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Rein W. Koelstra* and Gildas Simon** 
 

 

 
DEVELOPMENT OF FRENCH IMMIGRATION POLICY 
 
Three main phases may be distinguished in French immigration policy between 1966 and 
1973. 
 
Spontaneous Immigration (1966-68) 
 
During the years when the French economy showed a continuing need for immigrant labor, 
French immigration policy could be characterized as laissez-faire. What regulation existed 
came about through economic growth and through recruitment of labor by private enterprise. 
The National Immigration Office (ONI) primarily limited its involvement to legalizing the 
status of workers who had entered France either as tourists or clandestinely. 
 
Beginning of Control (1968-72) 
 
Although immigration did not peak until 1970, when there were 212,000 entries, the year 
1968 might be considered a turning point in immigration policy. A circular published by the 
Ministry of Social Affairs disclosed the first restrictions in the legalization procedure. The 
aim of the circular was not to abolish legalizations but to reduce their number, particularly for 
unskilled workers. Among the immigrants who were not affected by the restrictions were 
skilled workers, domestic help, relatives of immigrants, and the Portuguese. As stated by the 
minister of social affairs in June 1969, the aim of the new policy was to avoid the creation of 
islands of population impenetrable to the traditional process of assimilation1. The integration 
of North Africans in general was considered difficult. 
 
.   
 

 
* Rein W. Koelstra was a staff member of REMPLOD (Employment Projects for Regional Development) 
sponsored by the Netherlands Universities Foundation for International Co-operation and the Institute for Social 
Science Research in Developing Countries. In this capacity he published Au travail dans la périphérie and 
coauthored Développement ou migration, both pertaining to his research in Tunisia. He is presently Director of 
the Dutch Volunteer Program in Upper Volta and holds an M.A. degree in Human Geography of Developing 
Countries from the Free University of Amsterdam. 
** Gildas Simon is Associate Professor of Geography at the University of Poitiers, France, and has published 
extensively on the subject of Tunisian workers in France. As a consultant to the Tunisian Ministry of Planning 
and the International Labour Office, Dr. Simon produced in 1977 the report Etat et perspectives de l'émigration 
Tunisienne. 
1 Le monde, June 10, 1969. 
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Controls on immigration (1972-73) 
 
With the publication of the Marcellin-Fontanet circulars in early 1972 and their application in 
September of that year, legalization of workers already present in France became exceptional, 
and expulsion measures could be applied to anyone whose status was illegal. These circulars 
provoked considerable agitation, such as the hunger strikes of the Tunisian workers. 
Consequently, certain decrees were annulled by the State Council in January 1973, and an 
exceptional legalization period was declared in the summer of that year. 
 
Be this as it may, French intentions of bringing migration under control remained exemplified 
in the remarks of the minister of labor in June 1973: "The control of the public authorities 
over the arrival of laborers should be reinforced in order to limit migration. This means a 
stricter control at the borders to prevent quasi-tourists from entering, and agreements should 
be negotiated with labor-exporting countries to ascertain that immigration is in line with the 
needs of our country." Also at this time French immigration policy became more selective, as 
had been suggested by the Social and Economic Council in the Calvez Report of 1968. 
 
TUNISIAN IMMIGRATION TO FRANCE 
 
The immigration of Tunisian labor is the most recent North African migration to France. In 
1977 Tunisian workers in France totaled some 170,000 – 10 to 15 percent of all North 
Africans in the country. 
 
Unlike Morocco and Algeria, Tunisia was a relatively late entrant into the migration stream 
that drains millions of Mediterranean workers to the industrialized countries of Western 
Europe. The flow of Tunisians coincided with the era of national independence in 1956 and in 
the first decade consisted mainly of the Jewish population. The most urbanized and 
westernized among them settled in France, the others in Israel. The temporary migration of 
Muslim workers also started in the same period (1956-57), but was limited to those who were 
connected to the colonial economy or system – that is, soldiers in the French army and 
employees of European-controlled enterprises. 
 
However, from 1964-65 on, manpower emigration increased greatly and came to involve all 
levels of the rural and urban society. During a period of social and economic crises marked by 
a series of natural catastrophes and sudden changes in economic policy (abolition of the 
cooperative systems and a return to economic liberalism in 1969), the desire to work abroad, 
especially in France, was felt not only by the unemployed and underemployed but also by 
ever growing numbers of young men with formal education, skilled laborers, technicians, and 
white-collar workers who had jobs in Tunisia but preferred the higher wages abroad. Until 
1972 joining the French labor market did not pose any major difficulty because of the great 
needs of French enterprises. The building industry employed about half of ail newly arrived 
migrants, and the service sector attracted many others. 
 
