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SPOTLIGHTS ON 
EUROPEAN AND 

FRENCH FUNDING 
IN TUNISIA

MIGRATION COOPERATION  
AT THE COST OF HUMAN RIGHTS? 

Kais Saied, the President of the 
Tunisian Republic, declared in a 
xenophobic statement that «there 
is a criminal plan to change the 
composition of the demographic 
landscape of Tunisia», speaking of 
«hordes of illegal migrants» res-
ponsible for unacceptable crimes 
and acts in Tunisia. This was 
followed by a surge of attacks on 
an unprecedented scale against 
people of sub-Saharan origin, living 
in the country. 

The President of the European 
Commission, the Prime Minister of 
the Netherlands, and the President 
of the Italian Council clasped hands 
with Kais Saied during the signing 
of a historic agreement between the 
European Union and Tunisia. The 
«Memorandum of Understanding» 
announced substantial funding for 
the country, specifically aimed at 
addressing migration to Europe. 

Four months apart, these two 
events illustrate the appalling 

cynicism demonstrated over 
several years by the European 

Union (EU) and its Member 
States towards Tunisia. The EU, 

in its efforts to restrict migra-
tion to Europe, is increasingly 
supporting Tunisia’s authori-

tarian regime in reinforcing 
border controls, with no clear 

regard for the resulting human 
rights violations.
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THE DETERIORATION OF HUMAN RIGHTS 
IN TUNISIA OVER TWO YEARS

President Kais Saied took full powers, suspended 
parliament, and obtained extensive authority through 
a new constitution. Opposition was repressed and 
arbitrarily prosecuted1.

The repression quickly extended to members 
of social organisations (associations, unions) 
and the media.  

Kais Saied announced his intention to exert greater 
control over associations present in Tunisia and ban 
all their foreign funding2.

At the same time, the country was experien-
cing a severe economic, social, and environ-
mental crisis: inflation, high unemployment, 
and shortages of basic necessities. Tunisia, 
which is heavily indebted, is closely monitored 
by the International Monetary Fund (IMF), but 
negotiations over a new loan of $1.9 billion 
are currently at an impasse.The president accused «enemies of the state», politi-

cal opponents, of favouring this context and pointed 
the finger at exiled people of sub-Saharan origin. 
This hate speech was denounced by the African 
Union and United Nations experts3. No European 
leader publicly condemned these remarks.  

Living conditions for foreigners in Tunisia 
deteriorated, with organisations denouncing the 
widespread use of arbitrary detention, violence, 
and «roundups» aimed at organising the removal 
of dozens of people from the country4. 

Associations warned of the growing rise in collective 
deportations to the desert border areas of Algeria and 
Libya. Deprived of water and food, over 1200 people 
were stranded in the desert5.

The Libyan Human Rights Committee reported 35 bodies 
found by Libyan border guards. Among them, images of 
a 6-year-old girl named Marie and her mother, Fati Dosso, 
were captured and circulated on social media, subse-
quently gaining attention from the international press6.

Le Monde revealed that nearly 3700 individuals of 
sub-Saharan origin had been deported to Libya by the 
Tunisian authorities since June, and listed among them 
about 30 confirmed deaths and over 80 people missing7.

Since then, the situation 
has persisted: President 

Kais Saied’s grip on both the 
political space and civil society 
has tightened. The situation of 
migrants, particularly those of 
sub-Saharan origin, continues 
to worsen. Neither the leaders 

of the European Union, nor 
those of its Member States, 

including France, have publicly 
denounced the situation.  A dozen lawyers, journalists, and NGO leaders, accused of showing 

their support for the exiles, were arrested within days. At the same 
time, 400 migrants who were living in a camp in Tunis were eva-
cuated and taken to the Libyan border against their will8.
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EUROPEAN FUNDING  
TO TUNISIA SINCE 2015 

The partnership between the European Union and 
Tunisia is long-standing, taking different forms and 
covering various sectors. The cooperation including a 
migration component, was formalised in 2014 and has 
intensified over the past three years.  

European States have increasingly allocated subs-
tantial funds to Tunisia, in the hope that the country 
will secure its borders and limit the migrant arrivals 
in Europe. This cooperation, or outsourcing financing, 
involves various financial mechanisms.  

THE 2015-2021 PERIOD

At least €63 million has been allocated to Tunisia by 
the European Union over this period, to strengthen 
the country’s border control capacities (only €38.2 
million was initially earmarked for this purpose). 

• The EU initially allocated €87 million to Tunisia 
through the Emergency Trust Fund for Stability 
and the Fight against the Root Causes of Irregular 
Migration and Displaced Persons in Africa (EUTF), of 
which 44% (€38.2 million) was allocated to border 
management.  
• These funds were directed towards two 
programmes focused on border management: the 
Border Management Programme for the Maghreb 
Region (BMP Maghreb) and Integrated Border 
Management (IBM Tunisia). These programmes 
received additional funding over this timeframe and 
as negotiations progressed.   

These mechanisms involve various programmes: 
maritime surveillance and the establishment of 
an integrated maritime border control system; 
strengthening of the Tunisian Coast Guard9; 
provision of equipment, training in equipment 
use and maintenance, as well as technical 
assistance10; and the establishment of training 
centres for security forces11.

The implementation of these programmes was en-
sured by the International Center for Migration Policy 
Development (ICMPD), an international organisation 
of 20 States, with the help of various ministries of 
European countries and the European Commission12.

THE 2021-2024 PERIOD

€31 million has been allocated to 
the management of migration and 
asylum in Tunisia.  

Through a European external aid 
mechanism, the NDICI, with 10% of the 
funds allocated to migration via the 
Multi-Country Migration Programme for 
the Southern Neighbourhood (MCMP).

