groves, vineyards) and traditional practices that illustrate the legacy of different historical 

periods. The country’s rich intangible heritage has survived despite attempts of acculturation 

throughout its history (Nozha, 2010), although it is currently endangered by modernist and 

tourist hegemony, with many heritage sites being exploited for touristic purposes and losing their 

authenticity, although tourism has also contributed to the material preservation of these sites. 

 

This chapter provides an overview of the historical evolution of heritage tourism development in 

Tunisia and the challenges it faces. It also provides perspectives on the future of cultural heritage 

and tourism development in Tunisia given the recent political transitions in the country.  

 

Tourism Development in Tunisia  

 

Following its independence from France in 1956 and the abolition of the monarchy in 1957, the 

Tunisian government showed a special interest in tourism as a lynchpin of the post- 

decolonization development strategy to ensure the economic independence of the country.  The 

mass arrival of European tourists in the 1960s had a considerable influence on the geopolitical 

and geoeconomic axes favoured by the authorities. In the Saharan cities of south-west Tunisia, 

recognized for their culture, traditions and architecture, cultural and heritage tourism have 

become integral to the wider tourist offer and to the promotion of local economic 

development. In these fragile and vulnerable desert areas tourism and heritage have become two 

realities that deeply mark contemporary landscapes, economic and cultural activities and 

population movements. These processes, which have become one of the concerns of both public 

and private actors, have also contributed to changes in the representation and use of places. For 

example, the traditional Saharan city and its oasis, which was a territorial commons par 

excellence that nourish the place attachment of individuals and their identity and culture, is now 

being reinvented for the commercial demands of tourism and place marketing (Dhaher, 2017). 

 

Tunisia was one of the first Muslim countries that attempted to explore the potential of tourism 

and has been more moderate in its approach toward Western-style tourism development given its 

economic value (Seyfi & Hall, 2019; Gan & Smith, 1992; Hall & Prayag, 2020; Hazbun, 2008). 

The development of tourism in Tunisia was directed from a central state planning strategy during 

the different administrations of the Bourguiba (1957–1987) and Ben Ali presidencies (1987–

2011) as well as the post-revolution era (2011 onwards) (Miossec, 1999; Weigert, 2012). 
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According to Perelli and Sistu (2013), tourism has been one of the pillars of Tunisia’s economy 

under all these regimes. Therefore, the contemporary transition towards a “new Tunisia” offers 

an opportunity to describe how tourism strategies have been central to Tunisian development and 

the links between heritage sites and mass tourism development. 

 

A generally ‘Eurocentric’ approach has been taken toward tourism development in the Tunisian 

moderate Islamic context (Poirier, 1995; Hazbun, 2008), with the majority of visitation to the 

country traditionally coming from European countries (mainly France, Germany, Italy, UK) 

through all-inclusive packages in seaside resorts (Carboni & Perelli, 2020; Carboni, Perelli, & 

Sistu, 2014; Jeffrey & Bleasdale, 2017). Nevertheless, it has been argued that the over-reliance 

on 3S tourism (sun, sea and sand) has paralyzed the diversification of tourism products and 

negatively affected the competitiveness of the tourism sector (Souissi, 2010). However, given 

the relatively unique offer of Tunisia among other Maghrebian countries, there has been some 

interregional visitation to the country mainly from Libya, Algeria, Morocco and Mauritania. 

Prior to the 2011 revolution, it was estimated that the country attracted 6,902,749 international 

tourists, of which 55.3% were from Europe (ONTT, 2012), while the rest were from neighboring 

countries who do not usually use all-inclusive packages and rarely stay in hotels (19% in 2010, 

ONTT, 2012). While Europeans travel to Tunisia for leisure tourism and to stay in hotels and 

resorts, Maghrebians mainly visit Tunisia for shopping, medical tourism or a more liberal 

environment where they can experience a wider range of tourism practices (Carboni et al., 2014, 

2017; Souissi, 2010). According to Carboni et al. (2014), although Tunisia has become a mature 

tourism destination, it still suffers from issues of product quality, seasonality and hotel sector 

attractiveness. In addition, events such as the terrorist attack in Djerba in 2002 and successive 

terrorist attacks in 2015 (the Bardo National Museum attack, Sousse attacks, and the Tunis 

bombing) and the 2018 shooting have threatened perceptions of the country’s relative political 

stability in the region and, as a result, have negatively affected the country’s image as a tourism 

destination (Porter, 2015; Morris, 2019). For example, in 2014, 427,000 UK citizens visited the 

country while in 2016 the number fell to less than 50,000 (Morris, 2019). With the figure being 

influenced by a combination of safety perceptions, government travel advisories, insurance 

premiums and reduced numbers of charter flights (Belaid, 2018). All these events have been a 

cause for the country to partially lose its international reputation as a safe destination. 

