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Over the last few years the oases regions have undergone great alterations due

to climate change. According to the UN, women are most affected by climate

change and natural disasters. This diagnosis is concerned with women’s

contribution to the economy in Tozeur: their status; their role in making use of

palm grove products and the measures to be taken to increase their

empowerment and ensure resilient regional development adapted to climate

change.
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The Euro-Mediterranean Women’s Foundation sets up local clusters of gender equality actors coordinated by
associations every year, in the following countries: Algeria, Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Palestine and Tunisia
(1 per country). 

Each local cluster of gender equality actors© chooses a target territory that can be a region or a province or a
metropolitan area of a large city. Subsequently, the local cluster’s members define a topic of interest related to gender
equality that they consider a priority in this target territory.

Each local cluster is made up of 5 actors working in favour of gender equality in the target territory: associations;
research or education institutions; local or regional authorities or ministerial departments in charge of advocating for
women’s rights; media; enterprises and trade unions. Their mission is to mobilize the gender equality actors through
data collection, consultations and exchange of experiences. Thus, they analyse the situation related to the target topic
and they follow-up the effectiveness of public policies in this area with a collective and participatory approach.

This bottom-up approach leads to produce a diagnosis of the situation that highlights the main obstacles to achieve
gender equality, and to design a collaborative and replicable field project to address those obstacles. To date, local
clusters were set in Algiers, Oran and Sétif (Algeria); Alexandria, Giza and Luxor (Egypt); Irbid, Ma’an and Zarqaa
(Jordan); the eastern suburbs of Beirut, Mount Lebanon and Tripoli (Lebanon); Fès-Meknès, Marrakesh-Safi and Souss-
Massa (Morocco); Ramallah-Al Bireh, Bethlehem and El Khalil/Hebron Governorates (Palestine); and Douar Hicher,
Monastir and Tozeur (Tunisia). These clusters focus on women’s access to political decision-making and high-level
positions, women’s economic empowerment and professional inequalities and violence against women. This document
presents the diagnosis which was conducted in the Tozeur region.

Local clusters of gender equality actors© 
mobilized in 2018

F Ma’an (Jordan)

G Tripoli (Lebanon)

A Ifrane (Morocco)

B Sétif (Algeria)

C Tozeur (Tunisia)

D Alexandria (Egypt)

E Al Khalil and Bethlehem (zones C) (Palestine)
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A. INTRODUCTION

Over the last few years, the oases regions of the greater Maghreb, and the world in general,

have undergone serious economic, social, cultural and, above all, climate change, the impacts

of which must be identified and evaluated by the people living there. Climate change,

considered to be one of the most worrying threats, is affecting the oases’ ecosystems. Some

oasis agricultural activities, including date palm growing, might not survive extreme

temperatures. 

Although climate changes touch all human beings, women are most affected. In 2014, the

United Nations recognised that “women are disproportionately affected by the impacts of

climate change such as drought, flooding and other extreme events, but they also play an

essential role in the fight against climate change”. 

Despite the important role played by women in preserving the environment and natural

resources, and in promoting sustainable development, when it comes to drawing up, planning

and implementing environmental policies, women’s participation continues to be weak.1

Women play a fundamental role in sustainable production and rational consumption and,

through this, they contribute to limiting the adverse effects of climate change.

Considering that women’s economic empowerment is the surest path towards gender

equality, the eradication of poverty and inclusive economic growth, this study identifies the

links between climate change and women in the Tozeur region and suggests

recommendations to minimise their adverse effects. 

With this in mind, this study seeks to answer the following questions: 

- What is the contribution of the women of Tozeur in the oases? 

- How do they contribute to the family economy?

- Does climate change have a specific impact on the economic empowerment of women in

the region? 

1 Women and the environment. Fact sheet No. 11 “Review and Appraisal of the Implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action: Report of the
Secretary-General” (E/CN.6/2000/PC/2). UN Department of Public Information, DPI/2035/K - 00-39721, 2000, http://www.un.org/
womenwatch/daw/followup/session/presskit/fs11.htm  



1. Introduction to the organisations responsible for the diagnosis 

a. Introduction to the La Ruche de la citoyenneté active de Tozeur (The Hive of Active

Citinzenship of Tozeur) association 

A. The La Ruche de la citoyenneté active de Tozeur association was founded in 2012 following

the social reactivation after the outbreak of the Tunisian revolution. Its mission is to promote

sustainable regional development based around the values of active public participation, good

governance and respect for human rights. The members of this association are agitating for the

right of the oasis people to live in sustainable oases regions.

La Ruche’s approach is to consolidate community development initiatives to develop and

promote rights and to join forces with movements working to achieve the Millennium

Development Goals (MDGs). With this in mind, it has joined the Réseau Maghrébin de

Développement Local (North African Local Development Network – REMADEL)2, the Réseau

des Associations de Développement Durable des Oasis (Network of Oases Sustainable

Development Associations – RADDO)3, the Réseau Actions sur les Changements Climatiques

– section des Pays Arabes (Climate Action Network, Arab World – CAN Arab World)4 and the

Mediterranean program network (MED 21)5. 

b. Tozeur local cluster of gender equality actors

To carry out this study, the La Ruche association has mobilised a local cluster of gender equality

actors, consisting of the following bodies: 

- The Tozeur Regional Commission for Agricultural Development (CRDA), represented by

the official responsible for supporting the economic empowerment of rural women

- The Tozeur Regional Office for Women’s, Family and Children’s Affairs (CRAFFE) represented

by the official in charge of the Reyeda programme supporting women’s enterprise6

- The Tozeur Union Générale Tunisienne du Travail (General Tunisian Workers’ Union – UGTT),

represented by the assistant secretary general responsible for women’s affairs7

- The Tozeur Centre des Entreprises Féminines Durables (Women’s Enterprise for Sustainability (WES)8

