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For Tunisians, cost and unequal treatment 

hinder access to justice 

Afrobarometer Dispatch No. 1133 | Richard Kweitsu 

 

Summary  

Equitable access to justice is a pillar of democratic governance, enabling citizens to assert 

their rights and demand accountability from those in power (United Nations, 2019). Following 

its Arab Spring revolution, Tunisia embarked on an ambitious path toward democratic 

consolidation, with a new Constitution guaranteeing the independence of the judiciary, the 

supremacy of the Constitution, and protections of rights and freedoms (Constitute Project, 

2014).  

Tunisia has received substantial international support for justice-sector reform. For instance, 

the European Union and Council of Europe launched the joint "AP-JUST" programme to 

strengthen justice reform, improve court functioning, and enhance the quality of services 

provided to litigants (Council of Europe, 2022). Similarly, in 2023, International Bridges to 

Justice (2023) announced an initiative supported by the United Nations Democracy Fund 

aimed at developing the capacity of lawyers to offer legal assistance to vulnerable 

communities and improve access to justice. These initiatives have sought to modernise court 

administration, reduce case backlogs, improve infrastructure, and enhance legal 

professionals' capacity through training programmes and technical assistance.  

Despite these efforts, Tunisia's justice system faces persistent challenges. The country ranks 

85th out of 143 countries on the World Justice Project’s (2025a, b) Rule of Law Index, reflecting 

ongoing concerns about judicial effectiveness and access to justice. Since July 2021, Tunisia's 

democratic trajectory has seen significant setbacks as President Kais Saied dissolved the 

Higher Judicial Council and issued executive decrees that undermined judicial 

independence, dismissed 57 judges, and concentrated power in the executive branch 

(Amnesty International, 2022; Zouai, 2023). Similarly, Amnesty International (2024) reported 

state-orchestrated targeting of at least 20 lawyers representing political opposition groups. 

These developments have raised concerns among international human-rights organisations 

and legal professionals about the future of judicial independence and access to justice in 

Tunisia (Law Society of England and Wales, 2024). 

This dispatch reports findings from a special survey module on access to justice included in 

Afrobarometer’s Round 10 surveys. 

Findings show that while a majority of Tunisians think ordinary people can obtain justice in the 

courts, they also doubt that they could afford to take a case to court or obtain the 

necessary legal support. Few are aware of legal aid services in their community. 

Although more than half of citizens say they trust the courts at least “somewhat,” many see 

judges and magistrates as corrupt and think they often base their rulings on the influence of 

powerful people rather than the law. Most say that people are often treated unequally 

under the law and that officials who break the law often get off scot-free.   

An overwhelming majority of Tunisians support the death penalty for the most serious crimes. 
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Afrobarometer surveys 

Afrobarometer is a pan-African, non-partisan survey research network that provides reliable 

data on African experiences and evaluations of democracy, governance, and quality of life. 

Ten survey rounds in up to 45 countries have been completed since 1999. Round 10 surveys 

cover 38 countries. Afrobarometer’s national partners conduct face-to-face interviews in the 

language of the respondent’s choice. 

The Afrobarometer team in Tunisia, led by One to One for Research Polling, interviewed a 

nationally representative, random, stratified probability sample of 1,200 adult Tunisians in 

March 2024. A sample of this size yields country-level results with a margin of error of +/-3 

percentage points at a 95% confidence level. Previous Afrobarometer surveys were 

conducted in Tunisia in 2013, 2015, 2018, 2020, and 2022. 

Key findings 

▪ Almost two-thirds (64%) of Tunisians say they feel “somewhat confident” or “very 

confident” that ordinary people can obtain justice in the courts. But 33% express little 

or no such confidence. 

▪ While two-thirds (67%) of citizens think they could obtain a fair resolution of a 

hypothetical court case, fewer than half think they could afford to take a case to 

court (45%) or would obtain a resolution within a reasonable time period (40%). 

o Only 47% of respondents think they could afford the legal support they would 

need to pursue a case in court. 

o Only one in 10 (9%) are aware of legal aid services that are available in their 

community. 

