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General information on Tunisia  

 
 
Membership of the Human Rights Council 
Tunisia is not a member of the Human Rights Council. 
 
Members of the troika 
Bosnia-Herzegovina, China, Mauritius.1 
 
National consultation  
Tunisia held national consultations with a wide range of stakeholders before preparing its report and included 
their recommendations in its country report.2  
 
 
 
 

                                                 
 
1 Tunisia requested that a member of its regional group be among its troika. Regional groups selected: African Group, Asian Group, 
Eastern European Group. There were no objections by Tunisia or by the members of the troika to the selection. For a full summary 
of the selection of troikas, see http://www.ishr.ch/hrm/council/councilalert/council_update_7session.pdf.   

 
International Service for Human Rights, 1 Rue de Varembé, P. O. Box 16, 1211 Geneva 20, Switzerland 

Ph: +41 22 9197100, Fax: +41 22 9197125 
E-mail: information@ishr.ch

2 It consulted with all relevant Ministries, the NHRI, civil society organisations and NGOs. Tunisia’s report did not indicate the 
number of meetings or when and where they were held.  

, Website: www.ishr.ch   

http://www.ishr.ch/hrm/council/councilalert/council_update_7session.pdf
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Information submitted to the Working Group 
 
 

State report 
 
On 11 March 2008 Tunisia submitted its State report for universal periodic review.3 After first describing the 
normative and institutional framework for the promotion and protection of human rights, Tunisia’s major 
achievements and challenges in the field of human rights were summarised. On a positive note, the report 
highlighted many measures to amend domestic laws,4 human rights education,5 the improved status of 
women, and programmes to promote everyone’s right to decent housing. It identified terrorism, extremism, 
racial and religious intolerance, and the ‘perverse’ effects of globalisation6 as the main challenges. 
 

Official UN documents 
 
In the compiled OHCHR report,7 several treaty bodies urged Tunisia to withdraw its reservations and 
declarations to a number of international treaties.8 Some UN mechanisms particularly welcomed measures 
taken to improve the status of women and protect children9 and fight against poverty.10 Recurring issues of 
concern were discrimination11 and discriminatory provisions;12 lack of independence of the judicial system;13 
alleged ill-treatment of detainees;14 serious restrictions on freedom of expression, association and assembly;15 
and counter-terrorism measures.16 Tunisia was recommended in particular to ensure the full practical 
implementation of the rights to freedom of expression, association and assembly and the freedom of thought, 
conscience and religion.17 
 

 
 
3 A/HRC/WG.6/1/TUN/1, available at http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/PAGES/TNSession1.aspx.  
4 The main legislative measures include strengthening the freedom of opinion and expression, judicial guarantees, and the 
independence of the judiciary; the prohibition of torture and other cruel, inhumane or degrading treatment or punishment; and the 
consolidation of the rights of women, children and persons with disabilities. 
5 Human rights education has been widely introduced at the various levels of primary and secondary education, in all higher 
education degrees, and in the training programmes of a number of occupation groups, notably judges, lawyers, law-enforcement 
officials, prison personnel, and health workers (State report, paras. 43-47). 
6 Tunisia drew attention to the risk of increased poverty and social problems, notably unemployment, as ‘the perverse effects of 
economic globalisation’ (State report, para 88). 
7 A/HRC/WG.6/1TUN/2, available at http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/PAGES/TNSession1.aspx.  
8 The Committee on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), the Committee on the Rights of the 
Child (CRC), the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD). 
9 CEDAW; CRC; the 2006 UNDP report; a 2004 report on the Millennium Development Goals, Tunisia: National Report on 
Millennium Development Goals (United Nations); a 2007 UNESCO report, Global Education Digest 2007 (Montreal, Canada). 
10 CERD, CEDAW, the 2006 UNDP report, the 2004 Millennium Development Goals report. 
11 CRC, CERD. 
12 CEDAW. A 2006 UN Development Programme (UNDP) report, Human Development report 2006, also noted that ‘progressive 
changes in family laws have coincided with restrictions on the freedom of action of activist women,’ (para. 6). 
13 Special Rapporteur on the independence of judges and lawyers. 
14 Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions; the Special Rapporteur on the question of torture; the 
Committee against Torture (CAT); CRC. 
15 Special Rapporteur on the independence of judges and lawyers; the Special Rapporteur on the right to freedom of opinion and 
expression; the Special Representative of the Secretary-General on human rights defenders; the Working Group on Arbitrary 
Detention; CRC. 
16 The Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of human rights and fundamental freedoms while countering terrorism; 
the Special Representative of the Secretary-General on human rights defenders; the Special Rapporteur on the right to freedom of 
opinion and expression; CERD. 
17 CRC. 