2 REMADEL, https://bit.ly/2M4lKLc 
3 RADDO, http://www.raddo.org/ 
4 CAN, http://www.climatenetwork.org/ 
5 MED21, https://bit.ly/2Mp4wFo 
6 Rayeda Programme, https://bit.ly/2O05rfV 
7 UGTT, http://www.ugtt.org.tn/ 
8 Centre des Entreprises Féminines Durables (Women’s Enterprise For Sustainability - WES), https://bit.ly/2OrwFNk 

8



CLIMATE CHANGE AND THE ECONOMIC 
EMPOWERMENT OF OASIS WOMEN IN TOZEUR

TUNISIA

9

- The Djerid FM regional radio station9

- The Tozeur Higher Institute of Technology Studies (ISET)10

2. Theme of the study

The oases ecosystems are dry areas representing around 30% of the land mass, with

considerable biodiversity11. They are considered to be the most vulnerable to climate change

and are recognised by the intergovernmental panel on climate change as “high-risk” subjects in

terms of the impact of change.12

Studies have shown that the most impoverished communities suffer the greatest impacts from

the adverse effects of climate change. As they are among most vulnerable populations, it is no

surprise that women, particularly those living in oases regions, are at the top of the list of climate

change victims.13

This study is concerned with the views of local agents, particularly those involved in promoting

women, on the effects of climate change on the economic empowerment of oasis women in the

Tozeur region. 

3. Aims of the diagnosis 

The diagnosis aims:

- To map the actors involved in the area of gender and climate change in Tozeur; 

- To identify the initiatives linked to gender and climate change undertaken in the governorate

of Tozeur;

- To determine the perception and needs of oasis women and local agents concerning the

gender dimension and climate change;

- To determine the impacts of climate change on the oasis women of Tozeur;

- To identify the measures to be taken to help make regional development in the governorate

of Tozeur gender-sensitive, resilient and adaptable to climate change.

9 Djerid FM, http://www.djeridfm.com/ 
10 ISET Tozeur, http://www.isett.rnu.tn/ 
11 DAVIES, Jonathan, et al. Conserving Drylands Biodiversity. International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUNC). 
12 INTERGOVERNMENTAL PANEL ON CLIMATE CHANGE (IPCC). Climate Change 2001: Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability.WMO, UNEP,
2001. 
13 Oxfam International.Women and Climate Change, 2009. 



B. GEOGRAPHICAL AREA COVERED

1. Geographical location 

The governorate of Tozeur is in south-western Tunisia bounded in the north by the governorate

of Gafsa and, in the south, by Kébili. The governorate borders Algeria (Oued Souf) and covers

an area of 5,592.9 km², representing 3.6% of Tunisia and 6.2 % of the southern region.14

Figure 1. Location of the governorate of Tozeur

2. Administrative divisions

The governorate of Tozeur is subdivided into six delegations: Tozeur, Hezoua, Tamagheza, Nefta,

Deguèche and Hamma. Hamma, also known as Hammet El Jerid, was established after the 2011

revolution. In these delegations, there are six municipalities with similar names. The municipality

of Hezoua was established recently.15

In Tunisia there can be tensions between the delegation containing the capital of the governorate

and the other delegations. The local population call the governorate of Tozeur El Djerid, which

is the region’s old name dating from the Beylik period.

14 OFFICE FOR THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE SOUTH (ODS). Tozeur en chiffres (Tozeur in Figures) 2016. Tunisian Ministry for the Development
of Investment and International Cooperation, p. 11. 2017. 
15 Ibid. 
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The governorate of Tozeur is predominantly urban. According to the latest statistics, the urban

development rate is around 70.1%. This rate remains above the national average (65%).16

Figure 2. Administrative divisions of the governorate of Tozeur

3. Demographic characteristics

The population of Tozeur is continually growing. The governorate had a population of 89,055 in

16 DIRECTORATE GENERAL OF LAND MANAGEMENT AND PLANNING (DGAT). Atlas du Gouvernorat de Tozeur (Atlas of the Governorate of
Tozeur). Directorate General of Land Management and Planning, Ministry of Public Works, 2013. 

The local actors  in the six delegations in Tozeur have been involved in the diagnosis.



1994, 97,526 in 2004 and 107,912 at the time of the last census in 2014. Of these, 50.88%

are women, divided into 25,566 households17. Tozeur is the least populated governorate in

Tunisia. The number of inhabitants represents less than 1% of the Tunisian population.

The masculinity ratio has fallen remarkably between 1975 and 2014, from 50.2% to 49%. This

change is explained essentially by the phenomenon of young men emigrating towards the capital

and to neighbouring towns seeking better living conditions.18

4. Economics and employment in the region

Despite tertiary sector’s considerable share of economic activity (72% of the active population

works in the services sector) the economy of the governorate of Tozeur is dominated by

agriculture. Date production (grading and packaging plants) remains the most important

sector in terms of area, production volume and revenues.

The tourism sector is continually being developed in the governorate of Tozeur, which made the

district crucial for tourism in the Sahara in the first decade of the millennium.19 After a decline in

Sahara tourism after the 2011 revolution, the region has begun to overcome the crisis, and 2018

is a symbol of the recovery.20

Despite the wealth and potential of the Tozeur region, it is classified as a priority regional

development area.21 To increase the low industrialisation rate in Tozeur, the Investment Code

promulgated in 2017 gives specific advantages to the Tozeur region to encourage investors to

develop projects in the area.22

The unemployment rate (2014 figures) is around 15.5%, relatively close to the national average

(15.02%). Like all the governorates in Tunisia, the number of unemployed women is higher than

