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ABSTRACT 

Nowadays, number of emerging countries have taken initiatives to develop higher education 

public infrastructures that will help them to be committed in the innovation society and 

inclusive growth. The goal or the challenge is to develop a new understanding of how these 

policies work and how they interact with territories and cities on both local and global scale.  

In creating such circumstances, it is essential that high level education and training is 

established, for which the framework is provided by higher education institutions. In the field 

of human resource development, universities have great impact on territorial development, not 

only by increasing the potential of higher education, research and innovation, but also by 

representing a huge investment in infrastructure and considerable consumption potential 

through the presence of students, and by the appearance and concentration of intellectual 

capacity in the form of economic and knowledge bases. 

In the present article, we are providing a general theoretical overview of this subject, and 

investigate the effect of higher education on regional development through the example of 

Tunisia. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Intelligence is invading the world's economy, software is penetrating production, genetic 

engineering holds the key to medicines and agriculture and new materials are constantly 

changing the cost prices of objects. The civilization of signs and sounds is taking a 

predominant place on world markets (CASTELLS M. , 2001). The raw material for economic 

success is first and foremost grey matter. The key to tomorrow's economic success will lie in 

the level of education and the inventive intelligence of the workforce. Japan and Germany do 

not impose themselves on the world market either by their natural wealth or by the size of 

their population, but by their human qualities and their labour force (OECD, 2013). At the 
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heart of this indispensable effort made by a country to secure its future are higher education, 

universities and everything else that participates at the highest level in building human 

capacity destined to be the determining actors of tomorrow's world.  

Today, the higher education landscape is different depending on the countries: sometimes, as 

in Europe, student growth is already generalized. The 2020 edition of "Population with 

tertiary education" indicates that on average 35% of 25-34-year old, in all OECD countries, 

had a higher education degree (OECD, 2020).Although the number of students and the 

proportion of graduates are considered acceptable by the political authorities and economic 

stakeholders, the adaptation to requirements are above all qualitative. Elsewhere, such as in 

Japan or Korea, demographics are driving a decline in the number of incoming students, a 

phenomenon that increases competition between institutions and economies. However, often, 

in emerging countries such as India, South Africa or Tunisia, urban growth and improved 

access to basic education encourage significant increases in enrolment. To illustrate this 

hypothesis, in India for instance, despite an impressive growth in the number of universities, 

three thousand universities would have to be created to accommodate 20% of the school 

population in higher education.  

The university system, which must adapt to the new requirements of the international 

environment, is first and foremost that of a "mass" university. However, it can be noted that in 

urban studies, major infrastructures facilities, except perhaps the public transportation, are 

relatively less explored compared with other sectors such as population growth, housing and 

employment. Many may consider that these facilities are essentially a matter of technology 

and finance. Questions about the architecture and urbanization of emerging countries rarely 

include an analysis about public facilities or university infrastructure, except to point out their 

inadequacy in relation to the "needs" expressed according to international standards. 

(HADDAD, 2009) 

Compared to international researches on higher education, urbanism and built environment, 

Tunisia is characterized by essentially empirical work, which marked by theoretical reflection 

(AMMAR, 2011), (ABDELKAFI, 1989), (CHABBI, 2016). Indeed, two major streams of 

research can be uncovered. First, in recent years, research has focused mainly on the issue of 

structuring higher education, its funding, graduate job opportunities, research and science 

assessments, (BELAID, 1991) (HADDAD, 2009) (KHELIFI, 2020), and the university 

research partnership with industry (BEN AHMED, BOUDEN, & BOUGHAZALA, 2006).  In 

Europe, research is characterized by an essentially theoretical scientific production, in which 

http://www.ijiset.com/


IJISET - International Journal of Innovative Science, Engineering & Technology, Vol. 09 Issue 01, January 2022  

ISSN (Online) 2348 – 7968 | Impact Factor – 6.72 

  www.ijiset.com  

183 

P. Bourdieu occupies a prominent place around the themes that have made him famous such 

as those of inheritance and social reproduction, centered on inequalities in relation to higher 

education and the "symbolic violence" that results from it (BOURDIEU & PASSERON, 

1964). Certainly, in the 1980s, P. Bourdieu continued his reflection from the perspective of 

the institution and the academic field. But, after concerns about the issues of "democratization 

of studies" and in a new context of mass universities, investigations have shifted to problems 

related to student lifestyles (DUBET, 1994), surveys of university spaces, students and their 

facilities (SAUVAGE, 1994), links between universities and companies or technopoles 

(GROSSETTI, 1990). In addition, the problems were related to relations between universities 

and territories, notably from the point of view of "university urban planning" (MERLIN, 

1994), (BIRCH, PERRY, & TAYLOR, 2013) and, finally, new organizations around 

innovation poles, opening up more to the outside world and promoting interactions in the 

territory (AUST, 2010).  

The formation of innovation based on economy and information society is a global social-

economic process of present times, its objective being the preservation of competitiveness and 

the increasing of added values (HALL, 1999). In this process, the production of high-quality 

services and products requires the re-programming of production structures, and the high-

level qualification of potential manpower. Today economies and regions can keep up with 

global challenges only if they possess the right amount of human resource with appropriate 

quality. 

