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Brussels, 25 July 2023

Dear President von der Leyen,

We are writing to express our preoccupation with the signature with the Tunisian government
by  the  European  Commission  of  a  Memorandum of  Understanding  (MoU)  that  fails  to
address  core  human  rights  concerns  observed  in  Tunisia.  The  failure  to  address  such
concerns, which include grave violations of the rights of migrants and asylum seekers as well
as an escalation of restrictions on civil  and political  rights,  will  put the European Union
policies at risk of contributing to or perpetuating such violations and enabling impunity of
those responsible.

The negotiation and finalisation of the MoU come at the time of continued deterioration of
the  human  rights  situation  and  living  conditions  of  Black  African  migrants  and  asylum
seekers in the country. In February 2023, an inflammatory speech by Tunisian President Kaid
Saied linking African migrants to crime and a “plot” to alter Tunisia’s demographic makeup
triggered a surge of racist attacks against Black Africans. 

Independent  civil  society  groups  and  independent  media  have  also  documented  serious
abuses against Black African migrants, refugees, and asylum seekers in Tunisia in 2023 and
prior years. These include abuses during sea interceptions, rescues, and “pullbacks” at sea by
Tunisian Coast Guards and arbitrary arrest, detention and violence by police, national guard
and military officers profiling them based on their skin colour.

In the last days of the negotiation of the MoU, between 2 and 5 July, Tunisian police, national
guard,  and military conducted raids in and around Sfax,  arbitrarily arresting hundreds of
Black African foreigners of many nationalities with both regular and irregular legal statuses.
Without due process, they expelled up to 1,200 people in several groups to the Libyan and



Algerian borders, initially without food, water or shelter. According to testimonies, several
people had died or been killed in the days following expulsion.

Neither the MoU, nor the statement by EU Commission President von der Leyen in Tunis on
16 July offer sufficient guarantees that EU support to Tunisia under the migration section of
the partnership package will genuinely address these concerns. The migration package will
include around 100 million EUR of assistance to Tunisia, with a focus on anti-smuggling,
border management and return /  readmission. But given Tunisia’s recent migrants’ rights
record,  a  general  reference  in  the  MoU  to  respect  for  human  rights  is  mere  political
disclaimer  that  appears  to  further  confirm  the  blatant  discrepancy  between  EU’s  stated
attention for human rights and the reality of its policies of containment and its outsourcing of
migration responsibilities.

We are similarly deeply concerned by the deafening silence, also embraced during President
von der Leyen’s recent visits in Tunis, on the deepening crackdown on political opponents
under way in Tunisia. In a few months, President Saied rounded up scores of opponents,
curbed judicial independence, crushed freedom of expression and assembly. Over 40 people
are behind bars for their political activities, critical opinions, or public statements. Decree
laws issued by President Saied undermine judicial independence, threaten free speech and
facilitate surveillance of critics. Many of those arrested remain in pre-trial detention pending
investigations under politically motivated unfounded accusations. Moreover the MoU does
by no means address the domestic political situation, that is a root cause of the departure of
Tunisians from their country.

We have the following questions: 

 Which entities are the European Commission considering as possible beneficiaries of
funding available under the area of migration of the partnership package and which
measures will it take to ensure funding does not benefit Tunisian institutions involved
in human rights violations?

 What conditions are in place to ensure that EU funding for border management does
not lead to abuses and human rights violations? 

 Will the European Commission ensure that  independent human rights assessments
take place before deciding on the allocation of funds? Under what conditions would
the EU suspend this cooperation with Tunisia? 

 Will  there  be  an  independent  third-party  human  rights  monitoring  of  the
implementation  by  the  Commission  and  other  parties  involved  of  the  partnership
package’s migration components?

 Under what legal basis will this Memorandum of Understanding be established, and
what will be the European Parliament’s role in scrutinising the procedure?

 Why did the Memorandum of Understanding not cover long standing demands of the
EU for a comprehensive national dialogue or the release of political prisoners?



We urge the European Commission to publicly call on the Tunisian authorities to urgently
stop collective expulsions at borders with Libya and Algeria, allow humanitarian access to
those stranded at or near the borders, and immediately evacuate them to Tunisian territory in
conditions consistent with obligations under international human rights law. 

We count on your support, and look forward to your response.
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