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Foreword1 

The approach and the initiatives of the National Authority for the 

Prevention of Torture in the context of the Coronavirus 

  

 

The National Authority for the Prevention of Torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment is the first national preventive mechanism of its kind established in the 

MENA region. This means that it is undergoing a distinctive experience unprecedented in the 

history of this region, where the culture of prevention of torture is still not rooted. 

As an independent public authority, which controls the conditions of detention and the quality 

of treatment in all the places of deprivation of liberty, such as the remand centres, the prisons, 

the reformatories for juvenile delinquents, the detention centres, the migrants centres, the 

psychiatric institutions, the transit areas in airports and ports and the vehicles used for the 

transport of persons deprived of liberty, it carries out preventive visits, some of which are 

announced and most of which are unannounced, to those places and prepares reports for this 

purpose. It also prepares an annual report, it makes public, formulates recommendations for the 

prevention of torture, contributes to spreading social awareness of the dangers of torture and 

cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment and conducts and publishes research, 

studies and reports related to the prevention of torture and degrading practices. The Authority 

also receives reports and notifications about possible cases of torture and ill-treatment. It 

investigates them, then refers them to the appropriate administrative or judicial authorities. The 

Authority offers its advice on the draft legal texts related to its competence. 

Beyond the distinctive initiatives of the Authority in the context of the Coronavirus, its doors 

and all its communication channels remain open to receiving reports, notifications and 

complaints related to torture and degrading treatment or practices in the places of detention. It 

reacts to every notification it receives, whether it relates to a proven violation or to just a 

suspicion of torture or ill-treatment. Moreover, the Authority strives to ensure that the places of 

detention are free from torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment. 

It also strives to control the extent to which the detention conditions are compatible with the 

international human rights standards and the national laws. It is also mindful of the protection 

of the persons deprived of liberty against the novel Coronavirus. 

 
1 By Mr Fethi Jarray, President of the NAPT 
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Therefore, the Authority carried on its preventive visits to the prisons, the remand centres and 

the detention centres, within the framework of the general lockdown. It sent mails to the bodies 

having authority over the places of deprivation of liberty, to urge them to tighten the preventive 

measures, especially in the crowded places, which constitute an environment favourable to the 

spread of the Coronavirus. It called on all the authorities to manage the prisoners' affairs in 

cooperation with each other, in order to adopt alternative measures to the sentences leading to 

the deprivation of liberty, including temporary release and early release. The Authority also 

published a "Declaration of principles regarding the treatment of persons deprived of liberty in 

the context of the measures taken against the Coronavirus pandemic". It called with insistence 

for all the bodies having authority over the places of detention and the persons responsible for 

them to act in accordance with the guidelines it includes, while respecting the Constitution, law 

enforcement and being committed to professional ethics. During the period of confinement, The 

Authority also participated with some of its international partners in interactive webinars, which 

replaced the usual exchange meetings, during the general lockdown period. 

At the beginning of the health crisis, the National Authority for the Prevention of Torture 

adopted a proactive preventive approach. It sent mails to all the ministers whose ministries 

oversee places of detention and asked them to provide it with the measures taken by their 

respective departments to prevent the spread of the Coronavirus pandemic in the places of 

detention under their authority, including the police stations, the custody suites, the migrant 

centres, the border crossings, the vehicles used to transport the persons arrested or remanded in 

custody (mail n° FJ/070/2020 addressed to the Minister of Interior of 11 March 2020), the 

prison units, the reformatories for juvenile delinquents, the custody suites at the courts and the 

vehicles used for the transport of persons deprived of liberty (mail n° FJ/071/2020 addressed to 

the Minister of Justice of 11 March 2020), the disciplinary centres at the military barracks (mail 

n° FJ/072/2020 addressed to the Minister of National Defence of 11 March 2020), the 

quarantine centres and the psychiatric institutions (mail n° FJ/073/2020 addressed to the 

Minister of Health of 11 March 2020), the social protection centres (mail n° FJ/076/2020 

addressed to the Minister of Social Affairs of 11 March 2020), and the child, elderly and women 

victims of violence protection centres (mail n° FJ/087/2020 addressed to the Minister of 

Women, Family, Childhood and the Elderly of 25 March 2020). 