When studying the relationship between higher education and regional development, it is 

essential first to look at historical changes in regional and higher education policies. This 

relationship should be analysed from two aspects: from the aspect of changes in higher 

education, and from that of changes in regional policies  

 

UNIVERSITIES AND TERRITORY: CROSSED STRATEGIES  

Higher Education from the Regional Development Theory  

The democratisation in the 19th century Humboldtian model for higher education was closely 

related with the fact that science was becoming increasingly practical and applicable, special 

infrastructure was available, and through that, the state was also improving (BORRERO 

CABAL, 1993). This modern type of higher education was aiming at universalism within the 

university, and reserved special space for critical scrutiny, thought exchange and the 

advancement of knowledge. 
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Education and science took up national character in the 20th century, which assisted the 

segregation of universities (BENDER, 1988). Because universities had important role from 

the aspect of nation-building, they were maintained, instead of religious, municipal or local 

elite, by central subsidy from the government, in return, they were training officials for state 

companies and civil servants, lawyers, doctors, architects and all those technical people. The 

modern university was beneficial in forming new national identity and supported the process 

of nation-building, all this based on a certain type of mutuality that included a degree of 

institutional sovereignty for which the university provided services in return. 

Massification in Higher Education 

Since the second half of the 20th century, we have witnessed the expansion of state 

investments both in research and development and in higher education. This had a deep 

impact on universities and their relationship with the regions. The expansion of higher 

education started outside the already existing universities. This is the point after which one 

can talk about higher education, not just universities. The map of higher education became 

more colourful, with a wider variety of new types of institutions, many of which were created 

on the foundations of formerly existing ones, with limited research traditions and special local 

mission. 

In some countries, the system of higher education was arranged along lines of well thought 

politics, with the major aims being the education of population, increasing the number of 

students in higher education, and, access balanced regional development (KNIGHT, 2013). In 

political terms, the latter was achieved by creating new universities in different regions of 

their countries. The new higher education structures were established on the basis of numbers, 

but this does not just mean a top down way of organization. Cities and other settlements 

undertook serious lobby fight for their particular universities. As a result, the higher education 

system that was thus born became complex and variable, with a sophisticated mixture of 

tertiary higher education institutions, vocational education institutions, universities and 

regional colleges (BORRERO CABAL, 1993). 

The distribution of institutions does not always meet the requirements of global economy and 

well-balanced local development. For example, higher education institutions in 

disadvantageous regions are of local interest, with their major objectives solely being the 

training of the supply of local professionals, and the improvement of local economy and 

industry, being less equipped for establishing an innovation-based economy. 

Science, Research and Innovation   
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The growing rate of state investments into research had an effect on local development 

(FELDMAN & DESROCHERS, 2003). In many cases, finance generated by central 

government landed in research centers operating outside universities, especially in the 

neighbourhood of large cities. In the meantime, universities, too, became capable of 

competing for research grants and supports, particularly the highly renowned institutions of 

large cities. Therefore, differences in local development levels did not decrease but instead 

they became more prominent. 

The science development model of the 2000s seemed to become outdated, and the coming 

governments wanted straight and undirect investments to make into fundamental sciences. 

The greatest challenge, however, was to break down the barriers between scientific research 

and industrial innovations. Science politics was more and more turning into innovation 

politics. In this process, higher education institutions and their research units were required to 

become active participants of opening up towards the world of business and economy.  

The politics of industry, science and technology merged into a single umbrella of innovation 

politics which now involved considerable spatial dimension (BERCOVITZ & FELDMAN, 

2006). But the reorganisation of the universities has become inevitable, so that they can 

become true components of the university's enterprise and science-technological transfer. 

Their participation can be strengthened at several points, for example, by the creation of new 

sectors and companies through research activities, or by attracting and preserving global 

businesses into the region through the availability of high-quality research and highly 

qualified degree holders. Active cooperation with industrial economy can occur in the case of 

individual institutions mostly, until research active universities are interested in this process 

due to the prestige and fame assured by scientific excellence. 

In innovation centred local development, one must regard wide reaching education in addition 

to the direct effects (economic development) which contributes to the strengthening of human 

capital. It can be observed that many cities, the majority of local employment positions are 

provided by private and state services, and these are normally occupied by degree holders 

having graduated in the region. Relying on their up-to-date knowledge, they produce new 

services and products which can be effective at national or international business levels as 

well, in addition to the local significance. Such companies demand manpower with non-

scientific, college-level qualifications too, for fulfilling other types of duties such as 

marketing activities. Further important sectors are green economy, cultural industry and 

tourism, which both need qualified manpower.  
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If all these processes go on well in the city, then creative people will be attracted and kept, 

including people involved in higher education or research and development. Higher education 

institutions are important participants, actors and meeting places for cultural and social 

activities, and they also contribute significantly to the provision of public services, especially 

in the field of health in post Covid-19 and public education. 

Finally, with environmental sustainability becoming more and more of a focal issue, it is also 

increasingly apparent that higher education institutions can have a key role in the 

development of sustainable communities, through their effects in research and public 

education. 

Regional Policies from the Aspects of Higher Education 

State-Controlled Regional Policy 

When regional development strategies appeared in the 50s and 60s, the way of reducing 

regional differences between levels of development was re-allocating financial resources. For 

disadvantaged regions, situation to be brought back, state intervention seemed to be the most 

appropriate assistance, meaning that financial support was given to industrial entities settling 

in the area, and to the entrepreneurs that increased the rate of employment.  

Among the major goals of these measures, there was also the aim of balancing for differences 

between living standards (housing, cultural, educational). Higher education was not given any 

particular role (it did not become a tool in regional politics) although many of the higher 

education institutions that were created around the turn of the years 1980-2000 for serving 

traditional industries had strong regional roles even at that time, the results of those measures 

were not too promising. The subsidies were divided into many parts, and thus were 

insufficient for launching regional assistance. The distribution of funds on the basis of spatial 

principles, however, still faced serious obstacles. 