Some Tunisian immigrants set up small shops and restaurants in cities with a high density of 
North Africans, mainly Marseilles, Lyons, and, most of all, Paris. This preference for work in 
the tertiary sector, a comparatively high level of education, and residence in cities, distinguish 
the Tunisian emigrant from his Moroccan and Algerian counterparts. Many Tunisian workers 
returned home for vacation, then took their relatives back to France. This family population, 
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which increased by some 3,000 to 4,000 each year between 1969 and 1975, consisted in 1975 
of some 60,000 persons, 38,000 of them children below the age of 172. 
 
Decolonization and Changing Migration Policies 
 
Between independence in 1956 and nationalization of French colonists’ lands in 1964, 
Tunisian labor migration to France was spontaneous and outside any legal framework. 
 
The French labor market was open to immigration because of accelerated economic growth, 
renewal of industrial equipment, and a reduced economically active population due to 
mobilization of young men for the Algerian war. The foreign population at large increased by 
1 million persons between 1956 and 1965, double the preceding ten-year period, and far 
surpassed official projections3. Compared with immigrants from Spain, Italy, Morocco, and 
especially Algeria, Tunisians were relatively few in number. 
 
Deterioration of diplomatic relations between France and Tunisia did not favor a mutual 
agreement on manpower. The consequences of the Algerian conflict, support given by Tunisia 
to the nationalist movement, and the decolonization process maintained a state of crisis 
between the nations that culminated in a French raid on a Tunisian village and the Bizerta 
crisis of 1961. 
 
The Tunisian government had its own reasons for not favoring emigration of manpower. First, 
it feared losing skilled workers needed for building the national economy, and second, there 
was a strong resistance to the exportation of capital along with the departure of Jews and 
Europeans. 
 
The situation changed in 1963, when France's traditional source of labor supply from Italy 
declined. Competition among labor-exporting countries and the rapid expansion of new 
immigration streams from Morocco, Tunisia, Yugoslavia, and Portugal led the French 
government to conclude manpower agreements with Morocco and Portugal in 1963 and with 
Yugoslavia and Turkey in 1965. 
 
Better diplomatic relations resulting from the evacuation of Bizerta by the French and the end 
of the Algerian conflict brought about an agreement between France and Tunisia in August 
1963. However, this agreement was suspended some months later by the French because of 
the nationalization of French colonists’ lands in Tunisia. Only several hundred Tunisian 
laborers were officially allowed into France. That did not prevent emigration from 
intensifying or the conclusion, in July 1965, of a bilateral agreement on social security and the 
transfer of benefits. This demonstrates how difficult it is to dissociate the study of 
international manpower migration from the often complex political and economic 
relationships between nations. 
 

 
2 French General Population Census, 1975. 
3 G. Tapinos, L'immigration étrangère en France (Paris: PUF, 1975). 
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Difficulties in Applying Migration Policies, 1965-73 
 
Improvement in Diplomatic Relations 
 
Despite the controversy over nationalized lands, diplomatic relations between France and 
Tunisia improved from 1966 to 1973. The stability of the Tunisian government, its decisive 
attitude toward Mediterranean problems, the end of the cooperative system and return to 
economic liberalism, the wish to protect the privileged position of France in economic and 
cultural aspects, and the continuing need for immigrant labor all help to explain the French 
position. For Tunisia, the main reasons were the need for French technical and financial aid 
and a sentimental and cultural attachment to the former metropolis. French financial aid, 
suspended in 1964, increased considerably, reaching some 240 million francs in 1973. French 
capital was provided for establishing a chemical industry near Gabès and for offshore 
exploration for oil. Regular missions of government officials culminated in an official visit by 
President Habib Bourguiba to France in June 1972. 
 
It is in this context that Tunisian migration to France became recognized. The 1963 labor 
agreement was implemented in May 1969. Shortly afterward a permanent mission of the ONI 
was established in Tunis and official recruitment was started. Tunisian workers in France and 
French experts in Tunisia become important elements in political relations between the 
countries. In 1970 the French minister of labor, visiting Tunis, declared: "The exchange of 
workers may contribute to reinforcing the ties of friendship and provides an opportunity to 
both French and Tunisian people to learn and appreciate each other better." 
 
The situation of Tunisian workers in France is reviewed at regular intervals by the mixed 
French-Tunisian commission created upon the visit of the Tunisian president to France. 
Among the topics for discussion are the control of migration, the migration of apprentices, 
and French financial participation in job training before departure. The commission meets 
once a year, alternately in Paris and Tunis. 
 