 

The economic significance of changes in perception of the country cannot be overestimated. In 

2014 tourism accounted for 14% of the country’s GDP and employed almost half a million 

people in a population of 11 million (Belaid, 2018). However, a state of emergency has been in 
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effect since 2015 and tourism has partially bounced back as government increased security 

around popular destinations (Morris, 2019). According to the World Travel & Tourism Council 

(WTTC) (2019), in 2017 the direct contribution of the tourism industry to the country’s GDP 

was TND6,631.7mn (USD2,740.4mn), 6.9% of total GDP and is forecast to rise by 3.0% per 

annum in 2018-2028, to TND9,246.6mn (USD3,820.9mn) or 6.6% of total GDP in 2028. 

 

The Heritage and Tourism Interface in Tunisia 

 

In the Tunisian context, national heritage strategies, heritage site selection, conservation 

practices and the discourses around national identity have been shaped by the country’s 

development approach (Perrelli & Sistou, 2013). From the 1950s to the early 2000s tourism 

development was essentially monocultural and concentrated on seaside hotel tourism. In such a 

context, heritage was narrowly defined and commodified (Dhaher, 2016). However, since the 

1990s, an increase in tourist visitation to monuments and historic sites and the growing public 

attachment of Tunisian people to heritage as part of their identity have contributed to 

government interest in heritage tourism.  

 

In Tunisian cities renowned for their culture, traditions and architectural heritage, tourism has 

encouraged greater reflexivity on the concept of heritage given its use within the tourism offer 

and the promotion of local development. This has meant that in Tunisia, as in many developing 

countries, the potential to commoditize heritage has become an economic issue although, ideally, 

the cultural and tourist valuation of heritage go hand in hand. Indeed, the growing interest of 

local authorities in the provision of cultural amenities, which results in conservation and 

enhancement schemes at the municipal or regional level, demonstrates the potential of heritage 

for local development. 

 

Tourism has seemingly come to be regarded as the only economic path for places that have been 

left out of other development strategies (Jeffrey & Bleasdale, 2017). Tourism and heritage have 

therefore become closely entwined. The reference to heritage is increasingly used in a number of 

contexts, whether in terms of urban projects, sustainable local development, tourism strategy, job 

creation or strengthening of social ties and serves to broaden socio-economic practices 

(Lazzaroti, 2000). Both tangible and intangible heritage has become an economic issue in many 

Tunisian cities. Nevertheless, the current situation is marked by a sort of antagonism between 

awareness of the economic importance of heritage that has emerged in recent years and the 

purely mercantile behavior that followed without sufficient consideration of the wider values of 
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heritage. Such a situation raises significant questions as to whether local authorities and local 

populations have managed to reconcile conservation and the economic use of heritage? 

 

Cultural Heritage Development in Tunisia 

 

In Tunisia and the Arab World, the development of the concept of heritage (Turâth in Arabic) 

has followed a tortuous route. The notion of heritage emerged gradually in Tunisia and the Arab 

countries since the end of the 19th century as part of broader processes of cultural and national 

identity formation and change (Picton, 2010; Rabbat, 2016). After independence in 1956, the 

concept has become a part of various discourses and fields being framed in terms of ideology, 

Westernization, colonialism, totalitarianism, globalism and even terrorism (Laila, 2013). Indeed, 

the relative valuation and/or depreciation of a heritage is inherent to the broader processes of the 

politics of public memory in the region. 

