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 :الممخّص بالمّغٛ العزبّٗٛ

 'ٖسعٜ ِذا البحح إلى تكدٖي وُعالجٛ سٕسٕٗلٕدّٗٛ للأسوٛ الإٖهٕلٕدّٗٛ التي ٖسبّبّا 
ِّزَ  -''المجىّع الهٗىٗائ٘ التٌّٕس٘ بصفاقس ٔالحزنات الادتىاعّٗٛ التي - 'السّٗاب'شُ

ِٔر الحزاك . اٌبجكت عٍْ وَ قبن المجتىع المدٌ٘ ٔفي ِذا السّٗام سٍسعٜ إلى الٕقٕف عٍد دَ
المدٌ٘، في البحح عَ حمٕه لمتّزدّٙ البٗئ٘ لمىدٍٖٛ، أِىّّا الُمطالبٛ بغمل الُمذىّع، 

ِّثٛ لساحن   الجٍٕب٘، ٔودٝ إسّاوّا في ''صفاقس''باعتبارٓ وَ المؤسّسات التّحٕٖمّٗٛ الُمم
. التّٕعٗٛ بالخطٕرٚ البٗئّٗٛ التي تشّدِا الجّٛ

ٔاٌطلاقا وَ وٍّر نٗف٘، ٔوفًّٕ الحزنٛ الادتىاعّٗٛ لآلاُ تٕراُ سٍُفسّز الظّاِزٚ 
ٔبالتّال٘ سٗهُٕ ِدفٍا الزّئٗس٘، تجىين البحٕخ . الادتىاعّٗٛ، بما ِٕ ادتىاع٘

السّٕسٕٗلٕدّٗٛ، ٔضزٔرٚ اٌفتاحّا نحٕ إشهالّٗات تهُٕ أنجز استذابٛ ٔتطابكا وع 
 .ٌكائص المجتىع ٔٔاقعْ، ٔلاسٗىا المتعمّكٛ بالبٗئٛ، حتّٜ لا تهُٕ عائكا لمتٍّىٗٛ

 .، الحزنٛ الادتىاعٗٛ، البٗئٛ''السٗاب'' :الهمىات المفتاحّٗٛ
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Abstract: 

This study conducted a sociological investigation on the ecological 

crisis caused by the Company for Phosphoric Acid and Fertilizers 

belonging to the Tunisian Chemical Group and its ensuing social 

unrest of the civil society in Sfax. Applying Touraine's (2005) concept 

of social movements and adopting quantitative and qualitative 

approaches, this study attempted to explain the social phenomenon as 

a representation of social life. In addition, it assessed the role of the 

civil movement in the search for solutions to the environmental 

degradation in Sfax. The major finding of this work was that the 

relation between the company and the civil society reveals a problem 

of development and a developmental problem. 

Keywords:  « SIAPE », social movement, environment 

1. Introduction: 

The Tunisian Chemical Group (henceforth, GCT) has adopted a 

prevailing institutional production culture in its manufacturing unit, 

the ‘Industrial Company for Phosphoric Acid and Fertilizers’ 

(henceforth, SIAPE, Sfax). Since its inception, the main tenet of this 

production culture was that no one questions its social conditions or 

its environmental implications as long as the production is good, 

conform with international standards and competitive. As a 

consequence, Ben Fraj (2017: 347) argued that the GCT social 

responsibility was deficient because it failed to adopt the universally 

agreed standards and benchmarks related to the environmental 

problems and the ethics of the economy. Nevertheless, following the 

recent events of 14 January 2011, internal changes in the socio-

political contexts imposed the necessity to adapt the institution 

operation structures to the international production standards. The 

most important aspect of this adjustment was the shift of the culture of 

this institution towards reconciliation with society (Ben Fraj, 2017: 

326-330) and the development of a network of relations with it to 

achieve greater cohesion and a break with the forms of conflict that 

characterized their relationship.  

This change did not affect only the institution culture, but also it 

touched the mentality of the members of the Sfaxian community. This 

was manifested in their new conception of the environment and the 
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need to defend it against pollution resulting mainly from 

industrialization. Hence, a social protest movement was created by the 

civil society as an expression of a desire to improve the environmental 

situation of the Sfaxian Southern coast and as a form of refusal of 

SIAPE, the main agent of its deterioration. To confirm Boudon’s 

(2005) claim that the social movement is a "collective action aimed at 

establishing a new system of life", protest movements emerged from 

the civil society in Sfax where the "Coordination of Environment and 

Development" emerged as the main agent to reorganize and improve 

the environmental situation of Sfax. All this created a context of 

reconciliation and conflict between the community and SIAPE. 

Whereas the former required immediate change, the latter insisted on 

preserving the status quo despite the recommendation of the new 

constitution to guarantee the right to a healthy environment for all 

Tunisian citizens (Tunisian Constitution, 2014).  