This kind of politics (state-controlled regional intervention) did not yield sufficient results, so 

as a result of the structural-economic crisis in the 1980s, spatial and industrial politics turned 

to laying the emphasis on the development of endogenous factors, small and medium-sized 

enterprises, paying special attention to innovation (a promoter of competitiveness) and 

concentrating on the introduction of new products and production processes. 

Convergence between Innovation Policies and Spatial Developmental Policies  

It is an indisputable fact that many studies have proved that local, bottom-up initiatives play 

an important role in creating appropriate environment for innovations, and that the network of 

small and medium-sized enterprises provide adequate grounds for this. This change assisted 
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the creation of research bases in local higher education institutions. These did not directly 

involve higher education institutions, but the example of Silicon Valley well illustrates that by 

maintaining connections with research-active universities, there are great opportunities for 

establishing new industrial areas. 

In Europe, Germany's higher education institutional system was revised in line with priorities 

of regional development the solution was, instead of improving traditional university centres 

to establish newer education institutions in disadvantageous rural regions that were struggling 

in serious structural crisis.   

Regional development in the 1990s and 2000s was dominated by the concept or the "learning 

region". As part of that, it was training capacities and tacit knowledge that gained importance, 

thus establishing the fundamentals for innovation, the role of students and young scholars in 

carrying knowledge and in maintaining good relationship between research and economic life 

became more and more obvious (BELAJOUZA & ROMDHANE, 1999). This is in fine with 

the evaluation concept according to which innovation is not necessarily a linear process, but 

instead it creates frequent and close interaction between producers and users.   

These perspectives were formally integrated into state politics and resulted in the formation of 

various clusters such as industrial clusters which could alternatively be defined as reduced-

intensity innovation systems. The success of a cluster requires the multitude of talented 

people and the presence of potentially advantageous spaces (CLARK , 2002). In forming 

such, higher education institutions can play a role in a number of ways. Firstly, by assisting 

the economic utilisation of new scientific discoveries, by providing business training and 

consultancy, by the provision of trained human resource, and by the dissemination of 

knowledge. Thus, the enterprising role of universities becomes higher in this relationship, 

whereas companies can be enriched with a scientific dimension. 

In more advanced countries, convergence between innovation policies and spatial 

developmental policies is becoming ever stronger (DAHLSTRAND, 2007). This means new 

requirements from higher education institutions too. Immense emphasis is laid training, 

education, quality, capacity building and life-long learning, all these summarised as human 

resources. This has led to the recognition that attractive employment positions should be 

created at the levels of cities or regions, where both companies and people like to settle. With 

the redefining regional politics (HETTNE, 2005), it is given increasing space for the 

establishment of innovation skills and capacities. Besides high-tech industry, production and 

the private sector, attention is focused also on social and organisational innovations, as well as 
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on business, customer and public services. Such an alteration of regional politics calls for 

broad participation by universities, and generates expectations from them. Their participation 

in Public Private Partnership is more and more expected, as well as their active contribution to 

the building of the region.  

Whereas in the past they had links with high-level technological innovations and knowledge-

based branches of industry. Now they need to be active in a broader field. i.e. in the segments 

of social innovations, tourism, creative industry too. Thus, academic scope is broadening, and 

the society is open to fields ranging from medicinal and technical fields to social sciences, 

philosophy and humanities.  

As a summary, it can be stated that higher education institutions make potentially important 

partners for regional politics, because they have connective roles between various layers of 

the society and between various types of activities. 

Regions and Higher Education Institutions 

The relationship between regions and higher education institutions is described as follows. 

The primary task of higher education institutions is training, research and serving local 

communities, whereas the three key dimensions of regional development are innovation, 

qualification, and maintaining community and cultural bonds, driven by the spirit of 

sustainability. Successful regional development requires that these are strongly 

interconnected, thus the successful commitment of higher education institutions brings along 

the coherent linkage between training, research and services, thus establishing a mechanism 

that reduces the barriers between region and higher education institutions (BENNEWORTH, 

2018). 

The globalisation of communication and information technologies leads to the disappearance 

of distances between various entities, and today just an internet connection is enough for 

getting connected to the innovation-based global economy. Nevertheless, innovation remains 

in special regional clusters. For higher education institutions it is essential that their training 

and education services are advertised internationally and that suitable infrastructure is 

ensured, so that they can attract support and the best experts in research and training. 

However, the region, in order to be able to develop its economy and to become attractive for 

the most highly trained, must appear attractive for knowledge-based investments, and for this 

it needs to be open towards those arriving from the outside. Thus, global challenges are 

factors that force strong co-operation between regions and their higher education institutions. 
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HIGHER EDUCATION CHANGE DYNAMICS: THE CASE OF TUNISIA  

The Higher Education Policy: First Steps  

The history of universities in Tunisia shows that in 1890, 2,500 Tunisians were enrolled in 

modern institutions offering French language instruction (DIP, 1945). This number would 

double from 1897. In 1920, out of the 44,000 pupils enrolled in public secondary institutions, 

only 2,500 were Tunisians, the majority were children of Europeans living in Tunisia. At the 

end of their secondary studies, the pupils were initially sent to the Duvignaud-Délinéa 

institution in Paris and then directed to the Lycée Saint-Louis, until the creation of the “Tunis 

Institute of Higher Studies” in 1945 (ISHT, 1945), the first nucleus of the modern Tunisian 

university. On the eve of decolonialization, the number of Tunisian executives who had 

received training in higher education remained modest. For instance, the first cohort of 

Tunisian graduates for the year 1958 was composed of: 05 doctors (Arts and Science), 01 

associate of arts, 44 licenced,11 engineers, 2 medical doctors and 2 graduates in pharmacy. 

(NIS, 1965). They were the elite to have led the civil rights movement of the 30's,40's and 

early 50's, towards the independence of 1956, and who would tackle the reform of education. 