 

In Tunisia, the concept of heritage has long been linked to European and especially French 

cultural inheritance from the colonial period. The French Protectorate, through the service of the 

antiquities and arts, was the first to recognize heritage in terms of markers of colonial culture, 

along with the ruins and the vestiges of the antiquity. However, during the first decade of the 

twentieth century, European builders began to draw on local heritage and imitate it in the design 

of new architectural projects. Indeed, colonial intervention has often been stigmatizing. The 

movement to utilize local architectural and built forms was not limited to the use of elements of 

the architectural decoration of local Muslim buildings, but continued in the form of an authentic 

reinterpretation of local architectures, in terms of their arrangements and their spatial 

organizations until early 1930s. These processes have continued to the present day. For example, 

several old souks, schools (madrassa) and palaces have undergone conversion work to enable 

new functions (Ammar, 2017). Nevertheless, following such actions and the emerging practices 

of tourism, exoticism and the search for authenticity, heritage conservation has become more 

widely concerned with the Muslim heritage, local building traditions, crafts and lifestyles. 

 

The architectural and cultural transformations that have been introduced since the 1910s and 

especially in the 1920s continue to affect heritage policy. Nevertheless, over the past 30 years 

cultural heritage conservation has entered a new stage characterized by citizen action and a 

substantial emphasis on urban historic and archaeological sites, together with the protection and 

conservation of local heritage through the development of Maghreb tourism. Outcomes of such 

shifts include the establishment of protection zones around the monuments of antiquity. such as 



 

105 
 

105 

El Jem and Carthage, and the use of expropriation decrees in the development of archaeological 

sites, such as Dougga and Bulla Regia (Bacha, 2008). Such changes in public attitudes towards 

heritage also proved significant in resisting attempts by the country’s post-independence leaders 

to endow Tunisia with the built attributes of modernity. For example, in 1957, the draft plan of 

Tunis proposed the development of a broad boulevard to enter the Medina in order to connect it 

to the neighborhood of the Casbah at the Porte de France and to make the medina the heart of a 

modern urban agglomeration, with tall buildings and car parking. A decade after the approval of 

this planning document, the state held an international design competition to develop the 

boulevard project but it was never developed following strong negative reactions from civil 

society. Importantly, public mobilization against planned changes to the medina also led to the 

creation of the Safeguarding Association of the Medina of Tunis in 1967 (Laila, 2013), which 

began to work in the field of preservation, safeguarding and rehabilitation of the historic city. 

 

The development of new urban plans that served as a symbol of Tunisia’s modern status was not 

the only policy shift to influence the country’s heritage. Among the first political decisions of the 

new independent regime to impact heritage in Tunisia was the abolition of Habous foundations 

and the creation of an Institute of Archeology and Art in 1973. The abolition of Habous 

(religious foundations, waqf outside North Africa) and their incorporation into public lands was 

catastrophic for a significant number of historic buildings that have since remained without 

guardianship, status and financial resources. In addition, the changes status has allowed the 

demolition of many of them. For example, between 1962 and 1970 the city of Tunis lost more 

than three-quarters of its oratories, mausoleums and madrasas (Ammar, 2017). 

 

The 1990s were fundamental with the overhaul of cultural institutions and the recognition of 

heritage by the State, through its integration into urbanism, ecology, the economy, tourism and 

place marketing (Bacha, 2008; Gravari Barbas & Violier, 2003). A national agency for the 

development and exploitation of archaeological and historical heritage has been created and 

 

… charged with ensuring the cultural, touristic and commercial purposes the realization 

and the management of the program of enhancement and exploitation of the 

archaeological, historical and museum heritage as well as natural sites of a historical 

nature; promote and develop cultural tourism and promote the creation and development of 

cultural industries in relation to heritage and cultural property (Ministére des affaires 

culturelles, 1988, Article 2, p. 1247 (our translation)). 
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Nevertheless, the ‘museographic’ conception of heritage that has prevailed for a long time has 

limited the possibilities of highlighting a wider understanding and portrayal of heritage (Rey, 

2019). Tourism development has historically been limited in the scope of its heritage offerings, 

however while Carthaginian and Roman heritage remains significant, tourism is also implicated 

in the development and promotion of other forms of heritage and culture (Berriane, 2010). 

 

The Complexities of Heritage Tourism Development in Tunisia  

 

In a country with limited natural resources, tourism and heritage have become extremely 

important economically. The current development logic is that they serve to create new places 

and products that increase place attractiveness and activities that can be undertaken and thereby 

create wealth and jobs. Heritage, as a symbolic resource, has also become an economic resource. 