Tunisian Emigration Policy 
 
Tunisian emigration policy for the period 1966-73 might be summarized in the words of 
Prime Minister Hedi Nouira: “Sending our manpower abroad presents to our government an 
evil of minor importance”4. This attitude of the Tunisian government is based on an analysis 
of the national labor market and on the widening gap between the number of new job seekers 
and the impossibility of meeting their demands. 
 
A congress on migration organized in 1970 came to the following conclusion: 
 

Emigration of Tunisian manpower is a necessity from which it is very difficult 
to withdraw. In fact, the evolution of our demographic structures compared to 
our capacity of economic development makes it inevitable, even under the 
most favorable hypothesis, that 270 thousand persons will be unemployed by 
1980 for whom only work abroad is likely to be a possibility for employment. 5 

 

 
4 La Presse, August 23-24, 1971. 
5 Colloque Bach Hamba, Tunis, March 11-13, 1970. 
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The Tunisian position is largely based upon this economic fact that has such serious social 
implications. Migration policy has two directions. 
 
First, because of economic necessity, emigration should not only be accepted and maintained 
but also encouraged and intensified. A Tunisian journal puts it this way: “It is necessary for 
the country to conquer the international labor market; manpower is considered by specialists 
as an export commodity and must be treated as such”.6 
 
The Tunisian government sent to France and other European countries several social attaches 
whose task it was to investigate the market in order to acquire new outlets for Tunisian 
manpower. Nevertheless, Tunisian officials continue to speak of emigration as a “provisional 
solution” awaiting the development of jobs in the country. 
 
The second alternative is that emigration should be controlled and guided. Control of 
departures was expected to lead to the disappearance of spontaneous and clandestine 
migration, which causes difficulties with the recipient countries and raises prejudices against 
the migrant. Control over emigration was given to the Office of Tunisian Laborers Abroad, 
Employment and Professional Training (OTTEEFP). This change is very significant for the 
priority that in 1972-73 was accorded to emigration as a solution for employment problems. 
To reduce the risks of political or ideological contamination, the emigrant abroad must be 
guided. “This guidance should be realized by the 'amicales,' cultural organizations and 
diplomatic representations in order to create an atmosphere of security and unity that helps to 
immunize the emigrant against bad habits as well as ideologies and political trends which may 
harm their country or reputation”.7 
 
 
Limits of Administrative Control and the Persistence of Spontaneous Migration 
 
Compared with the period before 1969, the present application of the mutual agreement on 
manpower supply and formal recruitment procedures can have quite an impact on the 
geographical and occupational characteristics of the new migrant population. 
 
In theory, the number of migrants; their age, skills, and geographical origins; the nature and 
location of their employment; and accompaniment of relatives are to be determined by the 
official Tunisian and French organizations (OTTEEFP and ONI, respectively). But in reality 
the official control faces many problems as a result of resistance by the migrants themselves 
and of the divergence since 1970-72 of the migration policies of France and Tunisia. 
 
Progress and Limits of Official Migration. For Tunisia the progress of official migration is 
very c1ear: the rate of control of departure increased from 15 percent in 1968 to 77 percent in 
1972 (see Table 7.1). In fact, prospective emigrants apply more and more to the local and 
regional branches of the Employment Office and familiarize themselves with this new 
organization. In France evidence of this development in official control is provided by a sharp 
increase in official arrivals and a corresponding reduction in the number of legalizations up to 
1972. Nevertheless, real control and selection of migrants according to occupation and region 
of origin were not realized because requests for workers by name grew much more rapidly 

 
6 La Presse, March 25-26, 1968. 
7 Colloque Bach Hamba, conclusion no. 5. 
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than did anonymous requests. The latter makes selection possible, while the former confronts 
the official handling agencies with an accomplished fact. The share of anonymous contracts 
was 80 to 90 percent in 1969, 20 percent in 1970, and only 12 percent in 1971. 
 
Tunisians urge their relatives, friends, and acquaintances in France to get them a nominal 
contract or they go to France as tourists, and thus can legally remain for up to three months. 
The latter procedure obliges them to have a return ticket and about 500 francs. Once in France 
they seek an employer who will hire them on probation, without declaration to the social 
security office, and will file a request for a nominal contract with the ONI. Then the worker 
returns to Tunisia to fulfill the formal procedures, and leaves officially. 
 
This practice, very common between 1970 and 1973, ensures the migrant official entry into 
the French labor market, but is also expensive. He must pay for his passport, his fare, and his 
stay in France while looking for a job. In addition, he often is expected to repay the 
introduction fee paid by the employer to the ONI. 
 