▪ In case of a legal problem, only 11% of citizens say they would look to a local court 

for resolution. A majority (58%) say they would turn to the police. 

▪ A majority (55%) of survey respondents say they trust the courts “somewhat” or “a lot.” 

▪ About one in three Tunisians (32%) see “most” or “all” judges and magistrates as 

corrupt, in addition to 45% who say that “some of them” are corrupt. 

▪ Two-thirds (66%) of citizens say that people are “often” or “always” treated unequally 

under the law. 

o Three-fourths (76%) say officials who break the law frequently go unpunished. 

o Nearly half (47%) of respondents say that judges and magistrates “often” or 

“always” decide cases based on the influence of powerful people, rather than 

based on the law. 

▪ An overwhelming majority (85%) of Tunisians express support for the death penalty as 

a fair punishment for the most serious crimes. 

Do the courts provide justice?   

An accessible justice system requires legal frameworks and procedures that are 

comprehensible and affordable to ordinary citizens, supported by legal counsel that is both 

available and affordable (International Commission of Jurists, 2009; United Nations 
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Development Programme, 2004). Perhaps the overriding question, in assessing access to 

justice, is whether citizens are confident that they can obtain justice in the court system. 

In Tunisia, almost two-thirds (64%)1 of citizens say they are “somewhat confident” (52%) or 

“very confident” (13%) that ordinary people who are wronged can obtain justice in the 

courts (Figure 1). But one-third (33%) express little or no such confidence. 

Figure 1: Can people obtain justice in the courts? | Tunisia | 2024 

 
Respondents were asked: In general, how confident are you that ordinary citizens who are wronged 

can obtain justice in the courts? 

 

Confidence that the courts provide justice is stronger among women than men (69% vs. 61%) 

(Figure 2) and increases with respondents’ educational level, from 58% among those with no 

formal schooling to 72% among those with post-secondary qualifications. Economically well-

off respondents (73%) are more likely to believe that the courts provide justice than those 

experiencing moderate or high levels of lived poverty (57%-65%).2   

 

 
1 Due to rounding, percentages for combined categories reported in the text may differ slightly from the sum of 
sub-categories shown in figures (e.g. 13% “very confident” and 52% “somewhat confident” sum to 64%). 
2 Afrobarometer’s Lived Poverty Index (LPI) measures respondents’ levels of material deprivation by asking how 
often they or their families went without basic necessities (enough food, enough water, medical care, enough 
cooking fuel, and a cash income) during the preceding year. For more on lived poverty, see Mattes and Lekalake 
(2025). 
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Do your own analysis of Afrobarometer data – on any question, 
for any country and survey round. It’s easy and free at 
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Figure 2: Confidence that people can obtain justice in the courts | by demographic 

group | Tunisia | 2024 

 
Respondents were asked: In general, how confident are you that ordinary citizens who are wronged 

can obtain justice in the courts? 

Access to courts and legal services 

Two-thirds (67%) of Tunisians consider it “somewhat likely” or “very likely” that if they had a 

court case, they could obtain a fair resolution (Figure 3). But fewer than half think they could 

afford to take a case to court (45%) or would be likely to obtain a resolution within a 

reasonable time period (40%). 

Confidence in the fairness and timeliness of court resolutions shows differences by 

demographic group (Figure 4). Most strikingly, the perceived likelihood of a fair resolution 

increases sharply with citizens’ education level, ranging from just 55% among those with no 

formal schooling to 76% among those with post-secondary education. And economically 

well-off respondents (75%) are more likely to expect fairness than their poorer counterparts 

(60%-67%). 

Similarly, economically disadvantaged individuals are less optimistic about a timely resolution 

(35%-41%) than well-off respondents (47%). Among citizens with no formal education, only 

30% think a timely resolution would be likely. 
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Figure 3: Expectations regarding a court case | Tunisia | 2024 

 
Respondents were asked: If you had a case that needed to go to court, how likely do you think it is 

that: You could afford to take the case to court? The case could be resolved in a reasonable amount 

of time? You could get a fair resolution in the courts? 