17 Ibid.
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Sabah News, https://bit.ly/2AB5BZ9 WEBMANAGER CENTER, https://bit.ly/2n5kFog 
21 ABDELMALEK, Abdallah and BEN RABEH, Imed. Rapport sur l’indicateur de développement régional : étude comparative en termes de
développement (Report on the Regional Development Indicator: Comparative Development Study).  Tunisian Institute of Competitiveness and
Quantitative Studies (ITCEQ), 2011.
22 Official Printer of the Tunisian Republic, Loi de l’investissement : loi des contrats de partenariat publique privé – loi refondant le dispositif des
avantages fiscaux et textes annexés (Investment Law: Public-Private Partnership Contract Law – Law Establishing the System of Tax Advantages, and
Attached Texts). 2018.
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the number of men – in fact more than double.23 In 2016, considering the active population

aged over 15, 25.7% of women were unemployed compared to only 13.1% of men.24 This

difference is greater in rural areas and among people with higher education, where the number

of women is greater.25

90.2% of active women in Tozeur work in the services sector. Only 1.7% of female workers in

Tozeur are involved in agricultural activities.26

5. Climate in Tozeur

As its geographical location suggests, the governorate of Tozeur is characterised by a dry

continental climate with very high evaporation and extremely low rainfall, never exceeding 100

mm/year. The monthly breakdown of rainfall observed over a period of 29 years (1961-1990)

23 NATIONAL STATISTICS INSTITUTE (INS). Tozeur à travers le recensement général de la population et l’habitat 2014 (Tozeur in the General
Population and Housing Census, 2014). Tunisian Republic, 2015.
24 OFFICE FOR THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE SOUTH (ODS). Tozeur en chiffres (Tozeur in Figures) 2016. Tunisian Ministry for the Development
of Investment and International Cooperation, p. 11. 2017.
25 NATIONAL STATISTICS INSTITUTE (INS). Tozeur à travers le recensement général de la population et l’habitat 2014 (Tozeur in the General
Population and Housing Census, 2014). Tunisian Republic, 2015. 
26 OFFICE FOR THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE SOUTH (ODS). Tozeur en chiffres (Tozeur in Figures) 2016. Tunisian Ministry for the Development
of Investment and International Cooperation, p. 11. 2017.

Climate change threatens the health of populations living in the west Tunisian oases, as well as their way of life and the main areas of women’s activity.  



shows irregularity and scarce rainfall between different seasons and years. The average number

of days with rain per year is low, not exceeding 30 days.27

The monthly temperature measured in the same period gives an annual average of 22 ºC. The

average annual maximums are in July (39 ºC) and the average annual minimums are in January

(6.3 ºC).28

The governorate of Tozeur has between 30 and 40 days of sandstorms a year and the sirocco

blows for an average of 74 days a year29. In 2018, the temperature has reached 60 ºC.

6. Vulnerability of the Tozeur oasis region

Tozeur is subject to Saharan influences and is characterised by low rainfall that is very irregular

in terms of both time and space, recurring droughts, a deficitary water system every month of

the year, and rare, sparse vegetation. The soils are shallow, with sand easily moved by the wind.30

The fragile nature of all natural resources is accentuated by current climate conditions and by

political ineffectiveness in managing these resources.31

Although climate change affects all inhabitants of the oasis region, its effect is not the same on

men as it is on women, who suffer disproportionately from its impacts: largely droughts,

desertification and other extreme weather events.32

C. METHODOLOGY USED 

Throughout history, the people of the Tozeur oases have always been able to create prosperous

places for living and production in complex oasis surroundings thanks to good management of

resources, in the form of water, and the introduction of plant and animal species resistant to

27 DIRECTORATE GENERAL OF LAND MANAGEMENT AND PLANNING (DGAT). Atlas du Gouvernorat de Tozeur (Atlas of the Governorate of
Tozeur). Directorate General of Land Management and Planning, Ministry of Public Works, 2013.
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid. 
30 SGHAIER Mongi. Étude de la gouvernance des ressources naturelles dans les oasis : Cas des oasis en Tunisie (Study of the Governance of
Natural Resources in Oases: the Case of Oases in Tunisia). International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), 2010. 
31 SGHAIER Mongi. Étude de la gouvernance des ressources naturelles dans les oasis : Cas des oasis en Tunisie (Study of the Governance of
Natural Resources in Oases: the Case of Oases in Tunisia). International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), 2010.
32 CCNUCC, http://unfccc.int/gender_and_climate_change/items/7516.php
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difficult climates. However, the balance of the system is strongly threatened by climate change,

which places additional stress on its natural resources.33 This imbalance has a greater impact

on more vulnerable populations: in other words, women. 

1. This diagnosis has used the following methodology:

a. Data collection through:

- bibliographical research and documentary analysis on both practices and the environment; 

- four focus groups, including institutional and civic actors, in the regions of Chebika,

Tamagheza, Hezouwa and Nafta (total of 30 participants);

- interviews with public institutions and trade unions: Regional Commission for Agricultural

Development (CRDA); Regional Commission for Women’s, Family and Children’s Affairs

(CRAFFE); Regional Directorate for the South Saharan Environment at Tozeur (DRESS);

Tozeur Employment Office (BE); Tozeur Regional Crafts Commission (CRA); Tozeur and

Gafsa Regional Tourism Commission (CRT); General Tunisian Workers’ Union (UGTT);

Confederation of Citizen Businesses in Tunisia, Tozeur section (CECT); Tozeur Enterprise

Centre, etc. (14 people interviewed); 

- perception surveys with 32 bodies active in women’s empowerment or the environment:

associations, trade union organisations and agricultural development groups (GDAs)34 in the

six delegations of Tozeur (40 respondents in total); 

- an interview with three women leaders (elected municipal representatives and association

leaders). 

b. Data compilation and analysis

c. Validation of the results with local actors through a presentation seminar

d. Proposed recommendations 

2. Key concepts and terms 

a. Climate change

According to the United Nations framework agreement on climate change, issued in 1992,

33 TUNISIAN OBSERVATORY FOR ENVIRONMENT AND SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT (OTEDD). Les oasis face au changement climatique,
2013 (Oases in Climate Change). 
34 A non-profit structure resembling a cooperative except that it allows its agricultural members access to its services rather than distributing dividends.