As soon as the Franco-Tunisian Conventions on Internal Autonomy were signed in Paris on 

June 3rd, 1955, the Directorate of Public Instruction was replaced by the Ministry of National 

Education. Jellouli Farès, the first Tunisian to be appointed head of this department, defined 

the national policy about national education in these terms: “The aim of the ministry is to give 

Tunisia a uniform teaching. This teaching will be as broad as possible, involving a religious 

culture and [it will be] open to the modern spirit" (AYACHI, 2003). The main trend lines of 

the project of restructuring education in Tunisia at the time of independence were to make 

education one of the determining factors in the crystallization of the national unity of the 

country and to consolidate the spirit of openness to modernity. These trend lines were linked 

in conformity with the inspirations and actions of rising reformers of the previous century. 

The law of 1958, known as the law of Messaâdi, named after the 3rd Minister of National 

Education, confirmed these options and was assigned to the national teaching objectives even 

more precisely as follows: 

• The unification of the education system 

• The application of modern, pedagogical, scientific and technical standards 

• The generalization of primary education. 

Certainly, the revealed challenges were not only stimulating, but they were also immense. The 

shortage of teachers, at all levels, and of the technical staff due to the mass departure of 
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French nationals made the task even more difficult. Despite these "material" difficulties, 

education, in general, and higher education in particular, became spectacular in 1956, when it 

was placed in the context of the first years of independence. 

In fact, it was the whole university that had to be created. At the time of independence, only 

two institutions were authorized to provide higher education, “The Zitouna” (former North 

African University, founded in 736) and the “Tunis Institute of Higher Studies”. It was an 

urgent necessity, to create new establishments in order to meet the compelling needs of the 

state and society. From the beginning of the academic year 1956-1957, the “Higher school to 

train teachers” was created and opened to Tunisians holding the baccalaureate using entrance 

examination. Four sections were available: Arabic Language and Literature, History, 

Geography and Mathematics. In addition to the “Higher school for teacher-training”, other 

institutions of higher education were created, based on the Directorate of Public Instruction 

structures or the French Cultural and University Mission. Among these institutions the 

“Higher school of Law” (former law school), the “Higher school of Agriculture” (former 

colonial school of agriculture), the “Higher Business School”, the “School of Fine Arts” and 

the “National School of Administration”. 

In the academic year 1956-1957 - the first year of independence - the number of Tunisians 

pursuing higher education was 2140. Higher education expanded very rapidly to involve 3800 

students in 1961, 1.500 enrolled in foreign universities. 4587 students were enrolled for the 

academic year 1964-1965. Then, 7668 for the year 1964-1965 and 27000 in 1978. The body 

of university teachers, which embroiled 110 teachers in 1960-1961, went to 156 academics in 

1964-65, including 76 Tunisians, 70 French and 10 teachers from various nationalities. In the 

same period, the number of Tunisians graduating from Higher Education was 550 (NIS, 

1965). 

The perception of scientific research was linked to the emergencies of the period: health, 

education, employment, food commodity, shelter building, water management and birth 

control. The structures that had already been created continued to address the needs in the 

vital areas mentioned above. However, Tunisia had set up new research structures, in 

particular: 

• The Arid Zone Problems Research Center (1961) 

• The Center of Research on the Use of Salty Water in Irrigation (1963) 

In the decade 1960-70, the university served as a link in the general structuring of higher 

education as it is noted in the Table 1. A law, which entrusted it with the task of organizing 
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and dispensing higher education, safeguarding and promoting national culture and 

contributing to the advancement of knowledge was promulgated.  In fact, the university was a 

council chaired by the Minister of National Education and gathering presidents of higher 

education institutions, administrative staff, scientists and students. "... At that time the 

university did not have a real administration and it functioned as an "ad hoc" committee. The 

lack of visibility of its prerogatives and its functioning led the legislator to put an end to this 

body in 1968" (BELAID, 1991). The law of January 24th 1969 stipulates that the Presidential 

Council is now chaired by the Secretary of State for National Education.  

 

Table 1. Social University policy 1958-1989 
Law Law Messaâdi 1958 (Education policy law) 

Objectives Unification of the education system 

Modern pedagogical and scientific standards 

Generalisation of education 

Highlights 1960 creation of the University of Tunis  

Graduates rose from 160 in 1960 to 5200 in 1988 

Student-population rose from less 1% to 6% of the population aged 20-24 

Governance Large autonomy in first decade 

24 January 1969 abolition of the university body and creation of an ad hoc committee 

chaired by the state secretary    

Research Scientific Research linked to the emergencies oh the period: Health, education, food 

commodity, water and birth control 

Source: Elaborated by Ismail HADDAD 

The student population increased from 11 000 in 1970 to 54 300 in 1989. The number of 

graduates rose to 5,200 in 1988, compared to 860 in 1970 and 160 in 1962, providing the 

economy and society in general with an increasing mass of skilled labour with different 

profiles and specializations and therefore answering one of the objectives assigned to the 

university, which was meeting the needs of different economic activities.  

This remarkable quantitative evolution of higher education had not been followed - 

particularly during those years - by an identical development mainly in terms of the "know-

how" means, of the well-trained teaching staff and infrastructure facilities. With this number 

of students, Tunisia continued to have a low student-population ratio compared to known 

rates in countries with comparable levels of development. Similarly, these students account 

for only 6% of the population aged 20-24 years, whereas this share is around 35% in 

developed countries. This maladjustment combined with the low efficiency of higher 
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education led, in large part, to the tensions experienced by this sector. 

