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Territorial resources and local development: the fig sector in the two 
mountainous localities of Kesra and Djebba (Northen Tunisia) 

 
Khaled ABAZA 

 
Ressources territoriales et développement local : la filière-figue dans 
les deux localités montagneuses de Kesra et Djebba (Tunisie du 
Nord). Malgré la richesse de leurs ressources naturelles et patrimoniales, 
le dynamisme de leurs élites et le savoir-faire local de leurs populations, 
les régions intérieures de la Tunisie continuent d’accuser un retard 
économique et social par rapport aux façades littorales qui se traduit 
surtout par des taux élevés de chômage et d’exode rural vers les grandes 
villes côtières, notamment la capitale. La valorisation durable des produits 
du terroir ainsi que des savoir-faire locaux et la consolidation des réseaux 
pourraient constituer une alternative du développement de ces territoires 
enclavés et assurer leur ouverture et leur participation aux échanges 
nationaux et internationaux. A travers l’exemple de la filière des figues 
dans les deux localités montagneuses de Kesra et Djebba en Tunisie du 
nord, nous essayons de démontrer comment ce produit de terroir 
insuffisamment valorisé, mérite d'être mieux connu et plus étudié, non 
seulement au vu de sa valeur scientifique et culturelle, mais aussi comme 
ressource précieuse pour le développement économique, à un moment où 
les territoires sont appelés à mobiliser leurs ressources pour un 
développement autocentré et harmonieux. 
 

Mots clefs : Kesra, Djebba, figues, produit de terroir, certification, 
développement territorial 
 
Territorial resources and local development: the fig sector in the two 
mountainous localities of kesra and djebba (northern Tunisia). In 
spite of the wealth of their natural and patrimonial resources, the 
dynamism of their elites and the local knowledge of their populations, the 
interior regions of Tunisia continue to show an economic and social delay 
compared to the eastern frontages. This delay is revealed by the high rates 
of unemployment and rural migration into the coastal big cities in 
particular the capital. The durable valorisation of the products of soil as 
well as the local knowledge and the consolidation of networks could 
constitute an alternative to the development on these wedged territories 
and ensure their opening and their association to the national and 
international exchanges. Through the example of the figs sector in the 
mountainous of Kesra and Djebba communities in northern Tunisia, we try 
to show how this insufficiently developed product deserves to be better 
known and more studied, not only within its scientific and cultural value 
but also like invaluable resource for economic development, at one 
moment when the territories have to mobilize their potential for an 
authentic and harmonious development. 
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          1. INTRODUCTION 

It is undeniable nowadays that authentic agricultural products have an important 

and crucial impact on the developpement of local societies and their territorial 

dynamics.These products constitute in reality the center of interests and expectations of 

the consumers probably searching for authenticity, originality and biologic products in 

both developped and developping countries.  

Tunisia as a mediterranian country has an ancient agricultural traditions and a 

diversification in its animal and vegetal products deeply relied on soil and men 

practices. The characteristics of these products have an important merchant value in 

local, regional, national and even international levels such as olive oil, grapes and figs. 

The geographic area of the High Tell in northern Tunisia possesses two territories of figs 

: Djebba and Kesra. Through the analysis of the figs producting process in these 

mountanious areas, we are triyng to demonstrate how this authentic local product 

,unsufficiently valorized, deserves to be more studied not only for its nutritif and 

patrimonial values but also to be considered as a territorial source revealing the local 

specificities of this Tunisian “backcountry”. The revaluation of this product can 

contribute to the patrimonialization process that leads certainly to a social_territorial 

developpement of these underdevelopped areas of the country. 

 
                2. METHODOLOGY 

 

2.1. Kesra and Djebba: Two under-developed and landlocked territories in 

the interior of Tunisia 

Kesra and Djebba are two dominantly rural areas in the Northern part with a 

separating distance of 130 km (Figure 1). Old Kesra belongs to the Siliana governorate 

with a 1245 m of altitude and an uneven terrain, typical of the Central Ridge. It belongs 

to the superior semi-arid bioclimatic zone characterized by a cold winter and a hot 

summer. Its average annual temperature is in the order of 15 °C and its average rainfall 

is around 450 mm. Nevertheless, one should note that the climatic parameters in this 

region are witnessing local variations, sometimes very sensitive under a combination of 

effects such as the altitude and landform configurations. The soil in the different 

agricultural exploitation is predominantly clay-limestone, rich in stones and is situated 

on steep slopes. It has also been greatly modified by the land work (fertilisation, labor, 

irrigation). Furthermore, we counted more than 20 very good quality water sources 

bursting out of the Mount Kesra plateau. Finally, Kesra's population (the old town and 

the new) is, according to the National Institute of Statistics, counts around 16404 

inhabitants in 2014, underlining thus, a decline of 2396 inhabitants compared to the 

