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Introduction

A delegation of five Members of the Committee on Civil Liberties, Justice and Home Affairs 
travelled to Tunisia from 12 to 14 October 2015. The delegation was authorised by the 
Conference of Presidents on 10 September 2015 with a limited language interpretation 
regime.

The aim of the delegation was: to gain a better understanding of how cooperation between the 
European Union and Tunisia in the areas of migration, asylum and border management 
works, and how it could unfold in the future; to better understand the upcoming Tunisian 
asylum legislation and to assess the situation of migrants in Tunisia as regards their 
fundamental rights, including in particular the reception and rights of migrants with 
disabilities.

Summary account of meetings

The delegation met with representatives of the Government from the Ministry of the Interior 
and from the Ministry of Social Affairs, with Members of the Assembly of the 
Representatives of the People of the Republic of Tunisia, with independent experts, and with 
representatives of civil society organisations and international organisations. A representative 
of the external action service gave a short general pre-briefing on the situation in Tunisia, and 
a meeting with the EU Ambassadors was also part of the meetings.

The Delegation congratulated each of the Tunisian interlocutors for the award of the Nobel 
Peace Prize for 2015 to the Tunisian National Dialogue Quartet for its decisive contribution to 
the building of a pluralistic democracy in Tunisia in the wake of the Jasmine Revolution of 
2011.

Meeting with Mr. Belgacem Sabri, the State Secretary to the Minister of Social Affairs 
in charge of Immigration and Social Integration

The Head of delegation invited the State Secretary to comment on the Tunisian asylum 
legislation and the state of play of its finalisation; on the number of persons that sought 
protection in Tunisia and on the number of persons present in North Africa coming from 
Libya.

The State Secretary stressed that Tunisia is becoming a country of transit and destination for 
migrants. The number of refugees in Tunisia is difficult to assess. Foreigners present in 
Tunisia tend to be mostly coming from Libya. Many of them keep travelling back and 
forward between Tunisia and Libya. The Syrians present in Tunisia are estimated to be 
around 4000, of which 800 persons have been registered with UNHCR. They are less 
numerous especially since Tunisia no longer issues visas for Syrians. There is reluctance 
among the Syrian diaspora to register due to security reasons. 

The new legislation on the rights of asylum seekers and migrants is not yet in force but is 
currently being developed. The State Secretary stressed that formerly Tunisia was mainly a 
country of emigration and it is only recently that the authorities have to deal with this new 



CR\1076229EN.doc 3/3 PE569.813v01-00

EN

phenomenon of immigration, also traceable e.g. in the applications received from foreign 
students. There is no set timeline for the adoption of the new asylum legislation.

Questioned on the Choucha camp, the State Secretary confirmed it is officially closed by 
UNHCR. Some of the former residents have been granted residence permits, other have 
stayed there on an independent basis.

Legislation on smuggling and trafficking is also under review. The smuggling network is very 
influential and difficult to track. The security situation is not entirely in Tunisian hands, due 
to its location close to Libya. There is an excellent cooperation with Algeria on these matters. 

On the question how the terrorist attacks have impacted on the Tunisian economy, the State 
Secretary confirmed that the recent terrorist attacks had a big impact on the Tunisian tourism 
from Europe, but that the tourist accommodation sector did not suffer too much as tourists 
from  Libya and Algeria have taken over.

The State Secretary stressed the importance of the mobility partnership with the European 
Union and the need to ensure that it results in a win-win situation and that both partners are on 
an equal footing. He also highlighted the need to consider more the causes why people flee. 
The root causes of migration, such as poverty, unrest and the low quality of life in countries 
such as Libya, Syria, or Yemen must be addressed and the migration debate should move 
from its current focus on security to a broader focus of rather co-development. The State 
Secretary stresses that there should be a clear message from the EU to solve the political 
crisis. He refers to the fact that Tunisia took its responsibility and accomplished its 
humanitarian obligations when the problems in Libya started.Meeting with the 
parliamentary committee for Rights and Liberties and External Relations of the 
Assembly of the Representatives of the People of the Republic of Tunisia

Members of the delegation met with Members of the Tunisian parliament belonging to the 
parliamentary committee for Rights and Liberties and External Relations: the Vice-President, 
Mr.Naoufel Jammali, the  Rapporteur, Ms. Imen Ben Mohamed, four Members, Mr. Ramzi 
Ben Fraj, Mr. Oussame Sghaier, Mr. Taoufik Jemli, Ms. Abir Abdeli, and two advisers.  