Employers usually prefer the practice of ex post facto legalization or, failing that, a nominal 
contract on the spot instead of anonymous recruitment by the ONI. This last method has the 
inconveniences of a long waiting time, uncertainty about the suitability of the worker, and a 
more or less theoretical necessity to provide housing. Recruitment on the spot has the 
advantages of direct selection, a probation period, and the possibility of altering the number of 
workers as required by production. 
 
 

TABLE 7.1 - Official Migration of Tunisian Workers to France, 1968-73 
Year Arrivals Departures Controlled by OTTEEFP Rate of Control (percent) 
1968 6,203 936 15.0 
1969 15,098 4,155 27.4 
1970 11,322 7,908 69.8 
1971 10,526 8,008 76.0 
1972 11,035 8,548 77.0 
1973 23,075 4,250 18.0 

Source: ONI, OTTEEFP.  
 

TABLE 7.2 - Immigration of Permanent Workers to France, by Manner of 
Recruitment, 1968-73 

Legalization Rate 
(percent) 

Year Official 
Arrivals 

Legalizations Total 
Entries 

Tunisians Foreigners 
1968 72 6,037 6,109 98.3 82 
1969 4,580 10,345 14,925 69.4 68 
1970 7,424 3,646 11,070 23.0 61 
1971 7,362 2,609 9,971 26.1 61 
1972 n.a. n.a. 9,890 n.a. 45 
1973 3,973 16,884 20,857 81.0 n.a. 

n.a. = not available. 
Source: Ministry of the Interior; ONI. 
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Difficulties of Administrative Control (1972-73). At first sight the control on Tunisian 
migration seems to have been more effective than for other nationalities. Table 7.2 shows a 
legalization rate in 1970 of 23 percent for Tunisians and of 61 percent for other nationalities. 
But apart from this rather well-controlled official system there is another, consisting of illegal 
migrants who enter France as tourists. Refusals of legalization have been increasing since 
1971, and enlarge the number of migrants in France illegally. 
 
The Marcellin-Fontanet circulars, applied in September 1972, threaten not only the illegal 
migrants and quasi-tourists but also those legal migrants whose contracts have not been 
renewed. Migrant workers are thus made all the more dependent on their employers. Under 
legalization procedures, only those workers who can prove that they hold a job obtain a work 
permit; the others receive a provisional residence permit for three months so that they can 
look for a job. Tunisians have benefited most from this rule because, according to data from 
the French Ministry of the Interior, of a total of 35,000 legalizations, almost 50 percent were 
accorded to Tunisians. The proportion of legalizations increased from 26 percent in 1971 to 
81 percent in 1973. Not all of the irregular workers were legalized; many of the agricultural 
workers in southern France, in particular, did not obtain a residence permit and were forced to 
return to Tunisia in 1973 and 1974. 
 
In 1968-73 official migration accounted for only 46 percent of all registered Tunisian laborers 
in France. Since the number of anonymous contracts was only 5,000 - 6 ,000 out of 71,000, 
migration as quasi-tourists and with nominal contracts represents some 90 percent of all 
departures for France. 
 
The Employment Projects for Regional Development (REMPLOD) research in Tunisia 
confirms the above observations and points up the differences in Tunisian migration to France 
and West Germany. The differences are very striking: 79.2 percent of the Tunisians entered 
France as tourists, versus 4.1 percent for Germany; 95.9 percent entered Germany on contract, 
versus 18.5 percent for France. These contrasts are due to the following phenomena: 
 

 The older migration relation with France: according to the REMPLOD data, almost 40 
percent of the immigrants came to France before 1969, the year that the bilateral 
agreement was applied, and thus arrived with~ut a contract, 

 
 The differences in migration policies: in West Germany control over migration is 

more stringent than in France, and no ex post facto legalization procedure exists. 
 
Moves to Suspend Tunisian Immigration. The French government, eager to avoid a new 
"stock" of illegal laborers, established a strict control on new entrances to the country in 
March 1973. Several thousand Tunisian travelers who could not justify their entrance to 
France were sent home. In addition, Tunisia applied tighter controls on departure, including 
higher passport fees and the control of residence permits by travel agencies. 
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TABLE 7.3 - Tunisian Emigration to France and West 
Germany. by Mode of Arrival (percent) 
Mode of Arrival France West Germany 
Tourist 79.2 4.1 
Arrangement by relatives 0.8 0.0 
Nominal contract 11.0 55.0 
Anonymous contract 7.5 40.8 
Other 1.5 0.0 

Source: REMPLOD Research, 1975. 
 