1994 statistics, with a net dominance of 84% rural inhabitants of the identified 
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Figure 1. The localization of the studied areas 

population. The second location is the village of Djebba which is part of the Thibar 

delegation in the Beja governorate. It is situated in a perched site of the northern slopes 

of Mount Gorra (963 m) in the northern part of the Tunisian High Tell, with an altitude 

superior to 700 m and with a slope of 10% of more that 80% of its surface area. Its 

bioclimate is sub-humid with mild winter and hot summer, an average annual rainfall of 

600 mm and average temperature of 20 degrees. The most widespread soil types for 

agricultural exploitation studied are silty-clay in the plains and marly-clay limestone in 

the sloped terrain. There are five main natural water-sources of an excellent quality 

bursting out of the Mount Goraa's plateau. Djebba's population was around 6000 people 

in January 2013. Isolation, lack of equipment and high unemployment rates badly 

affected the inhabitants of the Village of Djebba. With an essentially Berber origin, the 

inhabitants of both locations are predominantly rural, indulging exclusively in fruit-

growing agriculture (figs, pomegranate, vines, apples, apricot, plum, orange plum, olive 

and quince trees) in the context of small rural exploitation of orchard type, quite 

intensified and diversified. From a human development index, and in light of the rest of 

the Beja and Siliana delegations, Kesra and Djebba register many socio-economic 

indicators that are below the national average (Table 1).  

Enclosure, under equipment and a high rate of unemployment and poverty mark 

also in inhabitants of these villages. 
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Table. 1. Some indicators of hman development in the Governorates of Siliana and Beja 
 

Source: Development Office of North West 

 

2.2. Sources and Analysis methods 

This study has required as a first step  and as a necessity diverse bibliographic 

investigations. The synthesis of the different consulted documents allowed us to better 

encompass the problem posed by these small irrigated perimeters, deeply established in 

history and in the space of these locations. In a second stage, we carried out many field 

work trips in both locations from 2013 till 2018. These trips targeted two main 

objectives: 

- The observation and the characterisation of the landscape units and the 

habitation and the use of the soil. 

- The completion of an exhaustive socio-economic investigation with the fig 

farmers in both  study locations, 51 units in Kesra and 37 in Djebba. The survey was 

elaborated while taking consideration of  the intended  objectives of the present work 

and tackles the following aspects: the history of the soil occupation, the exploitation 

characteristics, the farmers, the adopted agricultural systems, the species cultivated, the 

agricultural calendar, the figs production (quality, quantity), the marketing routes of the 

products, the importance of figs production in the economic and social life of the 

Indicators Average of Siliana 

Governorate 

Average of Beja 

Governorate 

National 

average 

Illiteracy rate (10 years and 

over) 

32.1 29.2 19.3 

Net migration (inhabitants) -9034 -8100  

Population growth rate -0.48 -0.05 1.03 

Urbanization rate 41.8 44.3 67.7 

Number of accommodations 

per household 

1.1 0.9 1.21 

Basic housing rate (%) 0.7 0.9 0.41 

HHousehold 

equipments 

(%) 

With 

Fridge 

90.21 91.88 94.97 

With T.V 92.8 92.54 94.8 

With car 15.2 16.42 27.2 

With 

Computer 

18.3 18.3 33.1 

Unemployment 

rate 

 17.64 17.83 14.82 
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population, their environmental and territorial impacts as well as the showcasing 

systems. 

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION   
 

3.1. Ancestral and authentic hydro-agricultural practices 

Among the principal production centers of figs in Tunisia appear the localities of 

Kesra and Djebba (Figure 2). The fig trees are led mainly in irrigated manors but its 

culture remains rather traditional. The water of the natural sources of good quality, 

which spout out the plates of Kesra, constitute a shared property between the rural of 

the two localities. Their management is done within the framework of a system of space-

time regularization, which goes back to several last centuries.  

 
 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Land use in the territory of Kesra  
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These qualified installations of small hydraulics consist in installing irrigation 

canals to overcast sky which lead water by gravity of the sources of water generally 

located on the projecting ledges of the slopes of the plates towards the small terraces 

(Figure 3). It is a hydraulic system arranged hierarchically which includes primary and 

secondary canals. 