The problem was due to the opposition between the developmental 

social and economic roles of this factory on the one hand and its 

environmental pollution on the other. This partly explains why the 

successive governments promised to put an end to environmental 

problems in the city of Sfax but never kept its promises. The recent 

protests took the form of sit ins that lasted for more than a month in 

front of the headquarters of the governorate opposing the two parties: 

the pros and the cons of the movement. 

The main purpose of this paper is to provide a sociological analysis of 

the conflict between SIAPE and the civil society. This will be 

investigated through the delineation of the position of the Sfaxian 

citizens vis-à-vis the company and the civil society movement. In 

addition, our focus will be on assessing the role of the Coordination of 

the social movement in the search for solutions to the deteriorating 

environmental conditions of Sfax. In particular, this study will shed 

light on the most important demand which is the shutdown of the 

production unit as one of the largest polluting industrial factories of 

the southern coast of the city. 

Section two of this paper will begin by presenting the theoretical 

framework encompassing the problem of the social movement that has 

developed against SIAPE and review the literature related to the topic. 

Moreover, it will present the SIAPE since its foundation with a focus 

on its environmental reality, which triggered the civil protests. This 

section will also attempt to describe the two observed causes of social 
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protests; namely, the environmental claims, and the social ones. 

Section three will deal with the methodology adopted in this work and 

its formulated hypothesis. Section four will present the main findings 

of the empirical study and discuss them. Section five will consist of a 

conclusion and some recommendations.   

2. Literature review 

2.1.  The theoretical framework of the study 

The issue of environment before the events of 14 January 2011 was 

almost a taboo in the society. Abdelmouleh (2013: 17) argued that, at 

best, it was merely a "theoretical question, involving economic, 

political and ideological challenges". In contrast, after the events of 14 

January 2011, this has completely changed. Indeed, social protests in 

Tunisia took many forms and spread all over the country. People 

openly protested against the increase of social and environmental 

problems and criticized the government for failing to solve them. In 

view of this controversy, the civil society in Sfax, driven by the spirit 

of struggle and the desire to change the deteriorating environmental 

situation of the city, rallied in social movements that hoped to 

establish a new, balanced and fit for human habitation environment. 

These movements are represented by the two following protests: "We 

have suffocated" [Tekhnekna] and "Enough"[Yezzi].  

Since the social movements have become a universal expression of 

opposition over the years (Souraya, 2016: 344), these two movements 

can be considered a mechanism through which the Coordination 

members expressed their environmental aspirations as opposed to the 

state's inertia. Firstly, the state has played a passive role in improving 

the environment. Secondly, it failed to keep its promises. Indeed, on 

many occasions, it promised to shut down the "SIAPE" and put an end 

to the environmental pollution in the city, but it never did. Thus, this 

civil movement was considered a liberation from the mandatory state 

order to the individuals to accept the poor environmental situation 

resulting from industrialization as a forbidden subject. Hence, social 

protests are a liberation from the traditional school perceptions 

(Comte, 1998) and Durkheim, 1994) who studied social phenomena in 

isolation of the individuals' will and considered them as independent 

and binding. Indeed, whereas they consider the system and the 

institutions such as the family, the school and the state as clear proofs 

that they impose authority and subjugation of the social system on 

individuals, they totally agree with the "Sociology of Action" in 
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Touraine's (1965) study of social movements as a legitimate reaction 

to the oppression of these institutions. In the midst of the ecological 

crisis in the southern coast of Sfax, caused by the spread of 

industrialization and its untreated gaseous, liquid and solid wastes, 

dumped outside the factories, the civil movement 'Protest' [Ihtijej] was 

created by intellectuals from the city as an ultimate choice for facing 

the  negative consequences of industrialization. As an expression of a 

'model organic intellectual' expressed by Bourdieu (1968) in his 

rejection of neo-liberalism since the social action included only elite 

society. In response to this protest, SIAPE workers launched a similar 

one. This has created two opponents: a group struggling for 

environmental demands, against another group whose demands is 

social.  

 

2.2.  A historical review of the SIAPE and its 

handling of the environmental issue 

 

The SIAPE was founded in 1947 in the city of Sfax, adjacent to its 

southern coastal strip (Gabes road, about three and a half kilometers). 