Figure 4: Likelihood of fair and timely resolution of a court case | by demographic 

group | Tunisia | 2024 

 
Respondents were asked: If you had a case that needed to go to court, how likely do you think it is 

that: The case could be resolved in a reasonable amount of time? You could get a fair resolution in the 

courts? (% who say “somewhat likely” or “very likely”) 
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Most people considering taking a case to court will require legal advice or support from 

lawyers or legal services. Do Tunisians think they can find and afford such support? 

About two-thirds (68%) of survey respondents consider it "somewhat likely" or "very likely" that 

they could find the legal advice or support they need, but fewer than half (47%) think they 

could afford the legal support they would need to pursue a case in court (Figure 5). 

Figure 5: Ability to find and afford legal support | Tunisia | 2024 

 

Respondents were asked: If you had a legal problem like a serious complaint against a business or 

member of your community, how likely do you think it is that: You could find the advice or support you 

need from lawyers or legal services to address or resolve the problem? You could afford to obtain the 

legal advice or support that you need? 

 

The costs of legal support and court action are a barrier for a significant proportion of citizens 

across key demographic groups (Figure 6). Those experiencing moderate or high lived 

poverty are particularly likely to say it is "not very likely" or "not at all likely" that they could 

afford court costs (69%) or legal support (65%). Similarly, less-educated respondents are 

considerably more likely to doubt their ability to afford court costs or legal assistance than 

those with more education. 

This assessment is also more common among rural than urban residents (57% vs. 49% for court 

costs, 54% vs. 47% for legal support) and among older respondents compared to younger 

ones. More women than men say they probably could not afford to take a case to court 

(54% vs. 49%). 

While legal aid services might provide free or reduced-price legal services to people who 

qualify, only one in 10 Tunisians (9%) say they are aware of legal aid services that are 

available in their community (Figure 7). Awareness of legal aid services is particularly low in 

rural areas (4%) and among citizens with primary schooling or less (5%). 
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Figure 6: Could not afford court case and legal support | by demographic group         

| Tunisia| 2024 

 
Respondents were asked: 

If you had a legal problem like a serious complaint against a business or member of your 

community, how likely do you think it is that you could afford to obtain the legal advice or support 

that you need? 

If you had a case that needed to go to court, how likely do you think it is that you could afford to 

take the case to court? 

(% who say “not very likely” or “not at all likely”) 

Figure 7: Awareness of legal aid services | by demographic group | Tunisia | 2024 

 

Respondents were asked: Are you aware of any legal aid services available to you and others in your 

community? (% “yes”) 
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Considering the financial barriers to accessing the courts, it may be unsurprising that 

relatively few citizens say they would turn to the formal legal system if they had a legal 

problem. Asked where they would be most likely to go to try to find a resolution to a legal 

problem such as "a serious complaint against a business or member of your community," only 

11% say they would turn to a local court. The majority (58%) would instead approach the 

police, while smaller proportions would seek help from prayer or God (7%), legal aid services 

or lawyers (5%), family members (3%), government officials (1%), or political leaders (1%) 

(Figure 8). 

Figure 8: Where to go to resolve a legal problem | Tunisia | 2024 

 
Respondents were asked: If you had a legal problem like a serious complaint against a business or 

member of your community, where would you be most likely to go to try to find a resolution? 

 

Looking at the top four preferences for where to seek a resolution to a legal problem, men 

are more likely than women to turn to the police (60% vs. 50%), as are urbanites compared to 

rural residents (61% vs. 43%) (Figure 9). 

The police are also more commonly cited by citizens with post-secondary education (60%) 

and economically well-off respondents (59%) than by their less educated and poorer 

counterparts. 

Among age groups, senior citizens are least likely to look to the police (49%) and most likely 

to turn to local courts (13%) or prayer (10%). 

 

7%

4%

1%

1%

3%

5%

7%

11%

58%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Nowhere/Don't know/Refused

Others

Political leaders

Government officials

Family members

Legal aid service or lawyer

Prayer/God

Local court

Police



                                             

Copyright ©Afrobarometer 2026  9 

 

Figure 9: Where to go to resolve a legal problem | by demographic group                          

| Tunisia | 2024 

 
Respondents were asked: If you had a legal problem like a serious complaint against a business or 

member of your community, where would you be most likely to go to try to find a resolution? 