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/PAGES/TNSession1.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/PAGES/TNSession1.aspx
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Other relevant stakeholders 
 
A total of 39 stakeholders submitted reports to the universal periodic review.18 The summary prepared by 
OHCHR19 indicated that several stakeholders noted Tunisia’s positive steps to improve legislation and its 
compatibility with international human rights instruments, in such areas as the status of women, rights of the 
child, HIV/AIDS, and disabilities. However, nearly all stakeholders expressed much concern over the severe 
restrictions on freedom of religion and belief, expression, association and assembly that targets human rights 
defenders in particular.20 The widespread use of torture also raised concern among many stakeholders, 
particularly as the use of force has increased with the entry into force of the anti-terrorism legislation.21 It was 
recommended that Tunisia should establish preventive measures against the use of torture, investigate 
allegations of torture, and prosecute all perpetrators. Other recurring issues were threats to the independence 
of the judiciary;22 arbitrary detention; criminal sanctions against homosexuals; discrimination on the basis of 
religion; and discrimination against ethnic minorities (particularly the Berber and Amazigh populations).        
 
 

Interactive dialogue23 
 
 

 
 
18 Al Karama for Human Rights; Amnesty International; Association de Recherches en Sciences de l’Information et de la 
Communication; Association des Parlementaires Tunisiens; Association Tunisienne de Communication; Association Tunisienne de 
la Culture Numérique; Association Tunisienne des Droits de l’Enfant; Association Tunisienne de lutte contre les maladies 
sexuellement transmissibles et le SIDA; Association Tunisienne des Mères; Association Tunisienned d’Internet et de Multimédia; 
Association Tunisienne pour le développement de la Technologie numeric et des Ressources humanies; Association Tunisienne 
pour l’Auto-Développement et la Solidarité; Association Tunisienne pour la Protection de la Nature et de l’Environnement; 
Association tunisienne pour les victims de terrorisme; Congrès Mondial Amazigh; Fédération de Tunis pour la Solidarité Social; 
(Fédération Internationale des Ligues des Droits de l’Homme, Conseil national pour les libertés en Tunisie, Ligue tunisienne des 
droits de l’Homme), joint submission; Front Line Defenders of Human Rights defenders, International Foundation for the 
Protection of Human Rights Defenders; Global Initiative to End All Corporal Punishment of Children; Human Rights Watch; 
(ILGA-Europe, Pan African ILGA, Coalition of African Lesbians, The Rainbow Project, International Gay and Lesbian Human 
Rights Commission and ARC International), joint submission; International Commission of Jurists; International PEN, International 
Publishers’ Association, World Press Freedom Committee; Islamic Human Rights Commission; La Fondation El Kef pour le 
Développement Régional; Organization Nationale de l’Enfance Tunisienne; Organization Tunisienne de Défense du 
Consommateur; Organization Tunisienne de l’Education de la Famille; Organization Tunisienne des Jeunes Médecins Sans 
Frontières (Association Tunisienne des Diabétiques); Panafrican Federation of Disabled Peoples; Reporters sans Frontières; 
Tamazgha; Tunisia Monitoring Group; Union Nationale de la Femme Tunisienne; Union Tunisienne d’Aide aux Insuffisants 
Mentaux; Vérité Action; World Organization Against Torture; National Human Rights Institution; Comité Supérieur des Droits de 
l’Homme et des Libertés Fondamentales de Tunisie.   
19 A/HRC/WG.6/1TUN/3, available at http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/PAGES/TNSession1.aspx. All original 
submissions are available in full text at http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/Pages/UPRTunisiaStakeholderInfoS1.aspx. 
20 Many reports described the harassment suffered by human rights defenders and their families, including permanent surveillance 
by security agents; constant monitoring of communications; travel restrictions; physical and verbal abuse of human rights defenders 
and their families; threats, and slander campaigns in the press. Furthermore, access to independent websites that cover the human 
rights situation in Tunisia have been blocked by the authorities. Legal registration is routinely refused to independent human rights 
organisations and their ‘illegal’ status is then invoked to hamper their activities. Attempts to hold demonstrations or gatherings 
without official approval are prevented or disrupted by the police.  
21 According to NGO reports, civilians are often tried before military courts under the 2003 Anti-Terrorism Law and the Military 
Justice Code. Lawyers have restricted access to their client’s files, and defendants are often convicted solely or predominantly on 
the basis of coerced testimonies (paras. 17-18).  
22 It was reported that the authorities often attempt to silence those who speak about systematic political interference in the 
judiciary. Human rights lawyers are frequently attacked and physically assaulted, and are subject to violent police and judicial 
repression (para. 18). 
23 Most statements made at the UPR Working Group can be found at http://portal.ohchr.org/portal/page/portal/UPR/1session/. Fill 
in the form at www.ohchr.org/english/bodies/hrcouncil/form.htm to receive username and password. Audiovisual archives of the 
meetings of the Working Group ‘webcast’ are available at www.un.org/webcast/unhrc/index.asp. 