The Crisis of the University of the Great Number in the Eighties and Nineties 

Effectiveness of Higher Education System 

Facing significant change in the number of students, the capacity of faculties had not kept up 

with the same trend despite the availability of budget allocations. For example, out of the 

81,000.000 TNDs provided for the period between1981-1986, only 62,300.000 TNDs were 

accredited, whereas in 1987, out of the 15,400.000 TNDs of payment appropriations 

registered only 11,300.000 TNDs, (73%) were consumed. In 1988, out of the 11,400.000 

TNDs of commitment credits registered only 5,400.000 TNDs, (47%) were opened (MPF, 

1989). 

That situation meant that the university had been obliged to recover old premises, to lease 

others and to overburden the existing capacities in order to accommodate the growing number 

of baccalaureate holders. Other training departments did not consider it necessary to increase 

their capacity. For example, the Faculty of Human Sciences in Tunis worked in the 

dilapidated premises of a former secondary school. For nearly 4 years, the National School of 

Computer Science rented premises that were not adequate to its requirements. Some other 

institutions such as the Higher Institute of Management and the Institute of Higher 

Commercial Studies were limited in their development by the exiguous premises and the 

impossibility of expanding; the IH.E.C had to operate even with prefabricated barracks. 

Public authorities often improvised the construction of new faculties in the same model and in 

the same fields as the existing ones, sometimes, without worrying about the link between 

teaching and research or training, employment and regional needs. As a result, educational 

conditions had deteriorated considerably. A large number of institutions suffered from 

insufficient scientific equipment, or from the dilapidation of their experimental equipment and 

machinery. On the other hand, some institutions had modern, barely-used equipment 

sometimes not available elsewhere (BIRD, 1991).  

The number of graduates had certainly increased, but it had not kept the same pace as the 

students' growing number. As for the period of 1981-1986 alone, student enrolment grew at 

an average annual rate of 5.1%, while that of graduates grew at a rate of 3.9% (BIRD, 1991). 

This gradual decrease in the number of graduates, especially in the 1980s, reflected the 

weaknesses of the internal performance, which increasingly characterized higher education, in 

addition to the problem of unemployed graduates that this cycle generated recently. 

In 1986, it was estimated that out of 1000 students enrolled in the first year, around 100 
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graduated within the normal deadlines at the Faculty of Sciences of Tunis and 90 at the 

Faculty of Law of Tunis. The number of students who left education without a diploma was 

increasing, and it sometimes exceeded the number of graduates. This abandonment, more 

dramatic for students who were rejected during the first cycle without any qualification, gave 

an idea about the amount of the huge waste of resources.  

It seemed that this latter element was most often forgotten in the orientation system, 

especially at the level of the faculties to which all the baccalaureate holders were oriented. 

They had not been able to find a place in the institutions they had chosen, due to an 

insufficient "score" thus making these faculties a kind of "parking" institutions, relegating at 

the same time to the secondary plan, the quality of the teaching and its effectiveness. For the 

human sciences, for example, while students' enrolment accounted for an average of 24.5% of 

all students in 1981-86, graduates accounted for only 12.2% of all graduates. For the Faculty 

of Sciences in Tunis, the drop-outs' rate in the first year was mostly above 30%; the same was 

observed in the Faculty of Letters and the Law of Tunis. However, for the Faculty of 

Medicine of Sousse, the same rate did not exceed 9%.  

This low internal efficiency of the system was most often attributed to the low supervisory 

rate in the faculties and the deterioration of teaching conditions, which due to repetitive 

strikes by both teachers and students during the previous years and by the slow evolution of 

the capacity of reception. 

A Weak Autonomy of University  

The ministry controlled nearly everything starting from the number and kind of students from 

their orientation to the recruitment of employees, workers and even teachers. Besides, the 

ministry accreditation system has many loopholes (KHELIFI, 2020). As a result, the scholars 

including decision makers were unable to improve academic and administrative performance 

in any field. Various dysfunctions have resulted: the choice of new university campus was 

made in a more or less improvised and even anarchic way. Rarely, were these creations based 

on pre-established study of the means, needs and abilities. In some cases, creations were made 

only a few months before the start of the academic year, and, in others, without the adoption 

of an appropriate law and without the provision of educational, legal, administrative or 

financial resources. The typical example is the creation of parallel training organizations 

under the aegis of certain ministries. 

In addition, to all these drawbacks, the entirety of these fragmented efforts is inevitably very 

far from meeting the needs and from compensating the absence of a strategy. In some other 
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cases, the creation of new academic institutions has been handicapped, either in principle or in 

size, by budgetary restrictions imposed by the financial balances of the year of creation. The 

result has been that: either students have been "oriented" towards academic sectors solely 

because there are a few places available in these sectors that do not necessarily correspond to 

the student's choice or the kind of his baccalaureate; or the assignments were made according 

to the prejudice of the proper functioning of certain facilities, transformed thereafter into 

"garbage higher education facilities". 

Scientific Research as a “poor sector”   

It is not surprising that scientific research as another important mission of the university has 

been neglected and seriously ignored. During this period, the university has had to "deal with 

the most urgent", that is to say, to carry with its mission in increasingly dramatic condition. 

Consequently, it has only been able to lose interest in scientific research or at least make it a 

"minor" function. Scientific research became, hence, a “poor sector" in the state's finance, as 

it was a "poor relation" of the university's activity. Worth noting here that scientific 

publications knew a considerable growth in number rising from 431 in 2003 to 1186 in 

research laboratories and from 790 in 2003 to 1756 in 2010 for research units. 