The Head of Delegations again congratulated on the Nobel Prize, and gave a short 
presentation on the strategic report on the basis of the mission.

She stressed the need for opening the dialogue with third countries. Tunisia, now being a 
country of transit and destination, is still vulnerable, but in the context of partnership the 
situation can be improved in Tunisia. She then focussed on the issue of the situation of 
migrants of sub-Saharan countries in Tunisia.

The Tunisian parliamentarians stressed that migration is one of the key issues currently 
discussed in the Tunisian Assembly, as well that Tunisia is playing an important role in 
fighting irregular migration, including to the EU, with relevant economic costs for the 
Tunisian budget. In this context, Tunisian Parliamentarians emphasized that Tunisia’s 
stability is essential also for the protection of the EU Southern borders. If economic stability 
is ensured, Tunisia will be able to protect its borders.

They further emphasised that there are very little departures to Europe from Tunisian coasts, 
and that this is due to its continued huge efforts on border protection. But the situation 
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remains fragile as the common border with Libya counts more than 100 kilometres. The 
situation in Libya is worrying and peace should be reinstated.  The fragile economic situation 
of Tunisia, also due to the crisis in Libya and the disappearance of the intense commercial 
exchanges, heavily affects the country. The Members refer to a presence of 1 million persons 
from Libya in Tunisia, with their children having access to the Tunisian schooling system.

On the question of reception of vulnerable migrants, the Vice-president refers to the 
exceptional strength of civil society in Tunisia and their assistance of the 1 million persons 
from Libya including vulnerable persons. He then referred mainly to IOM as an organisation 
taking charge of the vulnerable migrants. 

As regards specific cooperation with the EU in the field of migration, the Tunisian 
Representatives felt that the focus on security is excessive and that not enough attention is 
paid to developing projects which could foster the economic development of Tunisia, such as 
for instance the creation of a North-South Erasmus programme for young people. Economic 
cooperation and economic reforms will serve as a stability tool to the region and by extension 
to the EU. The Members of the Assembly as a negative example in the EU partnership 
highlighted the very complicated visa procedures between EU Member States and Tunisia, 
which in their views impede normal travelling. 

On the other hand, relationships with Algeria are excellent. Both countries are affected by 
what happens in the region.

The Tunisian parliamentarians also insisted on the need for cooperation with the EU in the 
form of exchange of best practices, both in the area of economic reform, to foster growth, and 
in the field of migration. Partnerships should enhance the democratic institutions, promote 
integration of democratic models in all layers of society, including police forces. They 
reiterate the positive interaction between a healthy economy - Tunisia is now in an 
economically critical situation - and the survival of democracy.

Meeting with NGOs and civil society

Members of the delegation met with representatives of several civil society organisations:

- two organisations belonging to the National Dialogue Quartet which was awarded with the 
Nobel Peace Prize 2015 (UGTT (trade union) and the Tunisian Human Rights League) - the 
Delegation expressly transmitted its congratulations;  

- representatives of the Euro-Mediterranean Human Rights Network, the Maison du droit et 
des migrations, MPC-COSPE (Mediterranean Partner Countries), Terre pour Tous, and two 
researchers.

National Dialogue Quartet representatives stressed the role of civil society in the 
establishment of Tunisian institutions and a constitution in full respect of fundamental rights. 
The Union representative indicated in particular the importance of its independence of any 
political parties as key tool to the successful national dialogue.

Civil society organisations stressed that Tunisia is becoming a country of transit and of 
destination for migrants, but has not yet fully adapted to this process: the laws on migration 
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and asylum are either not yet in force or outdated. They reported that a high number of 
Libyans are living in Tunisia (one million), as a result of the application of Maghreb 
conventions granting them free movement without visa requirements; however, Libyan 
citizens are not considered as refugees. Until the crisis in Libya is not solved, the flows of 
Libyans moving towards Tunisia always risks to increase and put Tunisia under strain.