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/PAGES/TNSession1.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/Pages/UPRTunisiaStakeholderInfoS1.aspx
http://portal.ohchr.org/portal/page/portal/UPR/1session/
http://www.ohchr.org/english/bodies/hrcouncil/form.htm
http://www.un.org/webcast/unhrc/index.asp
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Presentation by the State 
 
Mr Béchir Tekkari, the Minister of Justice and Human Rights, took the floor to present Tunisia’s State report 
before the UPR Working Group. Mr Tekkari reaffirmed that the report was drafted following national 
consultations with all stakeholders, such as lawyers, NGOs and representatives from civil society. After 
underlining the country’s full commitment to the protection and promotion of all human rights, Mr Tekkari 
identified the most significant measures undertaken in the field of human rights. He particularly highlighted 
efforts undertaken to ensure women’s rights, promulgating the rights of the child, amendments of the Press 
Code to ensure freedom of expression and liberty of the media, and the general recognition of Tunisia as a 
model country concerning the progressive implementation of economic, social and cultural rights.    
 
Furthermore, Tunisia circulated a document outlining the nine steps it intends to take to improve people’s 
enjoyment of their human rights. It pledged to withdraw its reservations on the Convention on the Rights of 
the Child (CRC), as well as ratify the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
(CPD) and its Optional Protocol. It confirmed that death penalty is de facto abolished and Tunisia has agreed 
to allow Human Rights Watch to visit prisons. Further, to ensure follow-up on treaty body recommendations, 
Tunisia will establish a national institution with this function. 
 
Mr Tekkari proceeded by addressing written questions that had been submitted by the troika in beforehand. 
The questions were related to civil society input into the State report, women’s rights, the death penalty, 
freedom of expression and association, torture, reservations to CEDAW and CRC, and violence against 
children. In closing the statement, Mr Tekkari acknowledged that ongoing efforts are required to achieve 
constant balance between political will and real challenges, which he identified as terrorism, extremism and 
fanaticism. 
            

Key issues 
 
A total of 64 States were on the list of speakers when the general debate started, and the President of the 
Council urged speakers to keep their statements to under two minutes and as focused as possible. Little time 
was left, however, for the Tunisian delegation to respond to the many questions posed, and therefore only 
brief answers were provided, and several questions not answered at all. 
 
During the general debate, more than 50 States (mainly Islamic countries) intervened to praise Tunisia for its 
human rights performance. Implemented and envisaged measures to promote and protect human rights, as 
outlined in the national report, were applauded by all speakers. In particular, the Working Group commended 
the high quality of the State report and Tunisia’s demonstrated commitment to improve the status of women, 
protect children and fight against poverty. Questions to the Tunisian delegation were generally asked in a very 
diplomatic and cautious way, without ever putting the State under pressure. 
 