climate change means alterations directly or indirectly attributable to human activity that change

the composition of the world’s atmosphere and add to the natural variability of the climate

observed during the course of comparable periods.35

The adverse effects of climate change are modifications to the physical environment or biotas

which have significant, harmful effects on the composition, strength or productivity of natural

and adapted ecosystems on the operation of socio-economic systems or the health and well-

being of humans.36

Adaptation to climate change takes climate parameters and their local nature into account and

tries to strengthen the capacities of the most vulnerable populations, including oasis women.37

b. Gender

Gender is both a sociological concept and an analysis tool.38 It refers to social relationships

between the sexes or socially or even culturally constructed relationships between men and

women.39 As an analysis tool, the gender approach makes it possible to highlight the way in

which both sexes are “constructed”, including:

- the roles, statuses and identities attributed to them by a particular society at a given time; 

- individuals’ forms of investment and the tools used by groups to ensure respect for these

norms; 

- the development of the norms published by agents (society, communities, individuals).40

c. Economic empowerment of women

The United Nations defines the empowerment of women based on five main criteria:

- a sense of dignity; 

- the right to make and determine choices;

- the right to have access to resources and opportunities; 

35 United Nations Framework Convention On Climate Change (UNFCCC). United Nations, 1992.
36 Ibid.  
37 INTERNATIONAL AGRICULTURAL RESEARCH CENTRE FOR DEVELOPMENT (CIRAD), Climate Change and Agriculture.
https://www.cirad.fr/en/our-research/research-topics/climate-change-and-agriculture/context-and-issues 
38 BUCHY, Marlène. Boîte À Outils Genre : Agriculture, Développement Rural et Biodiversité. (A Gender Toolbox: Agriculture, Rural Development
and Biodiversity). French Development Agency, Paris, 2016. 
39 UNITED NATIONS EDUCATIONAL, SCIENTIFIC AND CULTURAL ORGANIZATION (UNESCO). Gender Theory (in French).
https://theoriedugenre.wordpress.com/tag/unesco/ 2013.
40 BUCHY, Marlène. Boîte À Outils Genre : Agriculture, Développement Rural et Biodiversité (A Gender Toolbox: Agriculture, Rural Development
and Biodiversity). French Development Agency, Paris, 2016.
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- the right to have control over their own lives both inside and outside the home; 

- the capacity to influence social change in order to create a fairer economic order in their

own country and abroad.41

The economic empowerment of women is a broad concept, including the enjoyment of several

rights, leading to a transformation of power relationships between women and men. Among other

things, it helps women to enjoy empowerment and fulfilment within their families and the

community.42

Economic empowerment therefore means that women will have the capacity to make decisions

about the profits resulting from their economic activities; they will have equitable access to resources

and economic opportunities; and they will exercise equitable control over them.

d. Oasis 

The concept of an oasis is largely defined in terms of climate. Oases are considered as follows: “An

oasis (from the Ancient Greek) means an isolated area of vegetation in a desert. This occurs near

a water source or when there is a phreatic surface near enough to ground level, or sometimes in

the beds of rivers that have been lost in the desert.”43

Humans also settle, subsist and carry out various activities in these areas. Their food depends a

great deal on products of the oasis and their lives are linked to oasis products and by-products.44

To adapt to difficult climatic conditions, integrated agriculture is carried on, typically by

superimposing three layers: at the top, date palms; in the middle, fruit trees (oranges, bananas,

pomegranates, apples, etc.); and, in the shade, at the lowest level, plants (vegetables, fodder,

cereals).45 The three-stage culture creates an oasis microclimate that reduces evaporation, allows

the growing of several species using the water and the sun, and shelters and preserves a wide

41 VALLÉE, Stéphanie. L’autonomisation économique des femmes dans l’espace francophone (The Economic Empowerment of Women in
Francophone Countries). Parliamentary Assembly of La Francophonie, 2011.
42 Quebec Association of International Cooperation Bodies (AQOCI). Communauté de pratique « Genre en pratique » - L’accompagnement des
partenaires à l’intégration du genre : L’autonomisation économique des femmes, 2013 (“Gender in Practice” Practice Community – Supporting
Gender Integration Partners: Women’s Economic Empowerment, 2013).
43 BEN SALAH, Mohamed. Le recyclage des sous-produits des oasis : acquis et perspectives (The Recycling of Oasis By-products: Lessons and
Perspectives). Observatoire du Sahara et du Sahel, 2014
44 LAZAREV, G. L’oasis, une réponse à la crise des pastoralismes dans le sahel. Actes du séminaire Les systèmes Agricoles oasiens. (The Oasis, a
Response to the Grazing Crisis in the Sahel. Records of the Seminar “Oasis Agricultural Systems”). Tozeur (Tunisia) 1988. 
45 BATTESTI, Vincent, Recherches en anthropologie sociale (Research in Social Anthropology)http://vbat.org/spip.php?article30



diversity of animals. The presence of date palms makes the existence of other crops possible,

playing the role of a windbreak, providing shade and reducing the dryness of the air.

Unfortunately, this practice is increasingly being abandoned because of the scarcity of resources,

leading farmers to resort to date palm monoculture. As a result, several derived products are

beginning to disappear and a certain local oasis expertise is on the way to being lost.46

Oases therefore form a “vulnerable and fragile ecosystem” that can be altered by the effects of

exogenous factors such as climate change, causing heating and desertification, but also

endogenous factors that contribute to altering the oasis system through the loss of plant

biodiversity and the impoverishment and salination of the soil.47

5. Oasis women and Tunisian legislation

Oasis women have a close economic, social and cultural relationship with the oasis. Women

who come from a region where there are oases and who live there, work there or study there

are referred to as oasis women. 