Being asked on the number of refugees present on the territory, 3000 persons were mentioned, 
mainly of Syrian origin.

NGOs reported that migrants who are rescued at sea by the Tunisian authorities are often 
brought to the area of Choucha: the detention camp that used to be there has been closed, but 
some migrants still live in the area, as they cannot obtain international protection due to their 
status as economic migrants. 

According to NGOs, the camp in Ouardia, has been visited by the UN Special Rapporteur, Mr 
Crépeau, but is normally not accessible for visits.  

The association Terre pour Tous reports on the situation of young family members 
disappeared while crossing the Mediterranean after the 2011 revolution. After research and 
meetings taken place in Tunisia and Italy, they indicate that the young men had arrived in 
Italy, but no further clarity has been obtained yet.  

As regards cooperation with the EU, NGO representatives expressed concerns about the fact 
that the mobility partnership with the EU was signed by a transition Government, without 
consultation of civil society, neither of the Assembly. The NGOs express concerns about the 
feasibility of concluding readmission agreements, as Tunisia currently does not have the 
economic capacity. Legal provisions which would be necessary in order to readmit persons 
who reached the EU via Tunisia are equally missing.  

Civil society organisations expressed their disagreement with the possible externalisation of 
border control from the side of the Union, as Tunisia already faces quite a lot of challenges 
itself. More than 3000 migrants found their way through Tunisia to Europe. If they were to be 
returned, they would be part of the group of unemployed migrants in Tunisia. They would not 
enjoy any kind of protection. Acts of xenophobia and racism were mentioned, e.g. after 
football matches. Illegal entry or exit from the country are qualified as a criminal offence and 
sanctioned by prison penalties. If irregular migrants want to be returned to their country of 
origin from Tunisia they have to pay their tickets themselves. If not they will be detained 
and/or deported. Irregular migrants are charged of 20 dinars a week for being in irregular stay. 
The accumulated amount during the stay has to be paid at the moment they leave Tunisia. For 
some leaving by boat to Europe is less expensive. 

Linkage of visa liberalisation with the conclusion of a readmission agreement was also 
criticized. Representatives highlight the global circulation of ideas and products, but the non-
existence of circulation for persons. The mobility partnership improves mobility only for a 
very reduced group of persons, that already were mobile before as well. If there is no project 
for an improved mobility, the representatives fear that migrants once in Europe will do 
everything to (over)stay. 

Questioned on the Choucha camp, it was reported that it currently hosts more or less 50 
people. The absence of access to basic services is repeated. The Red Cross brings the 
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residents occasionally to the hospital. “Tunisia is not a country of destination but of forced 
destination”. Generally, detention places are not accessible for NGOs.

Persons with refugee status do not get a residence permit. They have no document in order to 
e.g. rent a house. The initial draft of asylum legislation started in 2011. It provided structured 
procedures etc. The new government has withdrawn the text and is redrafting it.

In conclusion the civil society organisations recall that Tunisia has already gone a long way, 
and little by little a society respecting the rule of law will be established. They also highlight 
that any financial means from the European Union should not only support the official 
authorities but provide also a part of the budget for the civil society organisations that 
promote respect for the constitution and fundamental rights.Meeting with the Minister of 
the Interior, Mr Mohamed Najem

On the morning of the 13th of October, Members of the delegation met with the Minister of 
the Interior, Mr Mohamed Najem Gharsalli, the Secretary of State in charge of Security 
Matters, Rafik Chelli, and the Director-general for international cooperation, Ridha Benrabak. 

The Minister explained in particular how Tunisia is active in the fight against terrorism and 
stressed the impact of the current security concerns. Since the revolution, terrorist networks 
have been organizing attacks in Tunisia, threatening its young democratic institutions. The 
intensified strategy combating terrorism includes prevention, training, as well as cooperation 
in the fight against IS with neighboring countries (such as Egypt and Algeria), the EU and the 
US. The Minister reports the presence of armed minorities, often hiding in difficulty 
accessible regions, with some of their antennas in the cities. He further listed a series of 
successful arrests that had been achieved in the former days.

