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Tunisia: Human rights situation
Following the Jasmine Revolution, the EU called for a 'privileged partnership' with Tunisia due to its
commitment to democratic reforms. Despite ongoing economic hardship and political instability,
Tunisia managed to hold elections that got international acclaim and to adopt a new constitution in
2014. Significant improvements in civil, gender and other rights have accompanied the transition.
The EU has commended Tunisia for its transition so far but calls for further efforts in areas such as
reform of the penal code, gender equality, and security.

Ratification of international instruments
Article 20 of Tunisia's new constitution, adopted in 2014, grants treaties ratified by Tunisia a status superior
to national laws but inferior to the constitution. The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for
Human Rights (OHCHR) highlights that Tunisia has ratified 14 of 18 key human rights treaties. In 2008, while
still under the rule of President Zine El Abidine Ben Ali, Tunisia had ratified a number of human rights
conventions, but with insufficient enforcement. These are, among others: the Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities, along with its Optional Protocol, as well as the Optional Protocol to the Convention
on All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). The Committee on the Rights of the Child also
welcomed the Tunisian government's removal of restrictions on Articles 2 and 7 of the Convention on the
Rights of the Child in 2008. Following the Jasmine Revolution, in 2011 Tunisia ratified a series of key
international conventions in line with the OHCHR's recommendations: the International Convention for the
Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance, the Optional Protocol to the International Covenant
on Civil and Political Rights, the Optional Protocol to the Convention against Torture and Other Cruel,
Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, and
the Agreement on Privileges and Immunities of the International Criminal Court. In 2014, Tunisia was further
praised by international women's and human rights groups for removing all specific reservations on CEDAW,
although the country's government reiterated that it would not take any legislative actions that conflict with
the constitution. Although Tunisia has taken significant steps in the field of human rights by ratifying multiple
conventions and removing reservations thereon, human rights groups expect the government to make
needed changes to the national legislation and ratify remaining key protocols concerning human rights, such
as: the Protocol to the African Charter on Human and People's Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa
(Maputo Protocol) which supplements CEDAW provisions on the rights of women.

EU position on human rights in Tunisia
The EU signed the Euro-Med Association Agreement with Tunisia in 1998, which established human rights as
a fundamental element of EU-Tunisia cooperation. The EU adopted an action plan on Tunisia in 2005, which
detailed the objective of enhancing political cooperation under EU Neighbourhood Policy (ENP), including on
human rights issues. Shortly after the Jasmine Revolution, the EU nearly doubled the amount of financing
allocated to Tunisia for the 2011-2013 period, taking it from €240 million to €445 million, and re-oriented its
programmes to reflect the transition process. The Single Support Framework (SSF) for 2014-2016 within the
European Neighbourhood Instrument (ENI) stresses the Neighbourhood Policy's commitment to human
rights, democracy and the rule of law in Tunisia. The SSF further sets out programmes that support reforms
and provide aid to a range of local partners devoted to deepening respect for human rights in the North
African country. In resolution 2014/2229(INI), the European Parliament called on the EU to take a range of
actions, ranging from revising the ENP's strategic dimension to granting additional support to countries
making reforms in the field of democracy and human rights, with particular attention to Tunisia. The EU-
Tunisia Association Council and the EU-Tunisia Joint Parliamentary Committee (JPC) have also affirmed the
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need to respect human rights through direct exchange with Tunisian policymakers, a dialogue that has
become more pressing due to the heightened terrorist threat in both Tunisia and Europe.

Overview of the human rights situation
The European Commission has praised Tunisia for its continued progress in its democratic transition, likening
it to Morocco. In particular, the ENP has welcomed Tunisia's 2014 Constitution for enshrining the rights to
freedom of peaceful assembly, expression and information, among others, in the country's fundamental law.
The EU has also praised Tunisia's efforts, unlike many countries in the same region, to include civil society
organisations in decision-making. The ENP has applauded Tunisia for becoming the first country in the region
to create a national mechanism against torture, known as a mécanisme national de prévention (MNP),
created after Tunisia signed the Optional Protocol to the Convention against Torture and Other Cruel,
Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment in 2011. Additional improvements in the field of human
rights include a February 2016 law which guarantees equitable trials and other basic rights to those
detained, as well as a bill on gender violence pending approval by the parliament. According to the ENP
progress report the EU has funded a €4.8 million Council of Europe (CoE) programme, Strengthening
democratic reform in the southern Mediterranean, which includes multiple initiatives intended to strengthen
respect for human rights in Tunisia. Despite significant advances, the EU still has concerns related to multiple
human rights issues. These include: Tunisia's lack of asylum policy, the existence of the death penalty and
ongoing violence against women, as well as the overall lack of women in political spheres. The country's
security forces have been criticised for abuses such as use of excessive force during protests, mistreatment
of detainees and ongoing use of torture in detention centres. Tunisian authorities have also been scrutinised
over allegations of slow investigations of human rights abuses, an inefficient appeals system and continued
violence against journalists, despite the commended creation of an independent media regulator, the Haute
Autorité Indépendante de la Communication Audiovisuelle (HAICA), in 2013.

Human rights in practice
Dignity and right to life
Article 22 of Tunisia's 2014 Constitution affirms that 'The right to life is sacred and is inviolable except in
extreme cases mandated by law', alluding to the country's penal code which includes capital punishment.
Following violent terrorist attacks at Bardo and Sousse in 2015, the Tunisian parliament decided by an
overwhelming majority to revise its 2003 anti-terrorism law by introducing the death penalty for those
convicted of terrorism.
Freedom and citizens' rights
International observers have applauded Tunisia for hosting largely free and fair national elections in 2011
and 2014, results which correspond to the democratic hopes traced out by the European Parliament in a
resolution of 3 February 2011. The rights situation in Tunisia has improved significantly in various areas since
the Jasmine Revolution of 2011 overthrew the Ben Ali regime. International human rights groups have
noted, however, that the country needs further reform in areas such as the penal code, the conditions for
appeals and the rule of law.
Equality
Article 46 of Tunisia's 2014 Constitution emphasises the country's commitment to equality of opportunity,
ensures equal representation of men and women in elected assemblies and pledges the taking of the
'necessary measures' to eliminate violence against women. Although other improvements have followed,
such as granting women the right to travel with their minor children without a man's permission, reality is
still difficult for many women as they face entrenched discrimination or remain unaware of their rights.

Solidarity
Although income and regional disparities helped drive the Jasmine Revolution, many Tunisians have not felt
their economic situation improve since 2011. Both income inequality and stark regional disparities have
persisted as major problems, with few indications of reversal so far.

Justice
The country's 2014 Constitution introduced a constitutional court and reshaped the judges' council, changes
which lay the foundation for reform. Human rights groups note that Tunisia has made insufficient progress
to ensure judiciary independence, recalling the Justice Ministry's dismissal of 75 judges in 2012. However,
observers have welcomed a 2016 amendment to the penal code, which grants detainees basic rights.
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