The life of oasis women depends a great deal on the oasis, not only as a source of revenue, but

also as an area for life, relaxation and carrying on cultural and social activities. 

Tunisian legal texts do not take into consideration the specific characteristics of women living in

the oasis regions. Tozeur’s agricultural lands are governed by the forest code and this can

sometimes be an obstacle to sustainable development in oasis areas (e.g. wild boar introduced

into oases). The specific characteristics of oasis populations do not correspond to the

rural/urban classification on which development strategies, programmes and projects in

Tunisia are based. 

D. DATA ANALYSIS

1. Oasis women in North Africa

In North African oases, women have always played a role in the management and conservation

46 Further information (in French) on the Contemporary North African Research Institute site http://urlz.fr/7rHQ 
47 MINISTRY OF THE ENVIRONMENT AND SUSTINABLE DEVELOPMENT (MEDD) Tunisia, Étude sur la gestion durable des systèmes oasiens
(Study of the Sustainable Development of Oasis Systems) 2010.
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of biodiversity. They have knowledge and expertise, acquired over centuries, of

conservation, the processing and recovery of date palm products, other fruits, palm

grove by-products and surrounding species.48

In fact, in oases women play a full part in the work required to grow crops at ground level,

such as the hoeing, weeding, harvesting, adaptation and processing for family consumption

of crops like groundnuts, henna, fodder and condiment and medicinal plants.49

Although North African women take an active part in agricultural work, they are rarely

associated with decision-making regarding the sale of dates and often not involved at

all. However, they bring in an income from the sale of certain products that they process and

make, based on date palm by-products.50

At Tozeur, agricultural activity is not attractive for women and few of them carry out the

agricultural activities of weeding and cleaning (some do at El Hamma and Tamagheza).

2. Women and oases in the governorate of Tozeur

The Tozeur region has considerable social diversity. In fact, customs, traditions and even

ways of life differ between one area and another: Tamagheza is a mountainous area where

the way of life is almost rural (semi-rural) and some inhabitants of Hezoua are semi-nomads

following transhumance routes to Tozeur, Nafta and Deguech (urban areas).

In these areas, the position of women differs from one town to another and even from one

neighbourhood to another. In the large oases of Nafta and Tozeur, the division between

agriculture and domestic life is very clear. In the Tozeur region, women do not customarily

work in the fields, where the tasks are considered tough for women. By contrast, women

contribute to the process of processing and making use of palm tree products in the fields

of craft and cuisine. 

In the areas of Chebika, Tamagheza and Mides, some women take part in field work on at

the bottom level (irrigation, hoeing, weeding, etc.), contributing to maintaining soil quality. 

48 MESSAOUDA, Guerradi; OUTLIOUA, Khadija; HAMDOUNI, Naziha. Rôle de la Femme dans la gestion de la diversité génétique du palmier
dattier dans les oasis du Maghreb (The Role of Women in Managing the Genetic Diversity of the Date Palm in North African Oases) UNDP/GEF.
49 Ibid. 
50 Ibid. 
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In the Hezoua region, women travel with their stock-farmer husbands in search of desert pasture. 

3. Involvement of the oasis women of Tozeur in public life 

Following the 2011 revolution, the strong presence of Tozeur women in public life – either in

political parties or civil society – has been notable. Several initiatives have been carried out by

or for Tozeur women. Different programmes and projects have been established in the Tozeur

region to improve women’s participation.

a. Oasis women of Tozeur and municipalities

Thanks to the principles of horizontal and vertical parity stipulated for the municipal elections in

2017, women in the Tozeur region have been able to ensure a strong presence on municipal councils

in 2018. But the limits of the elections have been shown in the Tozeur region and no municipality

has a woman mayor. They have, however, won a place on the secondary level, as deputy mayors. 

b. Participation of Tozeur oasis women in local civil society

The Jasmine Revolution of 14 January 2011 has allowed Tunisian civil society to achieve

unprecedented freedom thanks to the publication of Decree-Law no. 88 of 24 September 2011.

There were more than 21,000 associations51 compared to just 9,600 on the eve of the revolution.52

According to a statistic from the Information, Education and Documentation Centre for Associations

(CIFDEA), the governorate of Tozeur has 319 associations, of which only four are identified as

women’s associations: the National Union of Tunisian Women (UNFT) in Tozeur; the El Mahecen

Association for the Promotion of Women (APFM); the El Djerid Association of Women (AFD); and

the Sbeitla Association of Rural Women (AFRS) – Tozeur Section. 

Of these 319 associations registered in the Official Gazette, it is estimated that 60 associations, at

most, are genuinely active. And, according to the field data collection, there are only five

multidisciplinary associations aimed at supporting women, although it is true that the women of

Tozeur are actively involved in public life and associations. More than two-thirds of members of

organisations targeted by our survey (70%) are women, while this figure is inverted when it

comes to decision-making posts (only 30% of active women in associations are on

management committees). 

51 IFEDA: General Table of Associations of 7 June 2018: https://bit.ly/2vQ0was 
52 CHEKIR, Hafidha. La participation politique des femmes entre le droit et la pratique (Women’s Political Participation, between Law and Practice).
Heinrich Boll Stiftung North African Foundation, 2013.
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The high presence of women in positions of responsibility in associations is explained by the

limited mobility of young women looking for jobs and the fact that these women become involved

in the State voluntary public service programme. This allows young, unemployed graduates to

receive remuneration of almost half the minimum wage if they go to work for an association.53

c. Integration of women in projects in the Tozeur region

In the survey, three-quarters of the people interviewed stated that the level of gender integration

in development projects in Tozeur is insufficient and that dedicated programmes in the region

do not take into account the needs and expectations of oasis women from the Tozeur region.

Only three out of 40 development projects programmed for the Chebika, Tamagheza and Mides

regions as part of the Sustainable Management of Oasis Ecosystems project (SMOE), financed

by the World Bank, are dedicated to women. 