The plant covers an area of 120 hectares, adjacent to Tina 1 and 2, and 

Al Habib residential area. It launched the production of "Triple Super 

Phosphate" (TSP) which enabled the provision of high added value to 

the Tunisian phosphate extracted from the mines in Gafsa . In order to 

unify the companies operating in the phosphate treatment industries, 

the company of the Maghreb Chemical Industries, the fertilizer 

company "Gabes" and the chemical industry company in Gafsa were 

merged into the industrial company of phosphoric acid and fertilizer 

sin 1989. Four years later, the Arab Fertilizer and Phosphate Fertilizer 

Company, were merged within the Industrial Company for Phosphoric 

Acid and Fertilizers, to get the final name of the "Tunisian Chemical 

Group".  Nevertheless, despite this transformation, the general public 

continued to call it with it popular name 'SIAPE' (Abdmouleh, 2008: 

91). In 2017 the GCT has a labor force of around 1700 employees, 

instead of the 1309 employees in 2010 (Ben Fraj, 2017: 134). Its trade 

openness has increased with exports to countries such as France, Italy, 

Spain, India, China, Pakistan, Iran, Turkey and Brazil after Tunisia 

joined the World Trade Organization in 1994, and the Partnership 

Agreement with the European Union in1995 and its integration into 

the globalized economy. The plant used to have four 25-meter-high 
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chimneys, which were assembled in a single 70-meter high chimney. 

Therefore, the smoke that used to be limited to the neighboring area of 

the plant, spread all over the western part of the city because of the 

new height of the chimney. In addition, so far, the project to improve 

the gas washing process of the TSP unit and free the gas from the dust 

at the Sfax plant so that it eventually releases steam instead of smoke 

and to reduce its suffocating odor has not been completed. Finally, the 

decision to shut down the factory, taken by the previous political 

government and announced in 2008, has not yet been implemented 

Moreover, its solid wastes are collected in a 57-meter-high 

"Phosphogypsum" hedge, which extends over an area of 50 hectares.  

This has become a source of pollution, containing toxic substances 

and radioactive elements (Bouchhima, Rouis, and Choura, 2013; Azri, 

and Medhioub, 2001; Gargouri, Azri, Serbeji, et al. (2011) and Rouis, 

Bensalah and Ballivy, 1990). To avoid the environmental damage to 

the soil and the water table by SIAPE, the Earth Observation and 

Protection Project from the leakage of phosphogypsum was formed. 

However, this project was canceled because of the closure decision 

mentioned above. Similarly, the liquid wastes of the factory which are 

as polluting or more, are released in the sea. The responsibility for this 

pollution is shared between the SIAPE and the water treatment unit 

adjacent to the plant and belonging to the National Office of 

Sanitation. 

Therefore, the GCT has air, water and earth polluting wastes because 

it does not adopt international standards, and which prove the absence 

of its social, moral and ecological commitment to its environment. 

Examples of the flouted international standards are: 

- ISO 14000 which deals with environmental problems and 

industrial gaseous, liquid and solid pollutants released by 

factories. 

- ISO 14001 concerning the measurement of the environmental 

impact of the activities of the factories such as the gases emitted 

into the air, the releases into the water and the various wastes 

buried under the soil. In addition, this standard encompasses the 

research on how waste is disposed of (Darwich, 2010: 277). 

Based on these indicators, the debate arose between those who see 

SIAPE as an impetus for development and those who see it as an 

obstacle. Indeed, whereas it can be considered as  an agent of social 

change and local development because it creates employment and spin 
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off enterprises and stimulates the regional economic activity (Ben 

Fraj, 2017: 283-298), it has some polluting activities such as the 

release of dust from dry sulfur discharges and gases from fuel and 

nitrogen oxides, contamination of the earth and the water table by the 

heaps of Phosphogypsum and the infection of the sea by thousands of 

milligrams per liter of fluorine caused from washing the gases and 

phosphogypsum).  All this has made it an impediment to development 

and a damaging factor to the environment. As a consequence, a civic 

movement for sustainable development emerged. In Morin’s terms on 

the negative effects of industrialization, "the industrial development 

constitutes two threats to societies and people which can be observed 

at the external level in the form of environmental degradation and the 

natural environment, and at the internal level in the shape of 

deteriorating the quality of life," (Morin, 2011: 82). 

 

 

2.3.  A social movement divided between 

environmental demands and social demands: 

The environmental problem constituted a social phenomenon that 

engrossed the civil society in Sfax because of the indifference shown 

by the government before 2011 and by the successive governments 

since that date. Therefore, the Coordination initiated a first social 

movement entitled "We are suffocating", followed by another one 

after more than a year demanding the suspension of the activity of 

SIAPE as an important step to reclaim environmental degradation. 

This movement was called [Yizzi] in Tunisian local dialect meaning 

"Enough". As if the coordination complained from the government 

and to it, saying: "stop postponing the promises to shut down SIAPE, 

and let's stop being silent on our degraded environment". As a 

response to these environmental demands, the GCT disclosed an 

alternative project to replace the production of TSP by the production 

of Simple Super Phosphate (SSP), consisting of a physical mixture, 

which combines TSP grains, phosphogypsum and water, with no solid 

or liquid residues. This process releases only non-polluting gases 

conform to international standards (IAEA, 2013).  