Integrity, independence, and neutrality of the judiciary 

In addition to issues of access, cost, and expectations of a fair and timely resolution, people’s 

perceptions of the judiciary’s integrity and neutrality may influence their willingness to 

engage with the court system. How confident are Tunisians in the integrity of the system and 

the judges they would face? 

Trust in the court system 

More than half (55%) of survey respondents say they trust the courts “somewhat” (33%) or “a 

lot” (22%) (Figure 10). About one-fifth (18%) say they don’t trust the courts “at all.” 

Women express greater trust in the courts than men (59% vs. 52%) (Figure 11). Levels of trust in 

the courts increase with respondents’ age, ranging from 49% among those aged 18-25 to 

61% among those over 55, and with economic status, from 49% among the poorest to 63% 

among well-off citizens.  

Popular trust in the judicial system increased by 21 percentage points between 2013 and 

2020 (from 43% to 64%) before dropping sharply to 42% in 2022. Trust has since partially 

recovered but remains well below the 2020 peak (Figure 12). 
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Figure 10: Trust in courts of law | Tunisia | 2024 

 

Respondents were asked: How much do you trust each of the following, or haven’t you heard enough 

about them to say: Courts of law? 

Figure 11: Trust in courts of law | by demographic group | Tunisia | 2024 

 
Respondents were asked: How much do you trust each of the following, or haven’t you heard enough 

about them to say: Courts of law?   
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Figure 12: Trust in courts of law | Tunisia | 2013-2024  

 
Respondents were asked: How much do you trust each of the following, or haven’t you heard enough 

about them to say: Courts of law?  

Perceived corruption in the courts 

One reason for significant public distrust may be perceptions of widespread corruption in the 

judiciary. About one in three Tunisians (32%) see “most” or “all” judges and magistrates as 

corrupt (Figure 13). In addition, almost half (45%) say that “some of them” are corrupt. Only 

(13%) think there is no corruption among the country’s judges and magistrates.  

Figure 13: Perceived corruption among judges and magistrates | Tunisia | 2024 

  
Respondents were asked: How many of the following people do you think are involved in corruption, or 

haven’t you heard enough about them to say: Judges and magistrates? 

 

Men are more likely than women to see “most” or “all” judges and magistrates as corrupt 

(36% vs. 27%) (Figure 14). This perception is also more common in urban than in rural areas 

(34% vs. 28%). It declines with rising age, from 38% among the youngest to 27% among the 

oldest, and is less common among citizens with no formal schooling (23%) than among their 

more educated counterparts (31%-36%).   
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remains significantly higher than the relatively stable levels (13%-18%) recorded between 

2013 and 2020. The share of those who say that “none of them" are corrupt has remained 

fairly steady, ranging between 8% and 18%. 

Figure 14: Perceived corruption among judges and magistrates | by demographic 

group | Tunisia | 2024 

 

Respondents were asked: How many of the following people do you think are involved in corruption, or 

haven’t you heard enough about them to say: Judges and magistrates? 

Figure 15: Perceived corruption among judges and magistrates | Tunisia | 2013-2024 

 

Respondents were asked: How many of the following people do you think are involved in corruption, or 

haven’t you heard enough about them to say: Judges and magistrates? 
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Independence and neutrality of the courts  

While the Constitution enshrines the independence of the judiciary and the principle of 

equality under the law, survey responses tell a different story on the ground. Two-thirds (66%) 

of Tunisians say that people are “often” or “always” treated unequally under the law (Figure 

16). And three-fourths (76%) say officials who commit crimes frequently go unpunished, while 

only 31% say the same thing regarding ordinary people who break the law. 

Almost half (47%) of respondents say that judges and magistrates “often” or “always” decide 

cases based on the influence of political leaders, government officials, or other powerful 

people, rather than based on the law, while only 37% disagree with this assessment. 

Moreover, citizens see differences between the sentences given to ordinary people who 

break the law and penalties assessed when political leaders, government officials, and other 

powerful people are convicted of crimes (Figure 17). Survey respondents are more than four 

times as likely to see sentences given to the powerful as too lenient (46%, vs. 10% for 

sentences given to ordinary criminals). And while only 7% see penalties given to the powerful 

as too harsh, three times as many (24%) say the same about sentences for ordinary 

lawbreakers. 