Among the innovative social projects concerned with the economic empowerment of women,

we should highlight the El Mensej initiative from the Shanti social enterprise in Nafta, offering a

solution to the problem of waste clothing by reactivating local expertise in weaving artisan

carpets, such as the Margoum and the Klim, which is being lost.54 SHANTI’s support consists

of helping women with design and online and foreign sales.

In the sustainable female enterprise sector, the Tozeur WES centre strengthens organisations

run by women and helps and supports women entrepreneurs in the different phases (ideas, and

the pre- and post-creation of businesses). One example is the story of Ms. Fathia Arfaoui, a

housewife living in a rural area of Deguech called Bouhlel. In 2015, she joined the Tozeur WES

centre and took several training courses. Based on this, she started her project for making use

of palm tree and date by-products and won the WES award for opening her own workshop and

starting production. She was awarded another prize as part of the SME competition established

by the UNDP and the enterprise centre in Tozeur. Ms. Arfaoui also won a medal in the first

competition for local products for her syrup produced from dates.55

53 Voluntary Public Service Programme - MINISTRY OF VOCATIONAL TRAINING AND EMPLOYMENT:

https://bit.ly/2OMIDRh
54 Further information about the El Mensej project to support craftswomen in Nefta producing carpets from waste

clothing https://bit.ly/2usB9uV and at https://www.facebook.com/elmensejnefta/
55 Further information at https://bit.ly/2zPZRKD



4. Women’s contribution to the economy linked to palm groves

The role of women in the Tozeur palm groves is a modest but real one. Women contribute to the

value chain in the date factories in grading, filling and packaging, as well as preserving the

fruits and processing them into local or craft products.

At Tozeur, the date preservation industry uses a considerable unstructured, insecure female

workforce. Despite the efforts of the UGTT in Tozeur to improve the women’s working conditions

in the factories, all attempts to found a trade union have failed.

According to the person responsible for gender at the Stock-Farming and Grazing Office (OEP)

in Tozeur, women play a big role in the stock-farming chain because they are responsible for

hygiene as well as feeding and overseeing the flocks and herds. Men have traditionally dealt

with the supervising administrations (they attend training and awareness-raising workshops,

meetings, etc.) and sales. 

At harvest time, women use fruit and vegetables as raw materials for making essential everyday

culinary products that have become saleable, such as: 

• Jew’s mallow or mloukhiya or kablou in the local dialect: the flavour and form of preparation

of Jew’s mallow in Tozeur is different to other mallows planted in oasis areas. The

mloukhiya dish is in great demand in Tozeur. It is sold at a price per kilo four times as high

as in Gabes (an oasis in south-eastern Tunisia). 

• The date paste called aboud made with 2nd-class dates – a dish used only at meetings of

women.

• The date paste called refiss, mixed with semolina and sugar (chamiya) and sometimes

with nuts. 

• Date syrup or Robb, prepared from slow-cooked dates,

• Powdered coffee made from date kernels, spiced with dried orange peel or cardamom.

• The fermented juice of local oasis herbs, or wezeweza.

• The cooked goats’ milk butter called dhane.

• The goats’ cheese called klila.

• Date, peach or apricot vinegar: this vinegar is used to prepare certain varieties of olives,

peaches, carrots and peppers from Tozeur, characterised by their very spicy flavour and

very small size.

• The dried apricots called fermess, used to prepare typical dishes such as couscous and

vegetable soups.
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Women are mostly in the craft sector. They are very active in basketry (different sizes baskets,

fans, hats) and making plates and trays from reeds.Women also play a big role in making use

of palm waste and weaving carpets, various decorative items, and making clothes.

The Tozeur region has long been famous because of the good quality of its barnouses and

kachabiyas (a kind of blanket). According to the vice-chair of the Association for the Protection

of Tozeur Medina, in the time of the Beylik, only women from Djerid had to pay a tax on the sale

of barnouses. They can be made from sheep’s wool or a mixture of sheep’s wool and camel

hair, which is also used to make nomads’ tents in the desert. This type of wool is characterised

by its thermal insulation effect, making it possible to reduce the heat felt in the tents.

Wool is also used in weaving margoume carpets (carpets decorated with Berber motifs), klim

(carpets made of waste fabrics), the bedcovers called ferachiya, the making of herem (also

called houli), forming the basic element of the traditional dress of the women of Tozeur which is

always worn by women at wedding celebrations. These woven products have great economic

and spiritual value as they form the basis for brides’ trousseaus in the governorate of Tozeur.

The sale of these products forms part of the family economy and the economic empowerment

of women in Tozeur. Other than their commercial values, the products mentioned above

contribute to protecting the oasis from heat and preserving its biodiversity by recovering waste

and second-class palm grove products (second-class dates). 

5. The role of oasis women in preserving the biodiversity of the oasis 

Almost all the people interviewed stated that women have an important role in preserving

biodiversity and in sustainable development. In fact, women have always been responsible for

keeping seed and processing the products derived from oases. They are also responsible for

looking after flocks and herds of animals in the stables established for the purpose beside

the houses. The importance of the role of women in conserving biodiversity is clearly shown in

the oases of Tamagheza, Chebika and Mides. 

It is believed that the management of natural resources might be better if women participated

in the governance of the GDAs, organisations appointed by the State for distributing irrigation

water and on which women are hardly represented. No woman who took part in the survey is on

the management committee of a GDA and women represent less than 3% of members of these

groups. However, an initiative of the person responsible for supporting rural women in Tozeur



on the Regional Commission for Agricultural Development (CRDA) should be noted. In 2017

she undertook a process of setting up a women’s GDA in Tozeur. This group, called Al Wafa

(“Hope”) is the first to include women from the six delegations of Tozeur with economic activities

involved with the oases. This group consists of a cluster of women who could become involved

in pressing for the good governance of natural resources.56

A second point that was also drawn from the fieldwork concerns the transfer of agricultural

property. Although the inheritance of land by women in Tozeur is recognised by society, a

woman owner often transfers her property to a man (her brother, her son and sometimes

her husband). Moreover, in most cases, a woman owner of a palm grove plot does not manage

her land, delegating this task to a male member of her family.