It is remarkable that the movement "Enough" that it enjoyed an 

acceptance from the intellectuals of the community. It also prevents 

the governments' repeated promises to rehabilitate the environmental 

situation, and is working to reshape the city's environmental landscape 
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and environmental awareness among the community. Hence, this 

movement works on changing the community from a passive subject 

to a conscious group, aware of its rights and fighting for them. 

However, in contrast to this social movement engaged for the   

environmental demands, another movement led by the power force of 

SIAPE was launched under the principle of identity, in Touraine’s 

terms (2005). Indeed, it was their sense of identity that united them 

and motivated them to counter the civil movement by a social 

movement with social demands. Therefore, it seems that the GCT has 

succeeded in creating an identity for its workers recruted after the 

events of 14 January 2011, although it had failed to provide them with 

a sufficient degree of satisfaction prior to that date (Ben Fraj, 2017: 

198).  Actually, before those events, it was impossible to speak about 

identity among them, because most of them were not permanent 

employees. In addition, conflicts characterized their relationships due 

to the rotation of the night shifts and the weekends. Nevertheless, now 

because of their work stability, they have developed an identity and a 

union to defend their institution. Their only challenge has become 

how to keep SIAPE despite its environmental problems because it is 

their only tool to achieve their economic and social ambitions, such as 

training, hierarchical mobility and wage increases. Therefore, their 

conflicts preceding the 2011 events have been replaced by a unifying 

social solidarity to defend the survival of their institution. 

 

3. Methodology 

In order to better understand this tumultuous social relation and 

attempt to reply to the main research questions presented above, this 

work adopted a sociological approach based on both quantitative and 

qualitative methods. These are expected to help understanding the 

nature of the conflict SIAPE-Society. Simultaneously, it will simplify 

the analysis of the phenomenon of social movement conducted by the 

civil society motivated by a nascent awareness about the 

environmental degradation of the southern coastal strip of Sfax and a 

new social solidarity among all individuals for change and against 

pollution and its source. We also benefited from the concept of 

"conflict" of symbolic interaction, to understand the action, behavior, 

and culture of society. The direct observation and two series of 

interviews were conducted. Firstly, we interviewed seven executives 

from the GCT and the secretary general of the regional office of the 
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UGTT, and the spokesman for the Coordination of environment and 

development association. Then we conducted 100 interviews with a 

random sample of the inhabitants of Sfax.  

 

3.1 The structured interview with the executive staff of 

SIAPE and UGTT  
  The nine interviews were conducted in June 2017. The sample was 

purposive. It was selected on the basis of the direct involvement of the 

respondent with the topic of the study. The interviewed people were: 

the secretary general of the regional office of the UGTT, the 

spokesman for the Coordination of environment and development 

association and seven executive members from the regional 

administration of the GCT and that of the factory. Every interview 

lasted less than half an hour. The questions of the interview were 

prepared in advance (Appendix 1). During the interview, we recorded 

the information in writing. In addition, we focused on direct 

observation to collect information from the respondent’s facial 

expression and other body language that can reflect opinions. In the 

analytical stage of the interviews, we interpreted those observations 

and inserted them in the qualitative results. 

3.2 The structured interview with the inhabitants of 

Sfax: 

Table 1 shows the detailed distribution of the sample. Since the 

sample was randomly selected, the interviewers addressed random 

houses and interviewed the first person who answered the door, 

provided that it was aged 15years or above. Thus, there were 61 

females and 39 males interviewed. In terms of age, the biggest number 

consisted of those aged greater than 36 years. As far as the level of 

education was concerned, the majority of the interviewed people had a 

secondary education. However, in terms of location, the decision was 

made to distribute the interviews randomly in areas around the SIAPE 

factory, ranging from those living close to the factory to those living 

as far as ten kilometers away from it. Indeed, we hypothesized that the 

distance separating the home from the factory might affect the 

position of the people from shutting down SIAPE. Therefore, the 

number of the interviews in each area was evenly distributed on the 

five concerned administrative delegations of Sfax governorate 

(southern Sfax, western Sfax (Thyna), northern Sfax, eastern Sfax, 
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and medina Sfax) in order to get an idea as objective as possible of the 

inhabitants’ opinion about the issue. 

The interviews were very brief and consisted of collecting information 

on the questions written in advance (Appendix 2). Each interview 

lasted for a maximum of 20 minutes. The interviewer scarcely had to 

explain the question or reformulate it in case of illiterate persons. The 

data was recorded in writing. All the interviews were conducted in 

May 2017 right after the enough (yezzi) movement. 