To compensate for the high number of legalized Tunisians in France, the ONI mission in 
Tunis was ordered to decrease official recruitment through nominal contracts. Their number 
dropped from 8,500 in 1972 to 4,250 in 1973. These measures aroused public opinion in 
Tunisia and help to explain the marked increase in emigration to Libya, which, according to 
OTTEEFP figures, rose from 6,000 in 1972 to more than 11,000 in 1973. 
 
From the Suspension of Immigration to the Problem of Return (1974-77) 
 
The 1974 suspension of immigration, applied to Tunisians in 1973, affected all foreign 
workers in France except those from the common market countries. The economic crisis 
fundamentally changed the context of international migrations between France and the labor-
exporting countries. 
 
Suspension of Immigration by France and Encouragement to Return 
 
In July 1974 the French government decided to suspend indefinitely any new arrivals of 
foreign workers. This was justified by the necessity to stabilize the existing foreign population 
and to ensure its assimilation into French society. In reality the suspension was the upshot of a 
control and restriction policy started in 1968 and continued with the Marcellin-Fontanet 
circulars of 1972-73. Ultimately, it aims to prevent growing ethnic tensions between the 
French and foreigners, especially the North Africans, and to relieve pressures in the labor 
market (1.1 million were unemployed in 1977). 
 
The number of Tunisians who were officially admitted or legalized dropped from 21,000 in 
1973 to 4,000 in 1974 and to several hundred in 1975 and 1976. After being suspended for 
one year, the immigration of relatives resumed in July 1975, but at a slower pace. In 1977 a 
short suspension recurred because of the problem that relatives might seek jobs. Meanwhile, 
the return of migrant workers was continuously emphasized. A 10,000-franc bonus to return 
was offered to unemployed migrants who could prove five years’ residence in France. The 
weak response to this policy led the French government to extend the offer to all foreign 
workers resident in France for at least one year, regardless of whether they were employed. 
Again the response has been weak, and it is primarily those who are about to leave in any case 
who profit from it. 
 
The Position of the Tunisian Government 
 
The slowing of immigration to France in 1973 and its suspension one year later confronted the 
Tunisian government with an accomplished fact that had to be accepted. This situation was 
aggravated by the fact that between 1974 and 1976 West Germany, Belgium, Switzerland, 
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and the Netherlands could no longer be considered possible outlets. But above all, the 
unexpected suspension of immigration by Libya, which since 1972 had surpassed France as 
an absorber of Tunisian emigrants, together with Libya’s sudden expulsion of some 15,000 
Tunisian workers in 1976, caused severe problems. The Tunisian government was unable to 
handle this massive return. In 1977 Libya did reopen its borders to Tunisian migrants, though 
it might be expected that this outlet will remain unstable in the future. A new emigration 
possibility was found in 1977 in the Persian Gulf states, but it is still of minor importance. 
 
Despite the official position that emigration is a provisional solution to Tunisia’s employment 
problems and the encouragement of Tunisians abroad to return, very little has been done to 
increase employment opportunities in the domestic labor market. Incentives for return that 
have been created by the government give implicit priority to skilled laborers and persons 
who have accumulated assets with which to start an independent business. This policy is 
aimed at a return population that will not look for jobs but, on the contrary, will create them 
by proper investments. Most incentives involve customs regulations, such as the duty-free 
importation of agricultural and industrial equipment intended for use in a proper enterprise 
and not to be sold in the first five years. Eligible for this are those who return permanently 
after at least two years abroad. The results obtained from these measures have not been very 
satisfactory because of the indifference of the authorities and/or the intricacy of the legal 
framework.8 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
As long as migration between France and Tunisia has existed, the main goal of both 
governments has been to bring it under control. That goal now seems to have been realized. A 
careful assessment of migration and its future reveals that measures taken to stimulate return 
migration are generally ineffective. Given Tunisia’s employment problems, it is difficult to 
understand why return migration should be encouraged at this time by the Tunisian 
government. The absence of 13 percent of the nation’s male labor force could, rather, provide 
an opportunity to straighten out domestic employment matters. To the extent that migrants are 
able to participate through their know-how or savings, a much better system should be 
developed to interest them and to make their input efficient and viable. 
   

 
8 R. W. Koelstra and H. J. Tieleman, Développement ou migration, une enquête portant sur les possibilités de 
promotion de l'emploi dans des régions moins développées de Tunisie (The Hague: Nuffic-IMWOO-Projet 
REMPLOD, 1977). 
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