
March 24, 2014

The Honorable John F. Kerry 
U.S. Department of State 
2201 C Street NW
Washington, DC 20520 

Dear Secretary Kerry,

In January 2014, Tunisia passed a landmark constitution and undertook the first peaceful transfer of power 
in an Arab democracy. Successful consolidation of Tunisia’s democratic gains will set an important example 
in the region, but recent successes will remain at risk unless the country’s transition maintains momentum. 
You recently said, “We’re hopeful that Tunisia is going to succeed, and we’re going to help... We’re going 
to try to do all we can in this age of constrained budgets and difficult choices.” As you prepare to launch 
the Strategic Dialogue with Tunisia, we urge you to follow through on and deepen U.S. commitments to 
help build an enduring Tunisian democracy by bolstering support for its economic, political, and security 
needs.

Tunisia faces serious obstacles despite recent successes. Its struggling economy — a root cause of the 
revolution — remains unable to generate jobs for its well-educated population. The country’s weak security 
apparatus has failed to address burgeoning extremist threats and has increasingly targeted human rights 
and political activists critical of its conduct. To maintain momentum, Tunisian leadership must make 
important decisions to avoid exacerbating political polarization. 

Despite these challenges, Tunisia has become a touchstone for democratic reform in the Middle East 
and North Africa, and these gains must be preserved and strengthened. With a dynamic and active civil 
society, capable government leaders, and a constitution that embraces unity and pluralism, Tunisians have 
a genuine opportunity to establish strong, responsive institutions. The United States can continue to play a 
constructive role in assisting the development of a successful and democratic Tunisia as a key regional ally 
and a bulwark against negative developments elsewhere in North Africa.

Tunisia’s leadership has publicly expressed its desire to work with the United States throughout its 
transitional process, putting the U.S. in a strong position to contribute to its political development. As you 
prepare to enter the Strategic Dialogue with Prime Minister Jomaa, we urge you to consider the following 
recommendations: 

•	 Reevaluate security restrictions on U.S. government personnel in place for Tunisia and the 
language of the State Department’s travel warning. The travel warning currently in place neither 
fits Tunisia’s political realities nor reflects the experiences of the millions who visit Tunisia every 
year as business people and tourists. Security restrictions on U.S. personnel living in and traveling 
to Tunisia severely limit U.S. government operability and impede efforts to support the transition. 
The language and policies related to Tunisia’s real security threats certainly deserve careful attention 
as threats to American citizens and officials remain of concern worldwide. As the U.S.-Tunisia 
partnership deepens, it is important to remain vigilant, but restrictions disproportionate to the 
realities on the ground inevitably undermine confidence in the country, damaging the prospects 
for economic recovery.



•	 Increase the economic aid package for Tunisia: Prior to the revolution, Tunisia did not receive 
a significant bilateral assistance package. Since 2011, Washington has spent more than $450 
million, primarily drawn from multi-country accounts. The administration’s FY15 budget request 
includes only $30 million for Economic Support Funds (ESF) to Tunisia, the same as in FY14. The 
administration has indicated publicly that it will give additional funds to Tunisia, implying that it 
will continue to draw from other accounts. It is important that the administration considerably 
increase the ESF allocation for Tunisia, enabling greater predictability and strategic planning in 
assistance levels, and thereby transform its assistance relationship with Tunisia into a serious and 
sustained bilateral investment.

•	 Establish a permanent USAID mission in Tunis. The administration should quickly finalize the 
decision to return a permanent USAID mission to Tunisia, which would facilitate the provision of 
future assistance in each cooperative sector. USAID programs should focus on projects that bolster 
employment, especially among young people, improve local livelihoods, and address core concerns 
of the revolution related to governance, poverty, and job creation.

•	 Ensure that existing security and judicial assistance programs address the need for institutional 
reform. The FY15 budget request includes $34 million to support the security and judicial sectors 
in Tunisia. These funds will be used to professionalize these sectors, modernize equipment, and 
provide training, all goals worthy of U.S. support. It is essential, however, that Tunisia’s security 
forces and judiciary not only become modernized and more competent, but that they are also 
fundamentally transformed to serve and protect the people of a democratic state. As such, U.S. 
programming should support efforts to reshape the legal framework for law enforcement and 
ensure that security forces respect human rights. 

•	 Publicly express intent to pursue a Free Trade Agreement with Tunisia, while revitalizing the 
Trade and Investment Framework Agreement process. Declaring a long-term aspiration to sign 
a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) with Tunisia, the Arab world’s most diversified and best performing 
non-oil economy prior to the revolution, can help spur additional economic reform, encourage 
a more business-friendly regulatory environment, and galvanize regional and European allies to 
deepen their own trade and investment relationships with Tunisia. Revitalized Trade and Investment 
Framework Agreement (TIFA) processes should be used immediately to lay the foundations for a 
future FTA.

•	 Support Tunisian priorities for financial and regulatory reform and offer technical assistance 
to encourage private sector investment. Working with Tunisian authorities to identify priorities, 
the United States can offer technical expertise to assist the national bank and Ministry of Finance, 
including advice on fighting corruption. Tunisia’s membership in the Open Government Partnership 
provides a platform for this effort. Offering technical assistance and mentorship for existing 
initiatives, like the Tunisian-American Enterprise Fund, can help improve the entrepreneurship 
ecosystem. Additionally, the administration should strongly consider Tunisia as a host for the 2015 
Global Entrepreneurship Summit to support local entrepreneurs and bolster investor confidence 
in Tunisian companies.



•	 Supplement exchanges for students, academics, and civil society and private sector leaders to 
strengthen understanding, ties, and partnerships. The administration has been right to include 
support for such programs in its post-2011 assistance. The recent announcement of an additional 
$10 million for the Thomas Jefferson Scholarship program is an important step, but continued 
expansion of these programs is warranted. These low-cost exchanges are crucial for improving 
America’s image and building capacity of Tunisian civil society, and support for them should be 
supplemented.

