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Legal, regulatory and institutional growth challenges
for startups supporting MSMEs in Tunisia

Introduction

This policy brief examines how Tunisia's legal, regulatory and institutional environment
shapes the ability of justice-driven startups to support micro, small and medium enterprises
(MSMEs) in their legal journey. It seeks to clarify their role and needs and to propose
targeted, actionable recommendations to strengthen their impact and economic growth.

In Tunisia’s evolving economic landscape, justice-driven startups play an essential role. Many
serve as a critical bridge between micro, small and medium enterprises (MSMEs) and the
country's complex legal, regulatory and institutional environment, directly shaping the ability
of these businesses to operate, innovate and grow. In a country where MSMEs represent
roughly 98% of all registered companies and contribute about 40% of GDP and 56 % of
private-sector employment, this role is critical to economic growth and prosperity.>

These startups help MSMEs navigate administrative procedures, compliance obligations, and
dispute-resolution pathways. They translate fragmented and sometimes inconsistent legal
frameworks into practical, user-friendly tools. However, the barriers they face arise from
misalignments between legislation and implementation, overlapping or ambiguous
regulations, and inconsistent interpretation or enforcement across institutions. These
systemic gaps manifest as fragmented administrative procedures, weak interoperability of
public data systems, unclear compliance requirements, and unpredictable fiscal obligations.
The result is delays, increased operational costs, and reduced predictability for both startups
and the MSMEs they serve.

However, the barriers they face often stem from areas where legislation and implementation
are not fully aligned, where regulations may overlap or remain ambiguous, and where
institutional practices can vary in interpretation or enforcement. These systemic features
frequently translate into fragmented administrative procedures, limited interoperability
between public data systems, unclear compliance requirements and uncertainty regarding
fiscal obligations. As a result, both startups and the MSMEs they serve can encounter delays,
additional operational costs, and reduced predictability.

This policy brief is based on a qualitative, evidence- and practice-based methodology
combining: (i) a desk review of Tunisia’s legal, regulatory, institutional and policy frameworks,
as well as relevant national and international literature; (ii) interviews and questionnaires
with four justice-driven startups (E-tafakna, ContractzLab, Juridoc, and Readdlytech); (iii)
consultations with ecosystem stakeholders, including the Startup College; and (iv) a
multi-stakeholder validation roundtable held on 30 January 2026. The roundtable brought
together representatives from the Registre National des Entreprises (RNE), the Collége des
Startups, UTICA, CONECT, CONECT Intech, and the Agence de Promotion de I'Industrie et de

* European Investment Bank (EIB). Neighbourhood SME Financing: Tunisia. 2015.
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I'Innovation (APII), and helped validate the findings, test emerging conclusions, and refine
the policy recommendations presented in this brief.

Cross-Cutting Justice Barriers to Startups driving MSME growth

Our research shows that justice barriers stem less from the absence of law than from its
design and implementation. During our interviews with startups, they described existing
frameworks as unclear, inconsistent and overlapping, producing grey areas that complicate
business planning and operational decision making. These structural issues are compounded
by implementation problems - divergent interpretations between institutions, repeated or
contradictory administrative requests, slow responses and unclear fiscal procedures - which
translate directly into delays, additional costs and uncertainty for startups.

Three structural challenges emerge clearly across cases and interviews:

1. Fragmented Administrative Processes: Startups are frequently required to repeat the
same verification processes with multiple ministries, even after official recognition,
creating duplication and consuming vital resources. Redundant certification
requirements and inconsistent acceptance of digital documents amplify these
inefficiencies.

2. Judicial and Procedural Constraints: Despite the legal validity of e-signatures and digital
contracts, courts often require physical documentation, slowing digital adoption. This
misalignment limits automation of workflows and reduces operational predictability for
startups and the MSMEs they serve.

3. Funding and Investment Misalignment: Investment vehicles intended to support
high-risk innovation often favor low-risk portfolios, restricting capital availability for
startups with high-growth potential. This creates a structural bottleneck in the financing
pipeline and reduces the ability of startups to scale innovative solutions.

Early-stage Barriers: Company Registration and Administrative
Barriers

The barriers outlined below reflect broader structural dynamics within the legal, regulatory
and institutional environment and help explain the challenges startups face throughout their
journey, as well as the need to gradually shape a more enabling environment for their
growth.

At the earliest stage of the business lifecycle, these gaps are particularly visible for startups
during the company registration.Limited interoperability across public institutions means
that identity, tax, and social security data must often be resubmitted, creating administrative
bottlenecks that delay service launch and increase early-stage operational costs.