Table 1: Distribution of the sample 

Gender Age Educational level Location of home 

Fem

ale 

Ma

le 

1

5-

1

9 

2

0-

3

5 

>

36 

illiter

ate 

Prim

ary 

Secon

dary 

Terti

ary 

Sou

th 

We

st 

Nor

th 

Ea

st 

Med

ina 

61 39 1
9 

3
7 

44 2 1 58 39 20 20 20 20 20 

 

The analysis of the results relied on the quantitative computation of 

the answers and their transformation in percentages. We have also 

used the collected observations on body language and facial 

expressions of the interviewed people to formulate some qualitative 

interpretations. 

 

 

 

 

4. Results and discussion 

 

4.1. The Sfaxian community conceptions of the SIAPE: 

The observation of the southern coast of Sfax calls for thinking about 

the future of this city and its natural capital available for the current 

generations, and what will remain for the subsequent ones. Like its 

inhabitants, the visitors of this region cannot miss to notice the 

absence of the sea from a typically coastal city. Its beaches and 

adjacent areas are colonized by an industrial zone containing various 

industrial enterprises of different activities. All this resulted in 

environmental problems. In this context, we wanted to investigate 

how the members of the Sfaxian community conceive of the SIAPE 

factory. 

Firstly, as can be seen in table 2, independently of the various 

variables, the rejection of the continuity of the factory prevailed 
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among the inhabitants of Sfax. Indeed, 69percent of the respondents 

were for its closure. This is in line with previous results revealed by 

Ben Fraj (2017: 308). This author explained those findings by the 

concern of the people and their worry about the city deteriorating 

ecological situation and the desire to improve it and to create a 

balance between the industrial enterprises and the environment. 

 

Table 2: Summary of the position of the Sfaxian inhabitants from 

shutting down SIAPE 
 For shutting down SIAPE Against shutting down SIAPE No opinion Total  

Number   69 29 02 100 

Percent 69 29 02 100 

 

 

Secondly, as can be seen in table 3, the results of this field research 

showed that the gender, the age and the level of education had a strong 

effect on the position of the inhabitants.  

Indeed, 55percent of the females; 44percent of those aged above 35 

years; 39percent of those having a tertiary education or more were for 

the shutting down of the plant. Moreover, the variable of the 

proximity from the plant had an impact on the opposition to its 

continuity (Western (Thyna), Eastern and Medina Sfax). It seems that 

the closer to the factory the respondents lived, the more they were 

affected with the smell of its smoke and therefore the more they were 

aware of the threats it represented to the health and to the ecological 

structure of the city. The expressed reasons for such awareness were 

in the following order: the damage to the health and the environment, 

the disruption of the development process in the area, the exclusion of 

any beach enjoyment and finally the negative effect on the aesthetic 

and natural landscape of the region. Hence, the primacy of health, 

environmental and developmental harm over the aesthetics of the 

place highlights the awareness of the people about the dangers of 

pollution. 

In contrast, those in favor for the continuity of the factory, the reasons 

were more economical. Indeed, they worried about the loss of the jobs 

provided by the factory; the damage that will be inflicted on the 

workers and employees of the factory and their families in case it was 

shut down; the end of the contribution of SIAPE to the regional as 

well the national development and the loss of the common land that 

will be privatized after the closure of the factory. 
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These conceptions, seemingly disregarding environmental and health 

hazards, show the respondents' low level of environmental awareness 

despite the fact that 13percent of them are living in Southern Sfax - in 

the neighborhood of the factory. This can be related to their low 

educational level. Precisely, only 28percent of them had a secondary 

education which may develop superficial thinking and absence of 

critical reasoning. This same segment is considered an environmental 

obstacle, since it does not have a high level of education or a specific 

cultural level that allows it to be aware of and defend its environment. 

Table 3: Detailed information about the positions of the Sfaxian 

community members from SIAPE 

 

 

 

 

4.2. The SIAPE reaction to the community demands 

 For shutting down 

SIAPE 

Against shutting 

down SIAPE 

No 

opinion 

Total  Percentage  

G
en

d
er

  Female   55 06 00 61 61% 

Male 14 23 02 39 39% 

Total  69 29 02 100 100% 

A
g

e 

15-19 07 12 00 19 19% 

20-35 18 17 02 37 37% 

>35 44 00 00 44 44% 

Total  69 29 02 100 100% 

E
d

u
ca

ti
o
n

a
l 

le
v

el
 Illiterate  01 01 00 02 02% 

Primary 

education 

00 00 01 01 01% 

Secondary 

education  

29 28 01 58 58% 

Tertiary 

education  

39 00 00 39 39% 

Total 69 29 02 100 100% 

L
o

ca
ti

o
n

 o
f 

h
o
m

e 

Southern Sfax 07 13 00 20 20% 

Western Sfax  20 00 00 20 20% 

Northern Sfax  02 16 02 20 20% 

Eastern Sfax 20 00 00 20 20% 

Medina Sfax 20 00 00 20 20% 

Total 69 29 02 100 100% 
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The government reacted positively to the environmental demands of 