  

Figure 3. An ancestral know-how in hydro-agricultural practices  

(Abaza, 2014) 

 

Characterizing the old orchards located on the tops and the mid-slopes of the 

massif Gorâa Mountain and the plates of Kesra, these hydra-agricultural practices testify 

the ancestral rural ingeniousness of the inhabitants of Kesra and Djebba in the 

mobilization of surface water and conceal an important patrimonial value (Figure 4 and 

5). 

 

 
 

Figure 4.  An original agro-forestry system characterizing the old orchards of Kesra:  

The huerta (Abaza, 2014) 
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Figure 5. The huerta of Djebba (Abaza, 2019) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. Land use in the territory of Djebba 
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They allowed the creation of a diversified and original irrigated soils which deeply 

mark the cultivation system, the landscapes and the organization of agricultural spaces 

in the remain villages (Figure 6). Their specificities come especially from the empirical 

agronomic knowledge or the rural. 

 

3.2. The figs of Kesra and Djebba: a shopping cart of the goods of soil, lever of 

local development? 

Resulting from the geographic specificities of the production sites and the adopted 

agricultural technics, the varietes of figs in the two remaining localities have a special 

taste which explains their good reputation in Tunisia (Table 2). According to our surveys 

in 2014, more than 19 cultivars have been identified in Kesra (Table 3) and 15 cultivars 

in Djebba. The dominant cultivars are Bouhouli in Djebba (Table 4) and Zidi in Kesra, 

representing around 90% and 82% of the totality of the fig trees (Figure 7, 8, 9). 

 

Table 2. The importance of the fig tree compared to the other fruit-bearing  

species in Kesra and Djebba 
 

Localities Figs Olives Pomegranates Apples CherriesI Others 

Djebba 65 25 3 4 - 6 

Kesra 32 51 0.5 3 6 7.5 

 

Table 3. Varietal richness of cultivars of figs in Kesra 
 

 Zidi Khadhri Sefri Sawoudi Bedenjel Other 

% 84 7 3 3 1.5 1.5 

 

Table 4. Varietal richness of cultivars of figs in Djebba 
 

 Bouhouli Zidi Wahchi Other 

% 79 9 7 5 

 

 

For decades this product of soil had a major role in promoting the economic and 

social life of the local population. That importance could be explained by two principal 

reasons: First, the fig culture represents the authenticity, the rural identity and the 

historical heritage of that area. Second, The data of our socio-economic investigation of 

2014 and 2015 shows that the fresh and the dry figs constitute the second income 

source of the heads of household in the remain regions.  
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Figure 7. The “Zidi” variety of Kesra  

(Aljane and Ferchichi, 2007) 

 

 
Figure 8. The different fig cultivars at Kesra  

(Aljane and Ferchichi, 2007) 

 

 
Figure 9. The “Bouhouli” variety of Djebba  

(Abaza, 2018) 

 

Infact, the governorship of Beja occupies the fourth rank of fig producer on the 

national scale with 1840 tons a year, representing nearly 8% of the total national 

production and coming, in major part, from Djebba. Moreover, the surfaces booked with 

this species in Siliana increased from 1600 ha in 2000 to 2000 ha in 2007 (Table 5). 
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Table 5. The importance of fig cultivation in Kesra and Djebba 
 

Localities Number of fig 

trees 

Area (ha) Average annual production of 

figs/T 

Kesra 67000 650 6500 

Djebba 25000 500 4500 
           

         Source : A.D. R.C. of  Siliana and Beja 2016 

 

 

However, the sector of fig production and industry still confronts several problems 

of technical and financial order related to the traditional manners of product control and 

marketing (Figure 10). 

 

 
Figure 10. The marketing of figs in Kesra and Djebba  

(Mars et al., 2009) 

 

In addition, this rich patrimonial potential as regards to hydro-agricultural 

installation and to this authentic soil product should be better developped in order to 

constitute a lever of local territorial development in these wedged Mediterranean 

hinterlands. 

Actually, the orientation towards a biological culture is being appreciated by the 

consumers having a greater purchasing power, which can generate the improvement of 

the farmer’s income as the current traditional system of production (in particular in the 

old orchards of Kesra and Djebba) fills in with the requirements of the biological culture 

for the following reasons: 

First the soil exploitation is done by traditional surface ways as 100% of the 

investigated peasants use the tillage tool in the ploughing. 