Contracting and Digital Innovation Challenges

Contracting processes expose additional systemic barriers. Although electronic signatures
and digital contracts are legally valid in Tunisia, many public institutions still require
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paper-based signatures or in-person validation. This practice undermines the practical utility
of digital contracting tools and obstructs workflow automation.

Administrative fragmentation intensifies the issue. Institutions apply different standards for
recognizing contracts or signatures, preventing startups from creating nationally scalable
solutions. The absence of clear rules governing automated and Al-supported contract
generation further inhibits innovation. Startups must therefore maintain hybrid models,
partly digital, partly manual, which slows processes, increases costs, and limits the
accessibility of streamlined legal tools for MSMEs.

Uncertainty surrounding Al-supported legal functionalities is especially constraining. While
Al could enhance contract analysis, drafting, or compliance monitoring, startups report
hesitancy to deploy such features due to concerns about enforceability, admissibility, and
regulatory oversight. These conditions push startups to rely on traditional or informal
practices, reducing the efficiency gains that digital transformation could otherwise offer.

Compliance obligations also have a chilling effect on innovation. Multiple procedures,
approvals and payments delay the commercial launch of services and impose high upfront
costs, diverting resources away from product development and reducing the capacity for
digital iteration or scaling.

Taxation and Financial Pressures

Tax complexity further burdens early-stage startups. Fragmented and opaque tax rules
create legal uncertainty and increase the risk of administrative errors, especially for startups
without dedicated accounting functions. Investors also react cautiously to such
unpredictability, interpreting inconsistent tax enforcement as a broader sign of institutional
instability.

Funding frameworks that prioritize low-risk investments further reduce access to capital for
startups pursuing innovative, high-risk solutions, compounding operational pressures and
slowing digital transformation.

High social security contributions intensify these pressures. For many early-stage startups,
formal recruitment becomes financially prohibitive, pushing them toward freelancers or
informal labor arrangements. This slows organizational growth and reduces the stability of
startup teams.

Dispute Resolution Barriers

Barriers also emerge in dispute resolution mechanisms. Lengthy and costly judicial
procedures discourage startups from pursuing low-value cases and push start-ups toward
informal settlements, reducing legal certainty and affecting long-term business stability.

Evidence from the World Bank's Doing Business Reports shows that formal commercial
procedures in Tunisia remain lengthy and costly, with dispute resolution taking around 565

10
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days on average and representing more than 20% of the claim value®. As a result, many
startups avoid formal courts and rely on informal settlements. While faster, these
arrangements often lack legal certainty and expose businesses to higher long-term risks, as
highlighted in Hiil's findings on entrepreneurs’ reliance on internal or informal mechanisms.
This demonstrates that informal dispute resolution, in this context, is not neutral but may
undermine stability and predictability for small enterprises.

The absence of a general mediation law limits access to fast and affordable alternatives,
while the lack of a framework for online dispute resolution (ODR) prevents digital tools from
streamlining repetitive or low-value disputes.

Case Studies: Insights from Four Justice-Driven Startups

Insights from interviews with four Tunisian justice-driven startups, E-tafakna, ContractzLab,
Juridoc, and Readdlytech, reveal how regulatory and institutional constraints shape daily
operations and growth. Despite differences in focus, the startups share several common
challenges, which illustrate systemic barriers in Tunisia's legal and administrative
environment.

A recurring issue is the inconsistent interpretation and application of rules. E-tafakna
reported frequent discrepancies in administrative requirements, while Juridoc highlighted
contradictions between legal texts and administrative doctrine, compounded by delays and
opacity. Readdlytech encountered repeated procedural inconsistencies during company
creation, including rejected signatures and conflicting instructions. Even ContractzLab, which
finds the regulatory framework generally clear, experiences delays and repeated adjustments
due to divergent institutional interpretations. These inconsistencies compel startups to
repeatedly adjust workflows, redesign features, or modify compliance strategies, resulting in
higher costs and slower innovation.

Digitalization gaps further exacerbate these challenges. Although electronic signatures are
legally valid, they are not consistently recognized across institutions. E-tafakna’s qualified
e-signature, for example, is still not universally accepted, limiting the ability to fully automate
contracts. ContractzLab must navigate domestic data-hosting requirements that restrict
scalability, while Readdlytech faced repeated refusals of digital signatures during
registration. Juridoc struggles to consolidate accurate, up-to-date legal information due to
institutional opacity, limiting its ability to provide reliable services to MSMEs. These digital
gaps reduce operational efficiency and hinder the delivery of fully digital solutions.