The Authority also requested the Minister of Health (mail n° FJ/074/2020 of 11 March 2020) 

and the Minister of National Defence (mail n° FJ/075/2020 of 11 March 2020) to authorize the 

competent departments in their ministries to optimise the health measures and to help prevent 
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the spread of the Coronavirus pandemic in all the places of deprivation of liberty, especially the 

civil prisons, the reformatories for juvenile delinquents, the detention centres, the remand 

centres, the psychiatric centres, the migrants centres, the quarantine centres, the transit areas at 

airports and ports, the disciplinary centres and the vehicles used for the transport of persons 

deprived of liberty. In a related context, the Authority asked the Minister of Justice (mail n° 

FJ/077/2020 of 13 March 2020) to strive to reduce overcrowding in the cells of the prison units, 

to prevent the spread of the virus, in light of the high risk of contamination with the novel 

coronavirus, after Tunisia moved to the second phase on the scale of contamination (mid-March 

2020). The Authority also called on the Minister of Justice, in the same mail, to urge the 

competent departments in her ministry (the General Directorate for Prisons and Reformatories) 

to provide an individual bed for each prisoner, pursuant to the provisions of the law n° 2001-

52 of 14 May 2001, related to the prison system, and to respect the relevant international 

standards related to the minimum surface allocated to each prisoner, which is at least four square 

meters (in the case of collective cells). We note that the Authority received responses to some 

of these mails from the Minister of Justice, the Minister of National Defence and the Minister 

of Health. 

As for the headquarters of the Authority, several preventive measures were taken to preserve 

the health of the members and employees of the Authority and of the persons dealing with them. 

Starting from Thursday 19 March 2020, a public notice was published about the temporary 

special measures for receiving citizens, notifications and mails. A statement was also published 

on the same day on the meeting between the President and the Secretary-General of the 

Authority and the Minister of Justice, in which the Authority emphasized the necessity of 

adopting the utmost flexibility in enforcing the mechanisms of conditional release and amnesty, 

given the exceptional circumstances in the country and taking into account the overcrowding 

inside the prison units that might lead to the spread of the pandemic. A week later, the Authority 

issued a second statement expressing its great concern about the reality of human rights, in 

general, in the context of the spread of the Coronavirus pandemic and, in particular, the 

conditions of detention of the persons deprived of liberty, including those arrested within the 

framework of the implementation of the general lockdown and the curfew, who are remanded 

in custody at the police stations and incarcerated in prisons. In the same statement, issued on 

27 March 2020, the Authority expressed also its concern about the reality of the mandatory 

quarantine of some inbound travellers, as the required health and accommodation conditions 

that protect human dignity are absent in some of the country’s quarantine centres. It noted that 
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it sent mails to all the bodies having authority over places of deprivation of liberty, including 

the prisons, the remand centres, and the quarantine centres, to urge them to tighten the measures 

to prevent the spread of the Coronavirus pandemic, to offer health care for the detainees 

equivalent to the health care that all citizens receive and to provide cleanliness and hygiene 

products for the persons deprived of liberty. 

On 30 March 2020, the Authority issued a “Declaration of principles regarding the treatment 

of persons deprived of liberty in the context of the measures taken against the Coronavirus 

pandemic” and published it on its official page, to generalize the desired benefit. It sent it to the 

United Nations Subcommittee on Prevention of Torture, to the Prime Minister, to the Ministers 

of Justice, Interior, National Defence, Health, Social Affairs and Women, Family, Childhood, 

and the Elderly. The Authority also sent a mail, on 13 April 2020, to the Prime Minister related 

to the legal framework and the procedural protocol for the mandatory quarantine centres 

dedicated to the inbound travellers (mail n° FJ/103/2020), then regarding the request to consider 

the possibility of issuing a government decree that orders the exceptional release of a number 

of detainees, who do not pose a danger to society, within the framework of the mechanisms of 

temporary release and early release, in order to reduce overcrowding in the prison units, which 

represents a serious threat to the health of all the prisoners and their lives in case of transmission 

of the novel Coronavirus within those places of deprivation of liberty, in which the conditions 

of detention are still incompatible with the international human rights standards and the national 

laws (mail n° FJ/105/2020 of 20 April 2020). 

