TUNISIA: THE ARAB SPRING SUCCESS STORY?

A Change Density Analysis of Incidents of Political Violence in Tunisia 2011-2016

BACKGROUND

In December 2010, Tunisia became the birthplace of the phenomenon that soon came to be
known as the Arab Spring. The Tunisian public’s cry for democracy after decades of dictator
rule spread to its Middle Eastern and North African neighbors. Unfortunately, Tunisia is now
considered as an outlier of success from the Arab Spring; a country that was able to democ-
ratize without falling into civil war or reverting back to the previous regime.' It is now “the
first Arab country listed as "free" by the U.S.-based democracy advocacy group Freedom
House in over 40 years.”* However, treating it
as a success story would be a pitfall that could
lead to policy-makers taking its stability for
granted.” Indeed, exclamations of success are
tempered by a great deal of turmoil and political
violence that could derail the progress Tunisia
has made. Conflict has put a strain on the deli-
cate balance between freedoms and security.* It
has also tempted policy-makers to use a heavy-
handed security approach which diverts atten-
tion from the country’s economic necessities.
There are many scenarios that can threaten this
still-fragile state, including incidents of violence and terrorism.” Internal conflict from its
bordering neighbor Libya has also spilled over to imperil the country’s stability.°
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PROJECT GOAL and SPATIAL QUESTIONS

This project’s primary goal 1s to determine the change (increase or decrease) in political vio-
lence from 2011 through 2016, and where that change 1s taking place. In doing so, 1t will
endeavor to answer two spatial questions: a) Where has violent conflict been geographically
located in Tunisia since the Arab Spring?; and, b) What areas of Tunisia have shown the
greatest change (increase or decrease) in political violence in the last five years? The results
will hopefully form a foundation, or supplement, for further empirically-based analysis on
the matter.

METHODOLOGY

In order to answer the spatial questions presented, this project utilized data from the
Armed Conflict Location and Event Data Project (ACLED) on incidents of political vio-
lence, and census data from Tunisia’s National Institute of Statistics. First, the census data
was joined to boundary data by delegation. The ACLED data was then converted using a
kernel density analysis in order to indicate the location and density of violent incidents. It
then used a raster calculation tool to subtract the incident density from one year to the next
(i.e. 2016—2015) to create a final visual presentation of the change (shown in the maps on
this poster). The data was also used to perform a similar change density analysis using vec-
tor techniques; however, the results of those analyses proved to be inconclusive.
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RESULTS

This analysis produced three insights regarding political violence in Tunisia. The first 1s
that while the overall number of violent incidents 1n Carthage, the nation’s capital, has
gone down dramatically since 2011, trends from the past two years show that violence 1s
actually increasing 1n that area. The second 1s that, unsurprisingly, the number of violent
incidents near Tunisia’s border
with Libya has gone up every
year. And the third 1s that three
of the four areas with the largest
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While the number of Incidents of Political Violence continues to go
up in Tunisia, the incidents have a diverse geographic spread. Addi- Incidents Fatalities
tionally, the number of fatalities has remained at or around the

same level for the last few years.
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