To function within these constraints, the startups have developed costly adaptation
strategies. E-tafakna digitized legal texts manually and maintained hybrid signature
processes. ContractzLab redesigned hosting and product features to comply with domestic
requirements. Juridoc invested heavily in internal legal consolidation, while Readdlytech
relied on physical paperwork and powers of attorney because digital signatures were not

4 World Bank. 2020. Doing Business 2020: Comparing Business Regulation in 190 Economies. Washington, DC: World
Bank. PDF: Tunisia country profile; HiiL. 2023, Tunisia Employment Justice Catalogue. The Hague Institute for
Innovation of Law.
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recognized. While these adaptations enable operational continuity, they slow innovation,
especially for Al-driven services, and reduce the startups’ ability to support MSMEs efficiently.

Institutional Insight: Lessons from Startup College

The Startup College is the independent body established under the Startup Act to assess
applications and grant the official Startup label. It reviews the projects, evaluates their level
of innovation, business model and scalability potential, and decides whether to award the
Startup or Pre-Startup label. Consultations with the Startup College further reveal systemic
constraints within public administration. Despite existing frameworks, fragmentation and
limited digital adoption create inconsistencies across institutions, producing delays and
duplicated procedures. A top-down administrative culture slows the adoption of innovation,
while public data remains largely inaccessible. In addition, the suspension of the National
Authority for the Protection of Personal Data (INPDP) creates uncertainty regarding personal
data regulation. Access-to-information procedures exist in principle but are fragmented in
practice, reducing transparency and slowing product development for startups relying on
official data.

These insights demonstrate that startup challenges are not solely sector-specific but reflect
broader systemic gaps in coordination, digital governance, and administrative practices.

Policy Recommendations

The analysis of systemic barriers and startup adaptations highlights the need for a
multi-layered, coordinated approach to reform. The recommendations below offer a
step-by-step roadmap for creating predictable, transparent, and innovation-friendly
conditions for justice-driven startups.

1. Establish a clear framework for accessing and sharing public data and
administrative processes

o Relevant institutions: Presidency of Government, Ministry of Justice, Ministry of
Communication Technologies, National Authority for the Protection of Personal
Data (INPDP).

o A structured framework defining conditions, formats, and procedures for reliable
data access would reduce duplication, enhance legal certainty, and enable
Al-powered solutions.Startups and MSMEs should be able to rely on automatic
recognition of certifications and labels across ministries, reducing repetitive
verification processes and integrating administrative and judicial databases.

2. Ensure Mandatory and Uniform Recognition of Electronic signatures and Digital

Evidence

o Relevant institutions:Presidency of Government, Ministry of Justice, Ministry of
Communication Technologies, TunTrust.

o A binding inter-ministerial directive would compel all public administrations,
including local offices, to systematically accept qualified e-signatures. Courts and
judicial processes should recognize electronic documents and digital evidence, with
streamlined dispute resolution timelines and specialized magistrate training in
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digital economy and innovation-related cases. Such changes would significantly
boost Tunisia's digital business ecosystem by enabling startups to deliver fully
digital services.

3. Develop a Unified “Justice & Business” Digital Platform
o Relevant institutions: Presidency of Government, Ministry of Justice, Ministry of
Communication Technologies, TunTrust.
o Consolidating legal texts, administrative procedures, regulatory updates, and
standardized templates into a single platform would reduce uncertainty, improve
efficiency, and support integration with startup services.

4. Clarify the Legal Framework for Automation and Al in Legal Services
o Relevant Institutions: Ministry of Justice, Ministry of Communication Technologies,
INPDP, TunTrust, Bar Association, LegalTech startups (for co-creation)
o Targeted guidance specifying the legal validity, required human oversight,
traceability, and limits for AI applications would allow startups to deploy advanced
digital tools safely.

5. Establish a Structured Mechanism for Government-Startup Co-Development

o Relevant Institutions: Presidency of Government, Ministry of Justice, Ministry of
Communication Technologies, Startup College, and relevant sectoral agencies.

o Piloting digital solutions collaboratively and coordinating through the Startup
College would reduce uncertainty, align innovations with public needs, and scale
successful models. Ongoing engagement between startups, ministries, and judicial
institutions should be maintained to monitor progress, refine procedures, and
ensure that administrative and judicial practices align with operational realities.

Collectively, these recommendations create a step-by-step road map: reliable data access,
standardized digital authentication, a unified digital platform, clear AI regulations, and
structured collaboration. Implemented together, they would create a predictable and
supportive environment, enabling justice-driven startups to deliver scalable, efficient services
that enhance MSME growth and national economic development.
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