6. Vulnerability of women to climate change

Climate change is having a negative impact on oases according to all the people surveyed. They

estimate that the negative effects of climate change are having a strong, negative impact on

women. They all agree that oasis women can play a crucial role in limiting the adverse effects

of climate change and adapting to alterations resulting from the damage it causes. 

From the results of the surveys and focus groups, the people involved can deduce the effect of

climate change on the quality of agricultural income. In fact, many diseases and pests have

appeared and have multiplied very quickly over the last few years because of the fall in rainfall

and the increase in temperatures.57 Certain diseases have encouraged farmers to abandon

ground-level crops, which are the main source of raw materials for products prepared and

sold by women.

Considering the complexity of the oasis system, any change, or the disappearance of one

element in the oasis crop complex, will cause a great disturbance and imbalances in the system.

Considering that the economy of oasis families is strongly linked to agricultural incomes, women

will be considerably affected by the reduction in family income. 

As the heat increases, household expenses relating to air conditioning will also be increased.

The burden of electricity bills is increasingly important in order to cope with the continual

56 Further information at https://bit.ly/2uJK1f1 
57 Further information at: https://bit.ly/2Lt5T5o et https://bit.ly/2Jumi7T 
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increase in temperatures. In July 2018, maximum temperatures reached 48 ºC,58 causing the

death of part of the flock at Nafta as well as fires affecting the oasis.59

Several women who have been questioned about the impact of climate change on their

economic empowerment stressed the importance of being able to set money aside for medical

expenses and cosmetics, while men rarely use solar protectors like sun-screen. 

7. Initiatives by local civil society to protect the environment and limit the adverse

effects of climate change

Civil society in the governorate of Tozeur is known to be active and dynamic. Different initiatives

have been implemented, several of which fit in with the environmental approach. Among the

noteworthy initiatives is the international forum of oasis people bringing together socio-

economic, cultural and research and development agents involved in oasis regions (Algeria,

Spain, France, Italy, Libya and Morocco) in Tunisia to deal with the theme of climate justice. The

forum was followed by an advocacy campaign, as part of the 22nd International Conference on

Climate Change (COP22) in Marrakesh (Morocco) to raise the awareness of Tunisian and

international decision-makers of the vulnerability of oases due to climate change.60

At Hezoua, the Béni Gherib GDA has undertaken a series of activities and projects intended to

guide farmers in the region towards sustainable agriculture and good management of natural

resources. Among these projects, we might mention the installation of a mobile composting

station for recovering palm tree waste in the Hezoua palm grove,61 as well as the use of what is

called a mixer irrigation system, allowing farmers to economise on water and palm trees while

meeting their needs due to the increase in environmental resilience. 

Thanks to the project “Sustainable Management of Oasis Ecosystems” GDEO, the mountain

oases of Chebika, Tamagheza and Mides have been able to benefit from several actions carried

out by local associations or GDAs. These actions actively contribute to preserving oasis

biodiversity and fighting the effects of climate change. Among these schemes we might mention

the oasis rejuvenation projects,62 the integrated fight against palm tree and fruit tree disease,

58 https://www.historique-meteo.net/afrique/tunisie/tozeur/2018/07/ 
59 Shems FM, https://bit.ly/2w83uGR
60 Further information at https://bit.ly/2LwDj30 and https://bit.ly/2zTb3q7 
61 Further information on the Béni Ghreb biodynamic mobile composting station GDA https://bit.ly/2JtR4Of 
62 The project was carried out in 2017 on an area of 130 ha by the GDA of Chebika, Midès and Tamagheza and El Guettar. This project has brought



and the installation of a photovoltaic water pumping system for irrigation, using oasis’s own

energy.

E. CONCLUSIONS

- Unlike the other regions of Tunisia, in most of the Tozeur oases women make no

contribution to the field work in the palm grove. Their relationship with the oasis products

begins immediately after the harvest, with the processing and use of palm grove

products: grading, filling and packaging dates, on one hand; preserving and processing

local products (e.g. date syrup, date paste, date vinegar, etc.) and crafts (basketry with

reeds) on the other.

- Women also make use of other oasis products such as vegetable corne, goats’ cheese,

Dhane (strong butter), apricot and date vinegar, olive, peppers, apricots and carrots

production, aromatic and medicinal plants. Additionally women weave clothing and carpets

from camel skin and remnants of fabrics.

- This diagnosis shows that the women of Tozeur have a close relationship with the oasis.

All imbalances affecting the oasis ecosystem will directly or indirectly affect the women

who live in or near the oasis region. 

- Climate change strongly contributes to unbalancing the oasis and their mitigating effect

on the dry climate in these areas. As well as the reduction in financial resources from the

resulting agricultural incomes, the populations are subject to other financial pressures,

such as the costs of protecting themselves from the negative effects of heat and sun and

the air conditioning of homes.

- The establishment of units to recover ancestral women’s knowledge and to support the

manufacture of local products deriving from oasis products and by-products contributes

to the economic empowerment of Tozeur women and the preservation of the environment.

back the practice of three-level cropping abandoned by farmers because of the lack of availability of water due to climate change. In it, 19,500 fruiting
palm trees and 850 kilos of seeds, fodder and market gardens have been planted. The rejuvenation of the palm grove and the rehabilitation of the soil
of the oasis are excellent solutions to the degeneration of soil fertility. To take advantage of oasis biodiversity, it is also necessary to set up date- and
fruit- processing businesses, as well as firms for labelling oasis products and agri-tourism. Further information: http://www.oasys.tn/ 
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A programme intended to improve the quality of products, processing, marketing and sales

will increase sales receipts for these women and help them meet their needs and those of

their families.