In addition, the highlighting of a rewarding past, the care taken to revive it, and the enhancement 

of the living environment are all amenities sought by the local population, the users and the 

consumers of services, that public officials and developers seek to attract. Nevertheless, while 

the country offers an exceptionally rich urban heritage and several sites such as the Medina of 

Tunis, the archaeological site of Carthage, the amphitheater of E1 Jem, Kairouan are inscribed 

on the World Heritage List (UNESCO, 2019) (Table 5.1), heritage and culture remain 

insufficiently presented and still relatively little exploited as tourism attractions (Hall, 2006b). 

 

Table 5.1: Historical and archaeological sites in Tunisia 

 

Protected historical 

and archaeological 

sites 

Monuments of 

the Islamic era 
Ancient 

monuments  

UNESCO 

World 

Heritage Sites 

Sites on the 

UNESCO tentative 

World Heritage list 

943 15 9 8 13 

 

Source: National Institute of Heritage (INP) and personal surveys, 2018 

 

Despite its economic significance, Tunisian tourism has not fundamentally enhanced or 

transformed cultural resources with the exception of some coastal resort areas although changes 

are definitely occurring. This has meant that the very rich and varied cultural potential of some 

less visited parts of the country, nested for the most part in the cultural sites of the inland and 

Saharan regions, are not yet commoditised. The focus on coastal development, which had 

reached a very high level at the beginning of the 2000s (Hall, 2006a), is marked by a 

preponderance of seaside resorts and contrasts sharply with the tourist voids of the hinterland 

(Weigert, 2012) and the Gafsa-Tozeur area, which the authorities previously attempted to 
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develop in the 1980s with a view to boosting Saharan tourism. The north is dotted with pre-

Islamic archaeological sites (Dougga, Bulla Regia, Sbeitla), while the south is home to an 

important Berber heritage (The Ksours (castles) of Matmata and Tataouine). 

 

Although endowed with important cultural and natural assets, the hinterland is considered as a 

marginal area for tourism. Most of these regions have never been connected to the seaside 

tourism system with the possible exception of Kairouan, Mahdia, and Sidi Bou Said. However, 

the present cultural offer of the coastline, whether museums, archaeological sites or urban 

neighborhoods, is not very popular with international tourists (Souissi, 2010). This has meant 

that issues of heritage rehabilitation, conservation and protection have only recently become a 

concern for policy actors. Indeed, it is recognition of the limitations of a tourism industry based 

on a mass beach product that has encouraged the wider promotion of heritage and local cultural 

development, particularly in non-urban areas. As a result, the growing interest of the various 

public and private actors in heritage has started to lead to the restoration and enhancement of 

heritage sites and is testimony to the growth potential that cultural heritage can potentially 

represent for local development (El Gaied & Meyer, 2014). This situation has meant that 

tangible and intangible heritage, with the latter often being marginalized, has gradually become 

an economic issue and is opening up new horizons, putting an end to a "museographic" 

conception of heritage that has prevailed for a long time. However, the current situation is also 

marked by a kind of antagonism between the phenomenon of awareness of the economic 

importance of heritage and the purely mercantile behavior that has followed. Something that is 

reminiscent of Viard's (2000: 33) description of this problem as "the economy of reuse". 

 

Heritage valorization through tourism in Tunisia  

 

As the search for new economic resources grows, the economic interest in heritage is 

increasingly growing, especially in countries with low natural resources (Ashley, Osmani, 

Emmitt, Mallinson, & Mallinson, 2015; Throsby, 2016). This renewed interest in heritage is 

often oriented towards a tourism development perspective. In Tunisia, public and private 

investment in cultural heritage tourism projects is a recent practice. This has led to restoration 

operations with a view to attracting tourist flows as is the case in Tunis, Kairouan, Djerba, 

Tozeur, Nefta. The choice to encourage heritage tourism development is a Tunisian government 

policy that is both strategic and emblematic and is the result of seeking ways to diversify 

Tunisian tourism in response to competitive pressure. Yet, many monuments and archaeological 

sites, particularly in the north-western region, are not always integrated into cultural tourism 
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circuits despite their potential, examples include the Paleolithic site of Sidi Zin, the basilica and 

ancient Roman ramparts, the mausoleum of Sidi Bou Makhlouf, the Al-Qadriya Mosque, 

Dougga, Makthar, Zama, Bulla Regia, and Kesra. 