In this context, Libya poses a relevant threat to Tunisia given the infiltration of terrorist 
organizations. Terrorism threatens the constitution, the democracy, the social model of 
society. The Minister calls for more pressure on Libya. They are in need of central state 
authorities that can control the territory and which can be a working partner to its neighboring 
countries.

As regards migration, the Minister recalled the existence of the 1993 Maghreb agreement, 
which allows free movement between Morocco, Tunisia, Algeria and Libya. Due to this 
agreement currently many Libyans are living in Tunisia. They regularly cross the border 
(including for regular stamps in their passports).

The Minister also mentioned the on-going work on the draft asylum legislation and praised 
the good cooperation with the UNHCR. The Ministry of Justice is in charge of this law.

Furthermore, he stressed that readmission agreements currently exist between Tunisia and 
some EU Member States, but they only concern Tunisian nationals. Tunisia is a safe country 
now. 

Readmission of persons who have transited through Tunisia before leaving for the EU would 
be much more complicated, as it is hardly possible to prove that an individual present in the 
EU has arrived via Tunisia.  

When questioned about the situation of sub-Saharan migrants the Minister informed the 
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delegation that they do not have a lot sub-Saharan migrants but that they would be asked to 
return to their home country if they have no work. They generally are held in Ouardia center. 
The Minister explains that their aim is not to stay in Tunisia, but to travel further to Europe. 
The Minister also warns for the infiltration of terrorists among the migrants. Tunisia should 
never be a transit country for terrorists neither for migrants.

Meeting with international organisations

Members of the delegation met with representatives of several international organisations: 
Red Cross, ILO, UNHCR, IOM, and the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Human Rights.

Representatives of the international organisations described their work to help migrants 
rescued at sea by the Tunisian authorities, as well as other irregularly staying migrants. In 
particular, they reported on the work that they do to help vulnerable migrants, including 
unaccompanied minors, by offering them humanitarian assistance. 

As regards the rights of migrants, they underlined the existence of laws which sanction 
undocumented migrants for their irregular status. The situation of Libyans in this context is 
peculiar, since they are allowed to enter Tunisia without a visa but the application of the 
Maghreb free movement agreement creates uncertainties and problems in terms of documents. 
Libyans are generally tolerated by the Tunisian authorities and there are no reports of them 
having been deported. Tunisian laws on economic migration are quite restrictive and it is very 
difficult for migrants to obtain a work permit; this is due also to the difficult economic 
situation and high local unemployment rates. Same references are made to the 20 dinars 
weekly fees for irregular migrants. Most of the irregular migrants in Tunisia want to be 
returned. Once in Libya there is no more choice to be returned; the only option is to leave by 
boat (even for documented migrants).

The approach to migration in Tunisia is currently changing, since until very recently the issue 
was treated mostly as one concerning Tunisians who emigrated abroad. At the moment, 
however, there are more migrants arriving to Tunisia, although it is arguable whether it can be 
considered as a country of transit or destination, or whether migrants simply end up arriving 
in Tunisia without having planned to do so.

« Beaucoup de migrants rentrent chez eux pour un enterrement ». Returning is perceived as a 
personal failure, often they are threatened as they have debts with many persons for funding 
their travel; migration is a global initiative of the surrounding community and having been so 
close to Europe in Tunisia they feel as having lost their lives. Awareness-raising in these areas 
is very difficult. 

As regards centers for migrants, representatives stressed that they are not accessible for visits 
by international organisations. And if they are occasionally for UNHCR, administrative 
obstacles impede the efficiency of the access.

As regards the draft law on asylum, UNHCR and experts have been consulted and have been 
able to provide their comments and suggestions; the draft law is in the process of being 
adopted, although without clear deadlines since it is not at the top of the political agenda. 
UNHCR reports 1100 registered asylum seekers, of which 660 are Syrians. Of the 1000 
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migrants rescued over 7 boats in 2015, 15 approached UNHCR for asylum. There are two 
centres for reception of refugees with a capacity of 350 persons. At the end of 2014 a 
contingency plan was set up. This is very important in case of sudden influxes, such as from 
Libya. The UNHCR also mentioned the absence of resettlement programmes for Libyans 
from Tunisia. They confirm that the Libyans are generally not deported.