- Agricultural business policies over the last few decades encouraging date palm monoculture

(orientation towards planting the Deglet Nour variety) have incentivised the overexploitation

of water resources and the limiting of the production of certain local varieties resistant to

climate change.

- Increasing temperatures and appearance of new diseases are leading to the abandonment

of the growing of ground-level oasis crops (plants, cereals) which form the main source of

raw materials for certain products prepared by women. 

- The creation of units to promote ancestral feminine know-how and support the production of

local products derived from oasis products and by-products contributes to the economic

empowerment of women in Tozeur and the preservation of the environment. A program to

improve product quality, packaging, marketing and commercialisation will increase

sales revenue for these women and help them to meet their needs and those of their

families. 

- Despite a strong presence and the participation of women in civil and public affairs, their

presence in decision-making posts, in both public and civil society institutions, remains limited,

above all in the context of GDAs.

- Today there are several legislative obstacles to the emancipation of women in the Tozeur

region, particularly the failure to recognise specific aspects of oasis women and the ambiguity

concerning the current rural/urban classification used by political leaders to establish their

strategic, programmes and action plans.

- Scientific research in the area of adaptation and resilience to climate change in oasis regions

remains to be developed and explored. It is necessary to open up organisations

researching civil society and public and private institutions in order to improve their

performance. This will also make it possible to construct a common view among

professionals and the local population and to ensure the appropriation of more specific

solutions from the field research. Advocacy on the importance of integrating the vision



and situation of women in the impact of climate change on oasis ecosystems is

necessary. 

- This diagnosis has shown that failures at the level of interventions by institutional and

associations’ actions in the governorate of Tozeur are partly the result of a lack of

cooperation and coordination and a lack of awareness of the importance of an

approach taking into account the needs of women in public and association projects. 

In this context, La Ruche, together with other local agents involved in consultations and fieldwork,

has jointly defined a field project intended to reinforce the knowledge of influential agents (civil

society, local elected representatives, student and institutional researchers) on the links between

gender and climate change. The project undertaken in 2018 was also intended to improve the

income of craftswomen by promoting local expertise and the resulting products (good food,

crafts, etc.). This project is also intended to consolidate a multi-agent community of activists to

resist climate change and respect the needs of both women and men.
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LIST OF ACRONYMS

AFD                          Association des femmes d’El Djerid (El Djerid Women’s Association) 

AFRS                        Association de la femme rurale de Sbeitla - Section de Tozeur. (Sbeitla 

                                Association of Rural Women - Tozeur Section)

APFM                       Association de la promotion de la femme d’El Mahecen (El Mahecen 

                                Association for the Promotion of Women) 

BE                            Bureau de l’emploi (Employment Office) 

CAN-Arab World      Réseau Actions sur les changements climatiques - Section des pays 

                                arabes (Climate Action Network - Arab World) 

CECT                        Confédération des entreprises citoyennes de la Tunisie - Section de Tozeur

                                (Confederation of Citizen Businesses in Tunisia - Tozeur Section)

CIFDEA                    Centre d’information, de la formation d’études et de documentation sur les

                                associations (Information Centre on Training and Documentation for 

                                Associations)

CRA                          Commissariat régional de l’artisanat (Regional Crafts Commission) 

CRAFFE                   Commissariat régional des affaires de la femme et de la famille (Regional

                                Commission for Women’s and Family Affairs)

CRDA                       Commissariat régional de développement agricole (Regional Commission

                                for Agricultural Development)

CRT                          Commissariat régional au tourisme (Regional Tourist Board)

DGAT                       Direction générale de l’aménagement du territoire (Directorate General of

                                Land Management and Planning)

DGRE                      Direction régionale de l’environnement du sud saharien (Regional D

                                irectorate for the Environment in the Southern Sahara)  

GDA                         Groupement de développement agricole (Agricultural Development Group)

GDEO                      Projet de gestion durable des écosystèmes oasiens (Oasis Ecosystem 

                                Sustainable Management Project) 

ISET                         Institut supérieur des études technologiques (Higher Institute of 

                                Technology Studies) 

MEDD                      Ministère de l’Environnement et du Développement durable (Ministry of the

                                Environment and Sustainable Development) 

OEP                         Office de l’élevage et de pâturage (Office of Stock-Farming and Grazing) 

RADDO                    (Réseau des associations de développement durable des oasis) Network

                                of Oasis Sustainable Development Associations



REMADEL                Réseau maghrébin de développement local (North African Local 

                                Development Network)

SMIG                       Salaire minimum industriel garanti (Minimum Wage)

UGTT                       Union générale tunisienne du travail (General Tunisian Workers’ Union) 

UNFT                       Union nationale de la femme tunisienne (National Tunisian Women’s Union) 

WES                         Centre des entreprises féminines durables (Women’s Entreprise For 

                                Sustainability)
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According to its mandate, the Euro-Mediterranean Women’s Foundation (FFEM) analyses women’s

local realities and public policies through consultations and dialogues at a grass-roots level. Concretely,

the Foundation sets up local clusters of gender equality actors© every year, in the following countries:

Algeria, Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Palestine and Tunisia (1 per country). 

Each local cluster of gender equality actors© is coordinated by an association as the Foundation

recognises that civil society is the real motor of change in our societies to improve women’s conditions.

The local clusters’ approach is an innovative and participatory process, which supports networking and

sharing of good practices in favour of gender equality at a decentralized level and promotes the

emergence of projects rooted in the territory. 

The Foundation systematizes the results obtained through the local clusters and transfers them to the

policy-makers in the Region’s countries and at the Euro-Mediterranean level. All the information related to

the local clusters’ results is available on the Foundation’s website (www.euromedwomen.foundation)
and widely disseminated across the Region among key stakeholders, policy-makers and international

organisations.
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