The issues that were the most extensively discussed concerned freedom of expression and association; 
women’s status; death penalty and torture; combating terrorism; and the role and status of the national human 
rights institution. Other recurring issues included the protection of the rights of the child, independence of the 
judiciary, the impact of globalisation, religious tolerance and best practices in poverty eradication. 

 
The Working Group asked a series of substantive questions about the extent to which there are restrictions on 
the exercise of freedom of expression and association in Tunisia.24 Belgium spoke out on intimidation and 
harassment of human rights defenders and human rights organisation,25 requesting Tunisia to further 

 
 
24 Angola, Canada, Bahrain, Belgium, Denmark, Japan, Mexico, Sweden, the UK, United States, Zambia. 
25 Similar comments were made by Denmark, Sweden and Uzbekistan.  
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harmonise the Press Code with the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. Tunisia was asked to 
indicate which law contains the criteria that are used to shut down websites,26 and the grounds used to reject 
registration applications from civil society organisations.27 Linking the themes of freedom of expression and 
freedom of association, the United States wanted to know what the government will do to ensure all political 
candidates have adequate exposure in the media prior to elections. Other States recommended reconsidering28 
or reforming29 the Associations Act.  
 
Tunisia responded that freedom of expression is respected throughout the country, as demonstrated by the 
most recent amendments to the Press Code,30 and the fact that no journalist has been imprisoned for 
conducting his/her work in the last 20 years. There was a similar denial that any newspaper had ever been 
shut down, rather an explanation that some newspapers make such claims to boost circulation.  Although 
Tunisia admitted Internet sites were on occasion shut down, this was due to their advocacy of terrorist 
activities.31 Tunisia also denied the existence of intimidation of human rights defenders and organisations and 
explained that there were no restrictions concerning the establishment of new civil society organisations: they 
must only register that they exists. To further demonstrate the fact Tunisia does not restrict freedom of 
expression or association, the delegation pointed to the existence of some 10,000 civil society organisations 
which receive State subsidies if they are for ‘public utility,’ such as disabilities. 

 
A particular topic of interest to the Working Group was Tunisia’s High Committee of Human Rights and 
Fundamental Freedoms (the national human rights institution or NHRI). Some States welcomed Tunisia’s 
commitment to further strengthen the independence of the NHRI,32 and others asked if this reform would 
bring it into compliance with the Paris Principles.33 India was the only country to openly question the 
independence and autonomy of the NHRI. In response, Tunisia drew attention to the paradox that the 
International Coordinating Committee for NHRIs still had not fully accredited its national human rights 
institution, despite the fact it was one of the first in Africa and was among the drafters of the Paris Principles. 
Tunisia advised that its NHRI was totally independent and had broadened its membership to include a cross-
section of representatives from civil society organisations. Furthermore, slated amendments to the 
establishing legislation for the NHRI’s would broaden its functions, allowing it to investigate individual 
communications and conduct prison inspections, ensuring compliance with the Paris Principles.  

 
Many of the statements and questions from the Working Group related to improvements in the status of 
women in Tunisia. A wide range of countries, in particular African and Arab States, commended Tunisia for 
its progress,34 referring to it as a ‘model’ for other developing countries. Some asked Tunisia to share its 
experience regarding the best practices to empower women.35 One of the most significant questions raised on 
the topic was posed by Senegal, who inquired how Tunisia ensured that the present progress was irreversible, 
but it was not responded to.  
 