the civil movement, but the SIAPE did not comply with the 

government decision to shut down the plant which has remained open 

so far. The decision to recruit 71 superior executives at the Sfax 

compound in 2017 (GCT, 2014) is a form of its determination to 

continue. Thus, SIAPE appears to be in a position of power. This 

power is derived from winning the trust of its customers worldwide 

due to its professionalism in production, by adopting the ISO 17025 

standard for analysis, laboratories and scientific research, which 

enabled it to improve the quality of production and to achieve the 

challenge of global competitiveness. The company also benefited 

from the "SIAPE Procedure", which provided the company with a 

specificity of productivity. This, can be observed currently in its 

benefits from the production of SSP one of its achievements, 

especially after the International Atomic Energy Agency report 

(IAEA) in 2013. In that document, the phosphor-gypsum was not 

classified as a contaminant material (IAEA, 2013). Hence, the SIAPE 

won the challenge which helped to decide on the persistence of the 

institution provided that the two polluting units in the factory are 

canceled. The SIAPE also derives its power and its balance from the 

identity grown in its workers, who are now defending its existence in 

the opposition of civil movement, indifferent to its environmental 

disadvantages. 

The power of the institution and the continuity of its activity may be 

also due to its public nature. Indeed, the fact that it belongs to the state 

constitutes in itself a source of its moral and economic power. This 

allows it to contribute to the animation of the regional and national 

economy. It is worth mentioning that it has a substantial contribution 

to the Tunisian economy together with the mineral sector (INS, 2016). 

Furthermore, the support of the Tunisian General Labor Union 

(UGTT) is another strong point in its favor since it can be considered 

the most important strategic player in the Tunisian society in general. 

Indeed, the UGTT did not exert a social pressure on the SIAPE as it 

did during the comprehensive rehabilitation program for the Tunisian 

economy in 1996 (Ben Fraj, 2017: 240-41) and as it did when it 

supported the civil movement "Shut Down the Waste Disposal Site" in 

the city of Gabes. In contrast, here the UGTT became a supporter of 

the SIAPE and its workers. It was motivated by the protection of the 
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workers' socio-economic interests and its opposition to the 

privatization of the public sector. 

It seems that only in appearance does the conflict between the 

Coordination and the SIAPE have an ecological dimension. In reality, 

though, it raises the problematic issue of private economic investment. 

This is masked by the principle of reclamation of the southern coast of 

the city of Sfax. Such discourse was openly expressed by one of the 

Coordination members and reported by the local General Secretary of 

the UGTT. "The conflict over SIAPE land is a new attempt on what 

happened in the "Sfax Al Jadida" project, which took over the 

common lands and confiscated the poor families’ lands, in order to 

expand the town center of the congested city, improve roads and 

enlarge them. Nevertheless, it ended by deepening the urban crisis, 

making the main roads more jammed due to bad planning and the 

search for private benefits. Therefore, we will do our best to prevent 

the recurrence of this bad experience", he argued. 
 

Another important outcome is the divergence of the demands of the 

two social movements. The first movement is represented by the 

intellectuals, while the second is represented by the grassroots. It also 

reflects the psyche of each of these two different social strata at the 

level of needs, necessities and luxuries. The former is concerned with 

the question of the increasing degradation of ecosystems on the 

coastal shores of Sfax and the attempt to address them. The restoration 

of the "casino" at the commercial port in the center of the city and the 

opening of the beach with its planning, after it was closed since 1975, 

is proof of this. However, the main concern of the second movement 

is the employment, the maintenance of jobs and the prevention of the 

privatization of public institutions. This description is almost 

consistent with Bourdieu's reference to "luxury tastes or the quality of 

living and the tastes of necessity or work" (Bourdieu, 1976: 2-81). In 

this context, the following question arises: Is the social movement led 

by the SIAPE workers motivated by the principle of work place 

identity and concern for the institution or is it staged by their 

managers at work and other parties having an interest in the survival 

of the institution? 

In contrast, the conception of community members of Sfax of the 

SIAPE factory before the events of 2011 seems to be fluctuating like 

their social and environmental conditions. The people who are worried 



   2019ديسمبر / 01:  العدد33:  دراسات في العلوم الإنسانية والعلوم الاجتماعية   المجلد رقم

 

21 
 

and are enthusiast for the decision to shut down the factory are those 

who are aware of a great health risk caused by the pollution.  

Simultaneously, these same people are those who protest and demand 

their right to be employed by the company (Ben Fraj, 2017: 306-19). 