International organisations call for a regional approach, including with the countries of origin. 
There should be more capacity building and training, and more incentives to do search and 
rescue at sea. 

Handicap International has organized a national campaign with 24 round tables in the regions,
and this has resulted in a commitment from the authorities to put protection into action.

Visit to the Ouardia "centre d’information et d’orientation"

Ouardia is an administrative detention facility for foreigners under the authority of the 
Ministry of Interior; it is managed by the National Guard. At the time of the delegation, only 
one migrant was present in the center. 

Members of the delegation were explained that the center, which can host up to around 90 
migrants, is a reception center for undocumented migrants: persons who are hosted there 
cannot leave it until their situation is regularized. It is the only center of this type that exists in 
Tunisia. Migrants usually only stay in the center for a few days (on average, 7 or 8); men and 
women are accommodated in separate areas, although families are allowed to spend time 
together during the day. The main category of residents is men between 25-45 years old. All 
kind of nationalities were hosted here. No Libyans are reported as guests, not considered as 
migrants.

At the moment of the visit one migrant was present. Three other migrants had been deported 
earlier.

One doctor is available. When asked about the reception of persons with disabilities, 
reference is made to a convention the center has with all the hospitals.

Once they are brought to the center, irregular migrants can contact their embassies or the 
IOM. Given that most third countries do not accept to pay for the return of their citizens, 
cooperation with organizations like IOM is essential. Costs for the center (including food, 
medical care, and costs of phone calls) are borne by the Ministry of the Interior. 

Briefing by EU Ambassadors 

Members met with representatives of the Embassies of Italy, Greece, Belgium, Sweden, 
France, Portugal, Germany, Romania, Malta, Bulgaria and the Netherlands. 

Ambassadors explained that migrants who enter Tunisia without a visa, or who overstay, 
commit a crime; however, the Tunisian authorities tend to have quite a pragmatic approach 
and to tolerate irregular migrants who do not commit other crimes. When they want to leave 
the country they have to pay the fine (20 Dinars a week) before being allowed to depart.  The 
Libyan crisis has brought many Libyans to Tunisia under the old free movement agreement. 
Their arrival has given an upgrade to the economy. An estimated 4000 Syrians refugees are 
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present in Tunisia. 

The ambassadors also stressed that relations between the EU and Tunisia are perceived to be 
asymmetric and that the issue of readmission agreements is very delicate for the Tunisian 
authorities. The negative perception of ‘the West’ finds it origin in its role in the Syrian 
conflict. The ambassadors emphasized the importance of the Union’s support to the 
democratic transition to Tunisia also in terms of funding.

Several ambassadors reported on the rise in visa applications made by Tunisian citizens. They 
also stressed the presence of terrorist organizations and therefore they did not consider it 
appropriate at the moment to have more liberalization in the visa policy. Since what happened 
in Sousse, more people have been arrested but reports in the media do suggest degrading 
treatment of the suspects.  

Germany has tried to have a liberal migration policy with their Blue Card system. 

Their experience with visa requests by Tunisians students was not as positive as they had 
expected as many of them did not complete their studies and could not be traced by the 
authorities afterwards. Experience also shows that the vast majority of students’ visa 
applicants have one aim this being coming to Europe.

Meeting with independent experts

Members of the delegation met with Ms. Nancy Porcia, journalist and expert on the situation 
in Libya, Ms. Houda Mzioudet, journalist and academic researcher, and Prof. Hassam 
Boubakri, of the Soussa University.

Ms Porcia stressed the delicate situation in Libya, which is split into two areas controlled by 
two different authorities, with an area controlled by IS in-between. She considered that the 
crisis has blurred the line between migration and smuggling. She further suggested that one 
option could be to cooperate with local authorities, since at that level authorities are more 
efficient.

Experts underlined the role that EP can play in supporting civil society groups in their work to 
promote human rights. They further urged to focus the current migration debate more clearly 
on the need to address the root causes of migration. 

The last half hour of the meeting slot was dedicated to an informal exchange with a migrant 
formerly detained in Choucha camp.

End of the delegation

Members of the delegation left Tunis on the morning of the 14th October.
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