 
 
26 Sweden. 
27 Sweden and the United States. Sweden suggested that both of these matters might be the subject of recommendations in the 
troika’s report.  
28 Proposed by the UK. 
29 Proposed by Mexico, as suggested by civil society organisations in Tunisia’s report (para.74). 
30 The amendment removed the requirement that newspapers, periodical and magazines have to be legally registered before they 
can be published. 
31 Electronic media and satellites were otherwise unrestricted, the delegation said. 
32 Ghana, Netherlands, Kuwait. 
33 Saudi Arabia, Kuwait. The Paris Principles relate to the status and functions of NHRIs and were adopted by the General 
Assembly in Resolution 48/134. 
34 Bangladesh, Brazil, Chad, Cuba, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Egypt, Ghana, Japan, Lebanon, Mauritania, Morocco, 
Mozambique, Senegal, South Africa, Syria, Palestine, Pakistan. 
35 Bangladesh, Palestine, Mauritania. 
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However, several States posed questions that indicated their view that Tunisia still had a long way to go in 
terms of achieving gender equality. Whilst Tunisia’s intention to ratify the Optional Protocol to CEDAW 
was welcomed, several States recommended that Tunisia withdraw its remaining reservations to the 
Convention.36 Slovenia was further concerned about the lack of legal remedies and court decisions providing 
redress for discrimination against women, and requested further information about progress in educating 
judicial officials and legal practitioners on women’s rights. Both Slovenia and Jordan inquired about gender 
equality and opportunities for women to occupy posts of responsibility, particularly in the private sector.  
 
In response, Tunisia pointed to its enlightened interpretation of Islam and Shari’a law, as well as its 
progressive introduction of legislative reforms over many years as key factors underpinning advances in the 
status of women. Percentages of women working in the public sector were enumerated at length, indicating 
Tunisia’s satisfaction with its achievements. In relation to CEDAW, the delegation explained that a working 
group was presently studying whether to withdraw its reservations but no guarantees could be given at this 
stage.  

 
Tunisia emphasised the threat to stability and safety posed by terrorism, extremism and fanaticism, calling 
for joint efforts by the international community to address these issues. The theme drew several delegations’ 
attention, most notably from South-East Asia. The question of how to combat terrorism whilst also upholding 
human rights was posed by some States,37 and in this light Tunisia welcomed the suggestion from the 
Algerian delegation that a working group be created to study how this balance should be achieved. Singapore 
strongly agreed on the urgency of combating intolerance and Malaysia added that these challenges should be 
highlighted in the report of the Working Group.38  

 
During the general debate, some States drew attention to numerous reports of torture and other cruel, 
inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment. Both the Netherlands and Romania raised concerns over 
the need for legislation to explicitly guarantee that forced confessions could not be used in criminal 
procedures. Although Tunisia’s intention to invite the Special Rapporteur on torture and other cruel, inhuman 
and degrading treatment or punishment was welcomed,39 Canada asked if Tunisia would go a step further and 
set a date. In a similar vein, the UK welcomed Tunisia’s willingness to open its prisons to inspections by the 
ICRC and Human Rights Watch, but it recommended it set a date for its ratification of the Convention 
Against Torture. India asked the delegation to outline what its experience had been in cooperating with the 
ICRC to allow prison inspections, and Zimbabwe inquired whether it would grant similar inspection powers 
to local NGOs, however both of these questions went unanswered. Tunisia did however respond that its laws 
already prohibit the use of torture and provide effective redress mechanisms, citing a case where the courts 
had sentenced law-enforcement officials to prison terms for this offence. It also advised that it is ‘open to 
inviting all Special Procedures to visit’. 
 
Tunisia highlighted that since it had not used capital punishment since 1991, the death penalty was de facto 
abolished. This was welcomed by many States40and prompted Italy’s suggestion that the introduction of a 
moratorium of the death penalty be included among the Working Group’s recommendations. The Tunisian 
delegation replied briefly by noting what was most important was that the de facto abolishment had started a 
national debate. It expressed the hope that people’s attitudes would change and that this would lead to total 
abolition.  
 
 

 
 
36 Brazil, Italy, Mexico, Republic of Korea, Slovenia (in its national capacity), Sudan. 
37 Japan and Ukraine. 
38 Supported by Algeria. 
39 Mexico. 
40 South Africa, the Netherlands and Italy. 
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Adoption of the report [10 April, 18:15 p.m.] 
 