You have said, “the United States will continue to stand beside Tunisia throughout its democratic transition. 
[...] Our support is not just words.” For the benefit of both nations, this is a critical moment for the United 
States to demonstrate that its commitment does indeed extend beyond rhetoric. We, the undersigned, 
urge you to carry out these recommendations with determination and urgency. We lend our names in our 
personal, not institutional, capacity.

Sincerely,

Stephen McInerney
Executive Director
Project on Middle East Democracy

Tamara Wittes
Director, Saban Center for Middle East Policy
Brookings Institution
 

Ambassador Robert Pelletreau, Ret.
U.S. Ambassador to Tunisia, 1987-1991

Ambassador Walter Cutler, Ret.
U.S. Ambassador to Tunisia, 1982-1984

Thomas Daschle
U.S. Senator, 1987-2005

Robert “Bud” Cramer
U.S. Congressman, 1991-2009

Jane Harman
U.S. Congresswoman, 1993-1999, 2001-2011

Benjamin Chandler
U.S. Congressman, 2004-2013

Brian Atwood
Administrator of the U.S. Agency for International 
Development (USAID), 1993-1999 

Ambassador Paul Wolfowitz, Ret.
Visiting Scholar
American Enterprise Institute

Ambassador William Hudson, Ret.
U.S. Ambassador to Tunisia, 2004-2006 

Ambassador Stephen Bosworth, Ret.
U.S. Ambassador to Tunisia, 1979-1981

Joseph Lieberman
U. S. Senator, 1989-2013

Howard Berman
U.S. Congressman, 1983-2013 

Jim Kolbe
U.S. Congressman, 1985-2007

Nancy Johnson
U.S. Congresswoman, 1983-2007

Admiral Dennis Blair, Ret.
U.S. Director of National Intelligence, 2009-2010

Anne-Marie Slaughter
President
New America Foundation

*All affiliations included for identification purposes only.



David Kramer
President
Freedom House 

Lorne Craner
Assistant Secretary of State for Democracy, Human 
Rights, & Labor, 2001-2004

Ambassador Stephen Seche, Ret.
Senior Analyst
Dentons

Toni G. Verstandig
Chair, Middle East Programs
Aspen Institute

Francis Fukuyama
Olivier Nomellini Senior Fellow
Freeman Spogli Institute, Stanford University

Ambassador David Mack, Ret.
Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for Near East 
Affairs, 1990-1993 

Ambassador Wendy Chamberlin, Ret.
President
Middle East Institute 

Michele Dunne
Senior Associate
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace

Brian Hook
Founding Partner
Latitude, LLC 

Ambassador Mark P. Lagon, Ret. 
Professor in the Practice of International Affairs 
Georgetown University

Caroline Freund
Senior Fellow
Peterson Institute for International Economics

Amy Hawthorne
Senior Fellow 
Rafik Hariri Center for the Middle East, Atlantic Council

Ambassador John Shattuck, Ret.
Assistant Secretary of State for Democracy, Human 
Rights, & Labor, 1993-1998

Elliott Abrams
Senior Fellow
Council on Foreign Relations 

Thomas Carothers
Vice President for Studies
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace

Larry Diamond
Senior Fellow
Hoover Institution, Stanford University

Jennifer Windsor
Associate Dean for Programs & Studies
Walsh School of Foreign Service, Georgetown University

Marwan Muasher
Vice President for Studies
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace

Ambassador Kurt Volker, Ret.
Executive Director
McCain Institute

Robert Kagan
Senior Fellow, Project on International Order & Strategy
Brookings Institution

Dafna H. Rand
Leon E. Panetta Fellow & Deputy Director of Studies
Center for a New American Security

Will Marshall
President 
Progressive Policy Institute

William Lawrence
President
American Tunisia Association

Paul Salem
Vice President
Middle East Institute



Christopher J. Griffin
Executive Director
Foreign Policy Initiative 

Danielle Pletka
Vice President, Foreign & Defense Policy Studies
American Enterprise Institute

Danya Greenfield
Acting Director 
Rafik Hariri Center for the Middle East, Atlantic Council

John Entelis
President
American Institute of Maghrib Studies

Kathy Bailey
Managing Shareholder
Bailey Law pc

Charles Dunne
Director, Middle East & North Africa Programs
Freedom House

Amaney Jamal
Associate Professor of Politics
Princeton University

Mohamed Malouche
Chairman of the Board
Tunisian American Young Professionals

Cole Bockenfeld
Advocacy Director
Project on Middle East Democracy

Eric Bjornlund
Principal 
Democracy International

Jerry Sorkin
Founder and President
TunisUSA

Anouar Boukhars
Non-Resident Scholar
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace

Brian Katulis
Senior Fellow
Center for American Progress

Vance Serchuk
Adjunct Senior Fellow
Center for a New American Security

Karim Mezran
Senior Fellow 
Rafik Hariri Center for the Middle East, Atlantic Council

Shadi Hamid
Fellow, Project on U.S. Relations with the Islamic World 
Brookings Institution

Neil Hicks
International Policy Advisor
Human Rights First

Stephen Grand
Nonresident Senior Fellow, Project on U.S. Relations 
with the Islamic World
Brookings Institution 

Ellen Lust 
Associate Professor of Political Science
Yale University

Peter Mandaville
Co-Director, Ali Vural Ak Center for Global 
Islamic Studies
George Mason University

Radwan Masmoudi
President
Center for the Study of Islam & Democracy

Hardin Lang 
Senior Fellow 
Center for American Progress 

William Zartman
Professor Emeritus 
SAIS-Johns Hopkins University