Being aware of the importance of the regional fact, research organizations have set up 

territorial strategies. Even though the Tunis share of public research spending never ceased to 

decline over the last years, research effort is still concentrated: 60% of the Research and 

Development Expenditure (RDE) are still realized in the metropolis of Tunis. The distribution 

of R&D workforce obeys the same rules. Within the same system, fundamental research 

activities are excessively fragmented. They require a certain critical mass, and applied 

research has a limited presence in certain parts of the territory. 

The university remains isolated from its environment. Sometimes, it is enclosed in a ghetto 

and even a double ghetto, due to both faults that of the university itself and that of the 

environment. This isolation is a fact, because the university has not sought to interact with 

different parts of its environment such as the industry and the society, to know their needs and 

anticipate them, it has not associated with its environment as a true partner, in its dual 

function of teaching and research (SERST, 2000). Whether public or private, the regional 

industrial sector lost many opportunities to promote research, which is essential for its own 

development. The result is that the public sector as well as private companies are forced to 

resort to design offices, mostly foreign, in order to carry out studies or research that cost a lot 

of money. Strangely enough, some of these foreign design bodies appeal Tunisian experts to 
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carry out their consulting contract. It follows that: "Our system is not really listening to 

society and cannot play its role properly. Not receiving any feedback from its environment, it 

is constantly threatened with maladjustment and marginalization." (BEN AHMED, 

BOUDEN, & BOUGHAZALA, 2006)  

A Push Policy for Regional Higher Education Facilities 

Largely, the development of the Tunisian university took place under the pressure of cyclical 

needs related to tutoring the increasing influxes of students and according to the state budget 

available during the year of establishment of the university. According to Professor Belaid: 

"There were only experienced successive creations of new faculties which did not obey a pre-

established plan or an accurate assessment of the needs and actions undertaken. 

Nevertheless, these creations were dictated in particular by the influx of students and which 

were established on the basis of decentralization inspired by considerations other than 

scientific and pedagogical.” (BELAID, 1991).  

The inclusion of the university in regional spaces led to further restructuring of the University 

of Tunis initially in three specialized universities. Then in three multidisciplinary universities, 

and the creation of the University of the Center in the city of Sousse. A framework Law 

organizing higher education was promulgated on July 28th, 1989 was at the origin of this 

restructuring in order to institute legally the university decentralization in terms of 

administrative, financial and educational management as it is noted in the Table 2. 

Table 2. Regional University Policy 1989-2007 
Law Law Prof Charfi 1989 

Objectives Democratization of higher education 

Promotion of regional universities  

Engineering reform 

Highlights Creation of regional universities  

Creation of Regional Institutes of Technological Studies   

The number of students reaches 30% of the 20-24 age group according to the average for OECD 

countries 

Governance Appointment of rectors and directors by the Ministry of Higher Education 

Research Creation of Technoparks to link research with industry  

Tunisia is well ranked for scientific publications in the Africa zone 

Increases in research partnerships with Japan, South Korea and Europe 

Source: Elaborated by Ismail HADDAD 

New facilities were emerging in Tunis, and Sfax, cities of medium importance like Nabeul, 

Kairouan or Gabes were getting new faculties and higher schools. These creations, about 
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thirty of them, constituted a considerable change: in 1990, there were 20 cities that hosted 

university institutions, as opposed to 1 in 1958. They were made under the pressure of the 

workforce. They also gave rise to debates. In 1991, the High Commission for the Reform of 

the University questioned: "... what is the justification for a policy of multiplying centers of 

higher education in all cities of any size that could hurt the academic community and 

segregate training structures?" (BELAID, 1991) 

At the same time, another movement characterized that period, the implantation of the Higher 

Institutes of Technological Studies: It was in the mid-nineties that these new institutes were 

set up, marking the first attempt to organize, on a large scale, a really high-level technology 

education. In response to the demand for new graduates linked to the development of 

technology and transformations of the production apparatus, the State responded by creating 

six ISETs in Tunisian cities: Tunis, Sousse, Sfax, Nabeul, Gabes and Gafsa. However, this 

number would rapidly evolve in favour of ten medium-sized cities in 2000. Indeed, the 

success of these establishments and their necessary development had led to a process of 

multiplication, the average towns of which have been the main beneficiaries: “... these 

institutes would be distinct from universities and geared towards meeting labor market needs 

and would offer short programs to train senior technicians and middle managers at a lower 

cost per graduate.” (BIRD, 1991) 

Furthermore, there was an added effort to concentrate the bulk of new creations outside of 

Tunis. It maintained the student-population ratio for the Tunis region at its level of the 

eighties (2,200 students / 100,000 inhabitants). Nevertheless, in the regions of Sfax-Gabes and 

Sousse-Monastir, the density of 1986 was respectively multiplied by 2.5 times. In the 

hinterland, the university Ratio remained constant and did not exceed 288 students per 100 

000 inhabitants. As a result, the two new centers in the North-West and South-East with a 

capacity of 14,000 students for each of these two regions were quickly overwhelmed by the 

additional student enrolment in the 1990s. 

The general trend was the gradual creation of multidisciplinary complexes while recognizing 

the predominance of one sector over the others in each region. This "very-pushed" 

decentralization concerned the undergraduate-first-cycle training of the different kinds of 

training and centralized the second and third cycles in the cities with university tradition: 

Tunis, Monastir and Sfax (DHAHER, 2010). 

 LMD Reform impact in Medium-sized Cities 
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The LMD system at the national level as shown in the Table 3. was a necessary undertaking 

that was largely successful. It is important to remember that the awareness, at that time, of 

decision makers of the high resistance of the university community to such a project forced 

them to keep the old practices alongside the new ones and to reject the important structural 

changes. While this ploy succeeded in enabling a feasible transition, it also forced the 

cohabitation of two incompatible systems leading to a costly dilemma. 