 
The adoption of Tunisia report again led to some controversy, both on the content of the report, and on the 
wider question of the standard format to be used for reports by the Working Group. The consideration of the 
report took place at noon on 10 April, but the final adoption was re-scheduled for later that afternoon because 
the Working Group was unable to agree on how recommendations and comments would be included in the 
draft report.  
 
The representative of Mauritius, on behalf of the troika, took the floor and introduced the report. He thanked 
the Minister of Justice and Human Rights of Tunisia and its delegation for the high quality of the national 
report. He commended Tunisia for its contribution and collaborative approach during the reviewing process. 
The report was presented by Mauritius as a ‘fair representation of the interactive dialogue’ undertaken by the 
Working Group.  
 
The Minister of Justice and Human Rights of Tunisia thanked President Costea and States for the constructive 
debate, as an opportunity for showing both the positive measures and gaps in the promotion and protection of 
human rights in Tunisia. He reiterated Tunisia’s willingness to follow up with great attention to all comments 
and recommendations on the issue of human rights. 
 
Egypt congratulated the delegation of Tunisia and proposed that paragraph 84 of the report should be replaced 
beyond paragraph 83.41 Paragraph 83 contains recommendations made during the interactive dialogue, while 
paragraph 84 contains Tunisia’s acceptance of all recommendations listed in paragraph 83. 
  
Canada noted that, because of the delay in distributing the report, the delegation had not been able to read and 
assess it adequately. It however stressed that the report does not comply with the institution-building package 
adopted by the Council.42 Canada claimed that the institution-building package clearly states that the report 
should include both recommendations accepted by State and those not accepted.43 Switzerland reminded the 
Working Group of the importance of following the prescriptions of the institution-building package. It 
suggested including those recommendations not accepted by the State in a separate annex, instead of being 
distributed in the report.  
 
A number of States complained that their recommendations were not reflected in section III on “conclusions 
and/or recommendations”. Canada stressed that the draft report presented to the Working Group only contains 
recommendations that enjoy the support of Tunisia, excluding other relevant recommendations made during 
the interactive dialogue by States, which have not met Tunisia’s agreement.44 The United Kingdom regretted 
that only one of its two recommendations has been included in the section III, and that the other was only 
contained in the narrative of the report. Some States wished that their names be added to recommendations 
made by other States.45 Cuba felt it sufficient that the few comments not accepted by the State under review 
be included in the narrative part of the report, rather than in section III.  
 
The adoption of the report on Tunisia was meant to resume around 17:30 p.m. since it was not concluded at 
lunchtime. However, the Working Group was in obvious difficulties resolving its differences, and the session 
only resumed around 18:00 p.m. The President announced that an agreement had been found, both on the 
adoption of the report on Tunisia and on the wider issue of the standard format for reports.  

 
 
41 Russian Federation, Cuba, Nigeria, China 
42 Resolution 5/1 of the Council, adopted on 18 June 2007. 
43 Paragraph 32.  
44 Slovenia, Italy, Switzerland echoed these comments.  
45 Brazil, Italy 
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In relation to the standard format, he said it was agreed that, if the State under review so wished, 
recommendations not agreed would only be included in the narrative. In turn, a separate paragraph after the 
list of agreed recommendations would cross-reference to the recommendations not agreed.46 Alternatively, 
the State can ask for a list of all recommendations made to be included in the report, and decide at a later 
stage whether to accept or reject these. In both cases, all recommendations whether accepted or not, ‘should 
be duly noted in the outcome document’ at the plenary
 
Turning to the report on Tunisia, he declared that Tunisia had declared to accept all recommendations, and 
that the report had been amended to that effect. Accordingly the new ‘standard paragraph’ was not needed. 
The new version of the report was not circulated in the room. It is therefore not clear if the acceptance extends 
to those recommendations that had not been included in the list of recommendation in the first version of the 
report circulated earlier in the day.  
 
Tunisia once again thanked the Working Group for the constructive process.  
 
 
 

 
 
46 The report on Morocco was used as and example of this, where a paragraph was included reading  “Other recommendations 
noted in the report in paragraph 72 and paragraph 65 will be examined by Morocco, who will provide responses, if any in due time. 
Both will be noted in the outcome report to be adopted by the Council”. 
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