The MCMP involves similar actions: 
strengthening the capacities of border 
and coast guards, including rescue at sea 
operations; establishing an operational 
sea surveillance and rescue centre for the 
Tunisian Coast Guard and the Tunisian 
Navy13; developing a coastal surveillance 
system; and providing equipment as well as 
training to secure land borders.  

The ICMPD, along with the Ministries 
of the Interior of France and Italy. 



LATEST NEWS AND OUTLOOK

NEARLY  
200 MILLIONS  
EURO PROMISED BY THE EU

SINCE 2015 

WHERE DOES FRANCE 
STAND IN ALL THIS? 

No clear data is available to identify all the projects and 
funding provided by France to Tunisia in the field of mi-
gration. Information published by the French Develop-
ment Agency (AFD) suggests that Tunisia ranks among 
the top five priority countries in terms of migration. 
These data allow us to deduce that around €50 million 
were allocated to Tunisia in both 2018 and 2019.   

Civipol, which operates on behalf of the French Ministry 
of the Interior, has been involved in numerous projects 
in Tunisia since 2016, with a significant focus on 
strengthening border controls. Among its contributions 
are the establishment of a mobile border brigade, the 
development of an automated control system19, as 
well as the creation of an operational sea surveillance 
and rescue centre. Additional projects are listed on its 
website, but lack sufficiently detailed information. 

WHAT IS  
CIVIPOL? 

Civipol is a private company with a public service mission: it is, by its statutes, the technical operator 
of international cooperation under the French Ministry of the Interior. 40% of its ownership lies with the 
State. Civipol engages in security and «flow management» projects worldwide. 

 THE SUMMER  
2023  
AGREEMENT  

In June 2023, French Interior Minister, Gérald 
Darmanin, travelled to Tunis to meet with President 
Kais Saied. He announced that France would 
allocate €25.8 million in bilateral aid to Tunisia, 
to support national efforts to fight against illegal 
emigration20, and specifically to acquire equipment, 
provide training for Tunisian police and border 
guards, and promote the return of irregular 
migrants.  

WHY IS THIS 
AGREEMENT 
PROBLEMATIC?  

     Here again, almost no precise and concrete informa-
tion is available regarding the specific contents of this 
agreement.  

     Members of parliament questioned the government 
about this funding, but it simply reiterated its support 
for Tunisia, indicating that €5 million were allocated 
for Civipol21. No official details have been disclosed 
regarding the remaining €20.8 million.  

     The Committee on Access to Administrative Do-
cuments (CAAD), referred to by CCFD-Terre Solidaire 
in January 2024, considered that the Ministry of the 
Interior should disclose the documents related to this 
agreement to the public. However, this recommenda-
tion did not lead to any action being taken. 



MEMORANDUM OF 
UNDERSTANDING

LATEST NEWS AND OUTLOOK

In July 2023, the European Union and Tunisia 
ratified a Memorandum of Understanding, amid 
a scandal over the abandonment of hundreds 
of individuals in the desert between Tunisia and 
Libya. In this Memorandum, the EU pledges to 
provide new aid of €105 million to Tunisia as 
part of a new migration support programme15. 
The Memorandum establishes «the fight against 
illegal immigration» as a common priority of 
both parties16. While specific details regarding 
the programme’s content are not disclosed, it 
mentions border management and the effec-
tiveness of return policies among its objectives.  

WHY IS THIS 
AGREEMENT 
PROBLEMATIC?  

     This agreement was signed without all Member 
States having been able to give their approval, leading 
to criticism from certain nations, including Germany.  

     In March 2024, the Parliament adopted a resolution 
to hold the European Commission accountable for the 
actions taken to uphold human rights standards, and 
said it should have been consulted17. 

     The European Ombudsman has also opened an 
inquiry to question the European Commission regarding 
the measures taken to ensure respect for human rights 
as per the agreement18. Altogether, since 2015, nearly 

€200 million (€63 million for 
2015-2021 and €136 million for 

2021-2024) have been promised 
by the EU to strengthen the 

authorities in charge of border 
controls in Tunisia. These 

commitments were made amid 
a backdrop of deteriorating 

democracy, human rights, and 
the government’s targeting of 

exiled people.  

CONCLUSION
Since 2015, increasing amounts have been 
transferred by the EU and its Member States, 
including France, to Tunisia, with the aim of 
strengthening migration control. This support 
appears to have been granted unconditionally, 
disregarding the authoritarian practices of the 
regime and the extensively documented human 
rights violations. 

In 2023, 3041 people died in the Mediterranean 
Sea22, while over 110 people died or went mis-
sing in the desert between Tunisia and Libya.  

This funding could contribute to violations of 
fundamental rights, thus engaging the responsi-
bility of the EU and France. This is why it is 
essential to have full and transparent access to 
all information related to this financing.  
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VIEW THE  
FULL REPORT

RECOMMENDATIONS

CCFD-Terre Solidaire therefore recommends that the European Commission and 
the Member States of the European Union concerned, including France, to: 

     Immediately and 
completely suspend all 
funding and other support 
aimed at strengthening 
the authorities involved in 
border control in Tunisia.    

     Condemn all xenophobic 
speeches and statements 
from the Tunisian 
government intended to 
incite racial hatred, or aimed 
at repressing or criminalising 
civil society in Tunisia.   

     Stop considering Tunisia 
as a «safe country» in which 
people rescued at sea could 
be disembarked without risk 
to their dignity and lives.  

     Conduct an independent 
and public evaluation of 
the border control projects 
they fund and/or carry 
out in Tunisia, focusing 
on their human rights 
repercussions.

  
     Develop public, detailed 
and comprehensive 
databases documenting all 
funded projects on border 
control in Tunisia. 
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