 

In recent years, intangible cultural heritage has gained increasing recognition and its 

safeguarding has become one of the priorities of international cooperation as a result of the 

adoption by the UNESCO convention in 2003. Cultural festivals in several Tunisian cities in turn 

provide a very favourable field of observation for studying the processes of conserving and 

building the intangible heritage value of local populations, especially from the community 

perspective. The events that take place every year in southern Tunisia at the start of the winter 

tourist season present various dimensions of the life of the Saharan populations and the craft and 

artistic skills that attract mainly North African and European tourists. These cultural expressions 

appear to play an increasingly important role not only in safeguarding cultural traditions but also 

in the local economy. However, such tourism development can create tensions between the 

desire for local appropriation that reinforces the sense of belonging and a desire to commodify 

and instrumentalize it to attract tourists with the support of activities that are not always the 

expression of intangible culture (Dhaher, 2012). 

 

Admittedly, the promotion by tourism of local heritage specificities has generated relatively 

growth and mostly temporary jobs. The tourist industry has even had an effect of “fixing” some 

features of the traditional local culture (Puig, 2004) especially in the Saharan cities. Often 

conflicts and externalities emerge as a result of the staging of cultural and natural amenities for 

sale to tourists. For example, the folklorization of local cultures that appears in commercial 

representations in recent is years is often misguided. In historic urban and village centers, the 

structures and textures of the old buildings that have been modified by the effects of time and 

abandonment, are often refurbished for tourism purposes in a manner that is insensitive to the 

values of historic buildings. In the medinas of Tunis, Sousse, and Tozeur, and under the pretext 

of facilitating the reception of a growing number of tourists, some developments are poorly 

adapted to local conditions and devoid of any cultural reference. The focus on economic benefits 

have led to the inadequate recognition of the importance of many traditional buildings and the 

gradual loss of their cultural identity. Similarly, the oasis has also become transformed into a 

space of leisure and "marketing". The referent landscape has become that of the traditional oasis 

which is maintained and recreated in a decorative gardening logic, where the aesthetic dimension 

is sometimes sterile and imported (Carpentier & Gana, 2012).  
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In 2007, the National Heritage Institute organized the first international meetings of intangible 

cultural heritage following which Tunisia ratified, on February 15, 2007, the 2005 Convention on 

the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions. However, the 

institutionalization of this heritage is problematic given the logics of the different actors 

involved. Local authorities are becoming more active in heritage conservation, identification and 

management. This has meant that awareness of the technical, cultural and social values of 

heritage and their integration into contemporary urban contexts has become an issue for the 

development and identity of some ancient Tunisian cities. However, it is to be feared that 

tourism, which seemed to be in these areas a vehicle for raising awareness of the value of 

heritage as a founding element of local cultural identity, is no more than another form of 

"cultural consumption". Despite the emergence of new, citizen-oriented heritage enhancement 

initiatives at several sites, overly focusing on the commercial consumption of heritage could 

result in a rapid trivialization of heritage that could undermine the memory of places and historic 

urbanization and the loss of identity and local heritage landscapes. 

 

Emergence of New Safeguarding and Heritage Promotion Practices 

 

The 2011 revolution, which revealed the failings of an overconcentration on the seaside tourism 

model, encouraged people in some cities to revive Saharan tourism. There is currently an 

emergence of new tourism practices based on different heritage values of Saharan and oasis 

resources characterized by the orientation of demand towards more "authentic" and "meaningful" 

consumption. Local cultural heritage in these regions is meant to be an everyday experience and 

not an object of contemplation that is exhibited in museums and often transformed into folklore. 

Examples of such tourism include the redevelopment of the Nefta (an oasis town in Tozeur 

Governorate) ecological tourism circuit “Ras al-Ain” (head of the spring) and the development 

of agritourism in the oasis of Tozeur via model farms that illustrate traditional agricultural 

practices. The protection and enhancement of the few ancient oases that still use traditional 

irrigation systems and attempts by local authorities to develop old palm groves as tourist 

attractions also meet the expectations of tourists. Similarly, the traditional brick of Tozeur, an 

oasis and a city in south west Tunisia, which is particularly characteristic of the local architecture 

and which was the object of a municipal decree to ensure its conservation and use has become 

one of the pillars of the visitor economy of the city.  