 Indeed, the actual malfunctions of the LMD system are not due to the intrinsic characteristics 

of the latter, but to its inadequate and inconsistent implementation. The LMD system is 

fundamentally different form its predecessor in that it uses credits and therefore does not 

require chronic makeup exams, class advice and pass/fail decisions every year. 

 

Table 3. DUAL University Policy 2008-2020 
Law Law Prof Bououn 2008 

Objectives Autonomy  

Internationalisation  

Accreditation 

Innovation 

Highlights Implementation of European Credit Transfer and accumulation System (ECTS)  

Creation of the National Quality Assurance System 

Governance Free election of rectors, deans and heads of departments 

Autonomy for research centers 

Research Creation of the National Agency for the Promotion of Research (ANPR)  

2015, Tunisia becomes an associate member of Erasmus and H2020 programs 

Increases in research partnerships with Japan, South Korea and Europe 

Source: Elaborated by Ismail HADDAD 

With the LMD reform process, too cramped in their old enclosures, some universities had 

expressed their desire to emigrate to new lands. Changes began with the appearance of new 

curricula. The effects of urbanization combined with a certain democratization of university 

access encouraged further growth in students’ numbers. A rapid movement of new university 

campus was initiated throughout the country, that involved the dismemberment of a university 

for one or more of its courses on another site, but which remained attached to it 

administratively and pedagogically, and then the creation of a new multi-site university often 

of a scaled-down size.  
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This period saw the intensification of the university network to the benefit of urban sites 

which, without being institutions of higher education, could not until then claim to be a 

university city. To better understand this movement, we can give an example: The creation of 

"Gabes University" illustrates this historical process quite well. If this university was founded 

in 2003, it would have been based on the aggregation of faculties and schools: A School of 

Engineering in 1975, an Institute of Applied Sciences and Technology in 1992, a Faculty of 

Science in 1996, a Higher Institute of Management in 1998, a Higher Institute of Languages 

in 2000, all attached in the start to the university of Tunis then that of Sfax. The city was 

gradually enriched by seven institutes. After a rise in enrolment in the 1990s, higher education 

in Gabès reached a critical mass of (11,042 students) when it was set up as an autonomous 

university. This example is indicative of these gradual conquests of higher trainings by the 

middle towns during that period.  

The dedication in university is of course a decision of the central government, but it is certain 

that the ex nihilo creation of a university is very rare. It was the fruit of numerous negotiations 

between the interests of the State, essentially expressed through a principle of equilibrium in 

spatial planning and the constant efforts of local communities, a collective and complex work. 

 

DISCUSSION 

What is the urban impact of the densification of regional campus? To answer to this question, 

cities can be categorized according to the number of their students. It is also possible to 

analyze the relationships between the locations of these higher education and research 

institutions with the hierarchy and the process of metropolisation. 

Based on ministerial statistics (MESRS, 2019) and excluding the case of the Tunis metropolis, 

which contains about half of the researchers and one third of the students, we can notice 

significant differences between the student body and the university urban framework. It is 

then possible to classify these university poles into broad categories: the poles of more than 

20,000 students: Major academic centers - Sfax, Sousse and Monastir-. These cities, although 

in varying proportions, and benefiting from an important scientific label, will have been the 

main beneficiaries of the deconcentration of the University of Tunis. The independent 

"middle" clusters, which are not associated with these major poles and have between 5,000 

and 20,000 students: Nabeul, Kairouan and Jendouba; and the smaller (weak-dimensioned) 

poles (1000 to 5,000 students), which can be considered as satellite poles: Kef, Béja, 

Medenine, Mahdia, Mateur, Bizerte... 
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It should be noted that, apart from large urban areas, there is a direct adequacy between the 

urban hierarchy and the university pole. Going ahead with this analysis, it will be noted that in 

2000s, the threshold of 50,000 inhabitants appears to be significant in the appearance of 

higher education facilities in Tunisian cities. However, beyond the mass effects, the 

implantation of regional universities contributes to the metropolitan fact. 

From the 2000s the delocalized higher education facilities grow like "mushrooms". It is true 

that the movement is quite spectacular. The universities of Tunis swarmed not only the 

peripheral communes in Ben-Arous, Carthage, Manouba, Borj-Cédria and Ariana, but also in 

Bizerte and Nabeul. In the regions, the movement is even more intense but it does not affect 

the whole territory in the same way. On the whole, these creations respected the urban 

hierarchy. Thus, most of the cities that do not yet have a university site set up "offshore" 

institutions. Out of the 28 cities we have identified, 80% are governorates. If we focus more 

on the demographic factor, we note that it exerted a relative influence: new settlements 

concerned cities with more than fifty thousand inhabitants. It seems that the population size is 

decisive in determining the status of the city. Neither of the factors had a role to play. 

Similarly, the distance from the university city does not seem to exert a decisive influence on 

the creation of an antenna, or in the real university needs. Therefore, when one considers the 

disciplines concerned by these relocations, he will notice a very clear predominance of the 

literary subjects or those of economics and management sciences over all other trainings. It 

should be noted that, in most cases, relocations respect the cutting of the national planning 

scheme into economic regions. One could also think that these creations highlight political or 

demographic characteristics. In fact, none of these factors, taken in isolation, has a defining 

specificity. Each local situation integrates a complex set of elements, none of which 

predominates and the multiplicity of actors involved requires that their characteristics be 

integrated. 