The results of our current study show that the majority of the 

respondents were for shutting down the plant, yet their support for the 

Coordination remained insignificant. This can be explained by the fact 

that the concept of the environmental problems, that of the quality of 

life and that of sustainable development are elitist issues; i.e. only the 

most cultivated and educated people are sensitized to them. The 

majority of the people seemed to have supported the movement for 

other reasons. Firstly, they were the native people of the area who 

deplored the devastating effects of the SIAPE on their orchards of 

fruits such as figs, apricots, and fisheries resources in "Ain Fallet". 

Secondly, there were those who observed the massive immigration of 

job hunters who were attracted by the potential job availability in 

SIAPE. This phenomenon of geographical mobility caused the 

creation of slum areas around the factory and added another hideous 

landscape and polluted environment to the area. Therefore, many of 

the native inhabitants opted for moving to the much more prestigious 

residential areas in the northern suburbs of Sfax.  Hence there were 

two opposed positions of the people. For migrants, SIAPE should 

continue operating because it was a source of employment. In 

addition, it represented a great advantage since it was in the proximity 

of their settlements in the slum areas. They did not care very much 

about the environmental issues. However, for the native residents of 

the area, the SIAPE threatened their health and their quality of life.  

The industrial facilities in general, and the SIAPE factory, in 

particular, devaluated their lands, their houses, and their rents by their 

ecological degrading effects. This observation is in total agreement 

with Faburel and Maleyre’s study revealing that "aircraft humming 

reduces the financial value of housing" in the Orly region 

(Abdmouleh, 2013: 108). Therefore, they desired to leave for the 

high-end and clean residential areas. 

Nonetheless, it is our belief that the social movement of the 

Coordination overlooked the real source of the pollution of the city. 

Actually, as can be seen in map 1 below, pollution does not seem to be 

coming solely from SIAPE alone. 
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Map 1: The industrial zone of southern Sfax (the regional 

administration of the GCT, SIAPE) 

 

 
 

In light of map1, the reclamation of the SIAPE area alone will not 

solve the region problem of environmental degradation. Indeed, 

because the plant is separated by a distance of about three kilometers 

from the sea, there are certainly other polluting industrial plants. This 

distance is occupied by salt marshes which extend over 12 kilometers. 

It is also bordered by the industrial zones "Sidi Salem 1 and 2", the oil 

mill waste water sewage (Marjeen) disposal site and the wastewater 

treatment station belonging to the National Office of Sanitation. 

Therefore, the Coordination should not limit the efforts of reclamation 

of the entire region to the focus on one place or another, because the 

reclamation must be global. Change must necessarily affect all the 

sources of environmental pollution to achieve a sustainable 

development. 

The Coordination also overlooked the railway that runs along this 

strip, and the shipping points located in the commercial port at the city 

center to unload sulfur.  Hence the reconciliation between the city and 

the environment seems almost impossible in the presence of sulfur 

dust from the ships in the port adjacent to the reclaimed casino. Our 

assessment of Coordination necessitates mentioning its "quasi-

seclusion and its limitation to the elite of intellectuals. Yet, one of the 

characteristics of the civil society is its precedence in understanding 

the shortcomings in a society and its focus on solving the problems 

that the government failed to address through the principle of 

extending bridges of communication with all the social strata. For this 

purpose, one of its most important roles is to "sensitize and inform all 



   2019ديسمبر / 01:  العدد33:  دراسات في العلوم الإنسانية والعلوم الاجتماعية   المجلد رقم

 

23 
 

the members of the society about the problem and to work on solving 

it" (Ben Fraj, 2016: 4) in partnership because the environmental 

degradation of Sfax concerns all the members of its society. Besides, 

its quest to reclaim the southern coast of Sfax should be 

comprehensive. Industrialization is not the only cause of the 

environmental crisis of the city. The other factors can be the chaotic 

urbanization the random and uncontrolled growth of some residential 

zones along the southern coast, such as the "Ben Saida" and the 

"Agariba" residential zones, have caused urban environmental 

problems that have damaged the urban landscape. Moreover, the 

spread of anarchic heaps of solid wastes and the accumulation of 

household wastes affected the high-end residential areas such as 

"Soukra". This has led to the propagation of unpleasant odors and the 

proliferation of insects and stray animals such as pigs and dogs in "the 

Valley of Mao" which represents a living example of this 

phenomenon. In addition, one cannot miss the stagnant rain water in 

the main streets and roads such as the airport road. The roads that are 

not paved or very poorly paved. The sanitation stations are not 

provided in sufficient numbers. The absence of gardens, the 

disorganized spread of buildings, and the traffic congestion, especially 

at the rush hours in a city of 971.3 thousand inhabitants INS, 2016: 

26) are no less important environmental problems leading to air, soil 

and water pollution, causing outbreaks of diseases and epidemics, and 

the deterioration of hygiene and public health. All these problems are 

due to several reasons, the most important of which are the absence of 

social and environmental awareness of individuals, the lack of social 

and environmental education, the lack of individuals' environmental 

ethics, the passivity of the city's municipalities and the phenomenon of 

urbanization leading to a decline in the quality of life. Therefore, the 

responsibility of the Coordination is primarily societal and its tasks are 

multiple and interrelated because it affects individuals, groups and 

society as a whole. 