 

The growing interest in heritage has also resulted in its spatial and temporal expansion as a 

regulatory object. Rather than isolated monument, public policies are now being focused on 
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protecting entire urban centers by taking into account the significance of some historical sites. 

However, the symbolic and legal characterization of ancient spaces can lead to a change in their 

status. For example, deprived areas become attractive places as a result of their reconversion. 

Initially, the focus was on the ancient nuclei of cities such as Tunis, Tozeur, Djerba, and 

Kairouan. More recently, Berber villages have experienced changes in heritage status. For 

example, the town of Douiret in the Tataouine district of southern Tunisia is now considered a 

jewel of the architectural and urban heritage of Tunisia after seemingly being caught in a process 

of irreversible degradation. The local population, who feared before the recent revolution that 

local decline would be insurmountable, is now hoping that intangible heritage, which constitutes 

an immense cultural wealth for the area, represents an opportunity for local social and economic 

development. 

 

Examples from both Tunis and smaller towns and cities indicate that local people want to profit 

economically from the presence of a tourist activity while developing mechanisms that can 

simultaneously ensure the preservation of this heritage, including the use of real or virtual 

presentations in festivals and events where the cultural heritage of the villages is highlighted. 

Cultural festivals are often designed to bring together inhabitants, especially those of the desert 

around their common interests and values. Nevertheless, despite the positive local territorial 

dynamics in terms of heritage tourism and the promotion of appropriate tourist activities that are 

respectful of the local ecosystem and which generate local income, domestic tourism including 

Saharan and oasis does not yet seem to be able to ensure the sustainability of these ecosystems 

(occupancy rates remain low and the average length of stay is limited to 1.5 days). Given the 

absence of a public strategy for these new tourist dynamics, tourism in these areas is still a form 

of transit tourism that does not yet have a significant impact on the local economy. It may be that 

governments and NGOs to provide further incentives for appropriate tourism development and to 

build regulatory goals and tools that are adapted to the local context. The private sector must also 

be encouraged to develop the opportunities available to develop appropriate heritage tourism. 

However, the implementation of management or other plans by local authorities for the 

conservation of heritage is not enough to protect cultural sites against the damage caused by 

mass tourism, as evidenced by the current state of the Kairouan World Heritage site and coastal 

city of Monastir. Even though conservation is often perceived as an expensive public choice 

such examples illustrate that large-scale tourism development must be controlled and well 

managed in order to sustainably preserve cultural heritage. 

 

Conclusion  
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The ambiguity that currently colors the values of cultural heritage in Tunisia can be related to 

that which affects sustainable tourism development. It is increasingly feared that tourism, which 

seemed to be an excellent vehicle for raising awareness of the value of heritage as an element of 

cultural identity, is no more than another form of "cultural consumption" that leads to a rapid 

trivialization of heritage. The few citizen actions that connect tourism to Saharan cultural 

heritage are still evolving and need further support, accompaniment and encouragement. The 

need for empowerment or capacity building through training and funding as part of a broader 

sustainable tourism strategy where social, economic, environmental and spatial factors re 

considered is clear. The means by which to actually do this is still emerging in Tunisia, as in 

many other destinations, and the articulation of appropriate local actions and public policies 

remains problematic (Hall & McArthur, 2000). Although this remains one of the major 

responsibilities of the various territorial actors which have the moral obligation to bequeath the 

heritage inheritance to future generations. 

 

In the 2020s, after the limitations of the coastal mass tourism development have been recognized 

and faced with forms of heritage tourism which are leading to the commodification of culture 

and heritage, new citizen practices are emerging as well as initiatives by some organizations and 

NGOs to design and implement actions that try to reconcile tourism, heritage and sustainable 

development. Part of this includes the invention of a “citizen tourism” in support of local 

ecologically and socially sensitive development strategies and the fight against poverty as a basis 

for genuine intercultural dialogue and sustainable tourism (Hall, 2019). Given the current 

political transitions in the country and the wider region, tourism public policies are also being 

developed that attempt to create improved synergies between tourism, crafts, local products and 

heritage through experiences that support the enhancement of local cultural identity, develop 

new integrated products and market destinations away from the traditional tourist 

routes. Importantly, the various experiments being implemented in Tunisia around the value of 

local products, craft creation and alternative tourism are a promising starting point for 

developing a national approach to towards the creation of inclusive tourist spaces and terroirs. 
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