 While effective regional centers of excellence are struggling to develop, the Tunisian 

metropolis remains the region with the highest concentration of researchers, research teachers 

and higher education structures. It concentrates most of the public R&D and decision-making 

centers. It is also the most attractive region for students and the most internationally reputed 

region. It is also, the region which offers the most opportunities for graduates of higher 

education and researchers, given the structure, weight and dynamism of its economy. This 

particular situation caused problems in terms of not only its own potential but also with regard 

to other regions and international competitiveness. In addition to their remoteness, the inland 
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regions are characterized by a low proportion of master and PHD degrees, with a scattered 

and limited scientific community posing a problem of critical mass and an even more difficult 

professional insertion when viewing the size of the areas concerned. Certainly, the 

establishment stage of Tunisian university territory highlights a process of densification, that 

means a multiplication of higher education sites which proceeds in stages and which responds 

to specific logics. More detail in following Table 4. 

Table 4. Enrolment and graduates for academic year 2018-1019 
North regions 

Center regions 

South regions 

Enrolment in Tertiary Education:   25885 

Enrolment in Virtual University:      887 

University Date of 

creation 

Total number of 

students 

Total number of 

graduates 

Graduates in  

PHD 

   Including 

female 

 Including 

female 

 

Tunis   1960 16249 11342 2828 2063 211 

Tunis El Manar 2000 28674 19486 6061 4252 575 

Carthage  2000 29397 19515 6702 4773 242 

Manouba 2000 15910 10606 3481 2333 106 

Ez-zitouna  736 2566 1354 504 266 34 

Jendouba  2003 11463 8022 2069 1438 -- 

Total =  104259 70325 21645 15125 1168 

University Date of 

creation 

Total number of 

 students 

Total number of 

 graduates 

 Graduates in 

PHD 

   Including 

female 

 Including 

female 

 

Sousse 2004 25230 17143 4766 3409 227 

Monastir 1986 18745 12919 3661 2763 169 

Kairouan  2004 7621 5063 1631 1091 13 

Total=  51596 35125 10058 7263 409 

University Date of 

creation 

Total number 

of students 

Total number of  

graduates 

Graduates  

in PHD 

   Including 

female 

 Including 

female 

 

Sfax 1986 29951 20387 7515 3447 659 

Gabes 2003 13613 10199 3050 2441 102 

Gafsa 2004 7501 5203 1661 1198 66 

Total=  51065 35789 12226 7086 827 
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Total Enrolment:   233682 

Sources: (MESRS, 2019) 

 

Without being able to claim exemplarity, the process of geographical diffusion of higher 

education establishments follows a logic of dispersion partly linked to the urban hierarchy and 

to other factors as well. In 2018-2019, nearly 233 693 students enrolled in public higher 

education, of which 154 109 were female (65%). There was a multitude of structures of 

varying sizes: about 479 job-courses, 25 higher institutes of technological studies, 21 

Preparatory schools, nearly 20 engineering schools, 13 public universities.  

Indeed, I would like to put forward for discussion some theses relating to the situation of our 

country in the context I have just described: 

First, the priority is to strengthen the autonomy of universities. We must of course give them 

adequate financial resources, but also and above all the organizational and managerial 

resources to manage these resources effectively, to increase their capacity for strategic action, 

that is to say, their capacity to define research and curricula, evaluated ex post and not ex 

ante. This requires a profound overhaul of the current system of governance: in particular, 

boards of presidents must be real decision-making bodies, where stakeholders and society are 

represented.  

Secondly, the question of institutional connections comes second. If the autonomy of the 

universities really does increase, the transition from national to regional supervision would be 

very positive, because it would obviously release energies. But the relationship between 

regions and universities must be seen in a partnership manner. The regions must have their 

say on the major options, but they must not replace the universities themselves for scientific 

steering. And it is imperative to safeguard the possibilities of national arbitration. The success 

of Technoparks is partly at this price one of the main difficulties for the deployment of a true 

virtuous logic of the cluster type is today the weakness of the university actor, supposedly 

central. 

There are already many links between academia and business. These links are often old. And 

multiple learning processes aimed at overcoming old mistrust are now at work. These 

apprenticeships would be much more effective if cooperation were not hindered by absurd 

management rules, which make contractual relations between universities and companies very 

difficult. 

Thirdly, public policies, especially at the regional level, must be able to act on a range of 

different levels: our salvation will come not only from our ability to develop the advanced 
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technologies, but also from our ability to maintain and develop our skills in the more 

competitive sectors. In this respect, there is often a certain naivety in thinking that fruitful 

cooperation links can easily be created between highly theoretical university laboratories and 

SMEs. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

Tunisia development following the independence was strongly centralised. The small number 

of universities, usually with government-level direction, were located mostly in large city 

settings. As a response to the growing demand as of the training of masses of people was 

launched, and in the 2000s a number of universities were formed, as part of decentralisation 

process and the transformation of the institution system, including regional economic 

development. Changes in research and development set   when the major objective became 

the destruction of obstacles between scientific research and industrial innovations. Along 

common innovation politics, technological parks were established, promoting true technology 

transfer activities of universities, and enhancing more active co-operation with industrial 

economy. Above all these. higher education significantly contributes to the development of 

regional human capital, provides background for cultural and social activities and for the 

formation of sustainable communities. Today Tunisia is with the negative economic 

indicators. However, the role of higher education institution in human resource development 

is outstanding, but its relationship with the economic sphere is still quite weak. To achieve 

balance in the latter, research and development were launched recently in a new direction, 

thus offering a chance for changes to set in. The envisaged research programmes, and the 

innovative branches associated with these, especially health, water, energy, agri-food, IOT 

and environmental joint projects can be important breakout-points and motors of regional 

development.  

Finally, how has a regional growth can be achieved and maintained when at the same time the 

country has decreased their R&D investments? How to convince policy makers of such 

investments that typically bring fruit at a much later time? These are questions closely related 

to the future convergence between higher education policy and of regional policies. 
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