In light of these findings, this study recommends that to reconcile the 

SIAPE with the Sfaxian community, solutions must be found for the 

deplorable environmental conditions of the southern Sfax. In the 

present situation, it seems that industries can play no developmental 

role while damaging the ecological structures. In parallel, the civic 

movement led by the Coordination should also create solidarity with 

all members of society because environmental issue is a subject of 
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concern for the whole society and not only for the "elites". The 

Sfaxian community should show more solidarity between its 

members, structures, associations, elected and local authorities and 

create a "common sense", in Durkheim’s terms (Durkheim, 1967), to 

improve the environmental situation of the city. The environmental 

issue is a societal responsibility that transcends all forms of conflict 

between structures. 

 

5. Conclusion  

In conclusion, the findings of this study revealed that firstly, the 

SIAPE interest in the environment was not satisfactory. Therefore, 

this was considered a developmental problem because "the natural 

environment is a condition for the success of development and its 

guarantor. The ruin of the environment is also a ruin of development." 

(Latour, 2005: 85). As a reaction to this behavior of the company, the 

members of the civil society developed a hostile attitude towards it 

and struggled for its closure. Secondly, it was observed that the social 

movement   Coordination did not ask for money or any other 

assistance. Instead, they required from the GCT a better common 

sense and good intentions that distant them from provocative and 

manipulating discourses. Thirdly, this study found that the 

Coordination deviated from its main objectives because it involved 

only the intellectual elites whose demands and desires differ from the 

common people. Besides, they focused on one source of pollution and 

overlooked the other ones. They failed to have a holistic consideration 

of the environmental problem. It is our belief that the Coordination 

cannot demand to establish the ideal model of the city as characterized 

by Max Weber (2014). However, it can do a lot to improve the quality 

of life in the city. This is a developmental problem. Hence, the city as 

a social phenomenon is capable of changing and developing civilly, 

morphologically and statistically to confront environmental pollution 

in all its forms. 

In short, the Coordination should reconsider some issues in order to 

achieve its responsibilities towards the community in terms of 

environmental demands, eco-ethical orientations, awareness raising 

about the ecological dangers of industrialization, re-establishment of 

interpersonal relations and the reconciliation with the environment. 
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Appendices 

1. The structured interview for the executive staff of SIAPE, the 

Coordination spokesman and the UGTT 

i. Questions to the spokesman for the Coordination of 

Environment and Development Association in Sfax 

Could you introduce the Coordination?   

What are the main reasons for its call for shutting down 

SIAPE? 

What are the main objectives of the Coordination? 

ii. Questions to the Secretary General of the regional Office of the 

Tunisian General Labor Union (UGTT) 

Why is the UGTT against shutting down SIAPE despite its 

undisputable dangers for the environment? 

What do you think of the Coordination demands? What are 

their real motivations for calling to shut down SIAPE?   

iii. Questions to an engineer in charge of the operation of the 

Simple Super Phosphate (SSP) and a senior technician at the 

laboratory of analyses and scientific research at the regional 

office of GCT in Sfax 

Could you introduce the SSP project as an alternative to the 

TSP that will allow the factory to survive? 

Is it really environment friendly as it was argued in the 

regional council meeting at the governorate in the presence of 

the minister of the environment, the governor, the Secretary 

General of the regional Office of the Tunisian General Labor 

Union and the spokesman of the coordination? 

iv. Question to the production unit manager during its climax and 

recession periods at the administration of the SIAPE factory, 

Sfax.  

Could you inform us about the production process and its 

impact on the environment before and after the events of 14 

January 2011? 

v. Question to the Human Resources Manager at the regional 

administration of the GCT in Sfax 
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Our work in Sociology revealed that SIAPE is suffering from 

aging. What is its position in face of the social movements of 

civil society? Will it stop recruitment of young people as it 

will be shut down in compliance with the demands of the civil 

movement, or will it recruit and continue its activity despite all 

this? 

2. Structured interview for the inhabitants of Sfax 

A. P

ersonal information: 

i. Gender 

ii. Age 

iii. Educational level 

iv. Home location 

B. Opinion 

i. For or against shutting down SIAPE? 

ii. Your reasons for shutting down the factory 

iii. Your reasons for keeping it open 

 