Cinq Continents Volume 10, Numéro 22, 2020, p. 211-226 

Second, the fertilization of the grounds is limited to natural fertilisers as 100% of 

fig producers in the orchards of old Kersa and higher Djebba use the manures of 

especially bovine origin. 

Third, the plant health treatments are completely neglected in the orchard of Kesra 

as 7% of the investigated producers use that treatment in the new irrigated areas. 

Besides, the installation of characteristics of quality by the certification and designation 

of the product origin (AOC). That official sign of quality has the function of intellectual 

protection, market access or standardization and evolve according to the social and 

economic context. However, simple tools of protection in the beginning, sometimes 

defensive or offensive, the system of designation of origin was transformed into 

privileged instruments of nature and local knowledge patrimonialization. Infact our 

investigation of 2016 in the orchards of figs in the remaining areas stressed that this 

device of valorization is completely neglected by the fig producers in Kesra, whereas, in 

Djebba, a group of collective interest (GIC) has founded for a few years a system of 

certification of the variety Bouhouli. That system aims at a better valorization of that 

product in both the national and international markets. 

Actually, the installation of this approach of qualification has generated several 

positive impacts on the fig sector, on the local society and on the local territory.  

First, because of the recognition and notoriety of the fig AOC, Bouhouli of Djebba, it 

is placed on top of the range segment of the products. This fig is thus marketed on a 

definitely higher level  than the non-AOC figs allowing a higher price, a better 

remuneration of the farmers and a better profitability of the exploitations.  

Second, the fig production sector in the locality of Djebba benefits in its totality 

from the installation of the quality sign (AOC). The production of figs has increased 

systematically for a few years resulting new exploitations appeared apart from the 

traditional core of production. Moreover, the label AOC made it possible to affirm and 

develop the notoriety of Djebba’s figs and to make it recognized at the national level and 

abroad.   

Third, the installation of the approach of qualification generated the creation of 

many direct and indirect employment apportunities in the areas of drying and 

transformation of figs, agro-alimentary and artisanal sales. In addititionon to that, fig 

production has a great effect on the rural migration and thanks to the best remuneration 

of figs and its derived products, the installation of the AOC, strongly contributed to the 

maintenance of the small orchards of figs. It has also an effect on both the quality of the 

product and on the local knowledge as the AOC made it possible to differentiate the fig 

Bouhouli, to identify it and define its characteristics in specifications and impose the use 

of traditional methods of production and transformation.  
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Finally, fig production has a great impact on the territorial development because 

the fig of Djebba, by its characteristics thus defined, constitutes an engine for the 

development of that territory; the installation of the sign of quality allowed the opening-

up of this mountainous locality and its association with national and international 

exchanges.  

 

4. CONCLUSIONS            

 

Strongly marked by the combined influence of the physical particularities of these 

milieu and the very rich heritage when it comes to hydro-agricultural practices, fig 

cultures in Kesra and Djebba, as I have highlighted in this study, show a conversion 

modality of the local specificities of a region when it comes to its territorial and 

patrimonial resources, rural societies and their territory in a mountainous context, 

Mediterranean and semi-arid. In fact, it is about one expressive aspect of local resource 

management in two regions landlocked in the interior of Tunisia. Despite many 

preferential benefits, fig culture in Kesra kept its dominant traditional character in all 

the links of the field and still remains an often precarious sector. In fact, this activity 

always confronts technical and structural constraints that hinder its best valorisation. 

Thus, it would be much more interesting to improve this activity and to grant it more 

interest. This, on the one hand, depends on a rational and durable of the diverse local 

resources (water and soil) and on the other hand, on a revalorisation of the figs culture 

and its production system. The hypothesis of a development based on local specificity 

implies the revelation, the recognition (local and external), the qualification and the 

valorisation of these "local products". The implementation of a qualification sign (AOC) 

of the fig "Bouhouli" in Djebba in recent years has generated on one hand a remarkable 

economic and socio-territorial dynamic and on the other hand an important external 

openness of this mountainous location in the interior of Tunisia. In a contemporary 

deglobalization context full of repetitive systemic crises, we think that it would be 

imperative to develop new patrimonialisation modalities of the Kersa and Djebba 

huertas, highly marked by human imprints and of nature, within a context of 

harmonious and durable local development. Rural tourism (or Mountaineering) that has 

been known as a very important boom in the recent years in the Northern as well as in 

the Southern Mediterranean countries could be an alternative that may trigger a new 

territorial dynamic in these "backcountry".  
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