Figure 16: Equality under the law | Tunisia | 2024 

   
Respondents were asked: In your opinion, how often, in this country: Do judges and magistrates decide 

cases based on the influence of political leaders, government officials, or other powerful people, rather 

than based on the law? Are people treated unequally under the law? Do officials who commit crimes 

go unpunished? Do ordinary people who break the law go unpunished? 
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Figure 17: Severity of penalties for crimes | ordinary people vs. powerful people                             

| Tunisia | 2024 

  
Respondents were asked:  

In general, when ordinary people are convicted of crimes in this country, do you think that the 

punishments handed down to them, such as fines or jail or prison sentences, are too harsh, too 

lenient, or generally about right, or haven’t you heard enough to say? 

In general, when political leaders, government officials, or other powerful people are convicted of 

crimes in this country, do you think that the punishments handed down to them, such as fines or jail 

or prison sentences, are too harsh, too lenient, or generally about right, or haven’t you heard 

enough to say? 

Executive respect for the rule of law 

Tunisians are sharply divided in their views of the president’s obligations under the rule of law 

(Figure 18). 

Figure 18: Presidential respect for the rule of law | Tunisia| 2024  
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About four in 10 citizens (42%) say the president “must always obey the laws and the courts, 

even if he thinks they are wrong,” but 49% think that as the country’s elected leader, he is not 

bound by legal rulings. Similarly, while about half (49%) of respondents say that Parliament 

should monitor the government’s expenditures, 47% say the president should not have to 

justify how his government spends taxpayers’ money.  

In practice, roughly half of citizens say the president usually respects these mandates, 

“rarely” or “never” ignoring the country’s laws and courts (55%) and Parliament (45%). 

Views on the death penalty 

Afrobarometer also asked survey respondents about their views on the death penalty. 

Although no execution has been carried out since 1991, capital punishment remains legal in 

Tunisia and is assessed for a variety of crimes (International Commission of Jurists, 2025; 

Advocates for Human Rights, 2023). 

Tunisians overwhelmingly support the death penalty: 85% say it is a fair punishment for people 

who commit the most serious crimes, such as murder, while only 14% say it can never be 

justified (Figure 19). 

Support for the death penalty is strong, exceeding three-fourths of the sample, across key 

demographic categories (Figure 20).  

Figure 19: Views on the death penalty | Tunisia | 2024 

 
Respondents were asked: Which of the following statements is closest to your view? 

Statement 1: The death penalty is a fair punishment for people who have committed the most serious 

crimes, such as murder.  

Statement 2: There is no crime for which the death penalty can be justified. 
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Figure 20: Views on the death penalty | by demographic group | Tunisia| 2024 

 
Respondents were asked: Which of the following statements is closest to your view? 

Statement 1: The death penalty is a fair punishment for people who have committed the most serious 

crimes, such as murder.  

Statement 2: There is no crime for which the death penalty can be justified. 

Conclusion 

Despite constitutional guarantees of judicial independence and substantial international 

investment in justice-sector reform, Tunisia’s justice system faces challenges of accessibility 

and credibility. While nearly two-thirds of Tunisians express confidence that ordinary people 

can obtain justice in the courts, this confidence collides with harsh financial realities: More 

than half say they could probably not afford to take a case to court, and few are aware of 

legal aid services. 

Also troubling are widespread perceptions of systemic corruption and inequality. Most 

citizens say people are treated unequally under the law, and nearly half believe that judges 

decide cases based on the influence of powerful people rather than the law. These 

perceptions translate into behaviour: Only 11% would turn to a local court to resolve a legal 

problem, while most would prefer the police or other alternatives. 

The survey findings show a disconnect between formal legal protections and citizens' 

experiences and perceptions. For Tunisia, ensuring that justice is not only theoretically 

available but practically accessible and fairly administered remains a critical challenge. 

Without addressing issues of affordability and judicial integrity, the country's justice system 

risks becoming an institution that serves only those with means and connections. 
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