On 21 April 2020, the Authority sent mails to the Prime Minister (mail n° FJ/106/2020), the 

President of the Assembly of the Representatives of the People (mail n° FJ/107/2020), the 

President of the Republic (mail n° FJ/108/2020), the Minister of Justice (mail n° 109/2020), the 

Minister of Health (mail n° FJ/110/2020), the Minister of Interior (mail n° FJ/111/2020) and 

the Minister accredited to the President of the Government in charge of human rights and the 

relations with the constitutional authorities and civil society (mail n° FJ/112/2020) regarding 

the violation of the rights of some persons remanded in custody, in the context of the general 

lockdown and curfew, stressing the need to ensure fair treatment for all the persons remanded 

in custody to preserve the physical integrity and human dignity inherent in every individual. 

We note that the Authority has received so far one response on this issue from the Minister of 

Health. 

The Authority has recently undergone a new and distinctive experience, which consists of 

visiting the quarantine centres according to an innovative methodology and perception, in order 
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to be informed of the situation of people who are temporarily deprived of some of their liberty 

and subjected to mandatory quarantine for a period of fourteen days, after arriving from abroad, 

in spaces of varying capabilities and facilities, not subject in their management and in the way 

of dealing with these persons to an applicable protocol and standardized criteria. 

The Authority has developed a plan to control these centres located in the four corners of the 

country and to monitor their conditions and it has started its implementation. The Authority will 

publish consecutively its observations, the results of its inspections and its recommendations 

related to the conditions of accommodation and treatment in the quarantine centres. This report 

is the first publication of the Authority documenting the conditions of accommodation and 

treatment within several categories of places accommodating persons deprived of liberty, in the 

context of the health crisis resulting from the spread of the Coronavirus in all the parts of the 

world, including our country. 

Two weeks after the beginning of the general lockdown, the National Authority for the 

Prevention of Torture chose not to limit itself to the virtual monitoring of the conditions of the 

places of detention, to issuing guidelines and sending mails to the bodies having authority over 

places of deprivation of liberty to urge them to tighten the preventive measures against the 

spread of the pandemic. It organized a series of targeted preventive visits, in April 2020, to 

directly control the living conditions of the persons deprived of liberty, in the prisons, the 

detention centres, the psychiatric departments and the mandatory quarantine centres created in 

the context of the fighting against the spread of the Coronavirus. These visits were an 

opportunity to take note of the measures adopted to prevent the "Covid-19" virus in the places 

of detention and to find out the type of treatment the persons in detention receive from the 

persons in charge of those places and those working in them, whether they are medical, 

paramedical, administrative or security personnel, including the guards. The Authority will 

carry on its targeted preventive visits – in the context of dealing with the "Covid-19" crisis - 

until this pandemic is controlled and life returns to its normal course, not only in the free society 

but also in the societies deprived of liberty, of the inmates of the remand centres, prisons, 

detention centres, psychiatric departments and other places of deprivation of liberty, to which 

have been recently added the mandatory quarantine centres, although they are places restricting 

temporarily freedom for purely preventive health reasons and not for law enforcement. 
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Conclusion 

 

There is no doubt that prevention is better than cure. This is true not only in the days of 

prosperity, graciousness and stability, but also in times of crisis, because prevention has several 

levels, which are primary, secondary and strategic. In all cases, dealing with the crisis through 

a situational or topical treatment of its features and manifestations remains insufficient given 

its importance, because the crisis is like an iceberg with an apparent and a hidden part. 

Therefore, every crisis must be addressed strategically, especially if it relates to people's lives, 

survival and development. 

To this end, the National Authority for the Prevention of Torture chose to make its own 

contribution, by issuing a Declaration of principles regarding the treatment of persons deprived 

of liberty in the context of the measures taken against the Coronavirus pandemic and carrying 

out announced preventive visits to some places of detention, to support the national plan for the 

fight against the Coronavirus and to rationalize some practices and correct some behaviours 

and/or actions adopted while dealing with the "Covid-19" pandemic, in the hope of making this 

imminent danger an opportunity to reconsider, reform and restructure our health system and 

then support some strategic specialties, like preventive and group medicine. 

If this is true in relation to the needs of a free society, it is truer in relation to the needs of the 

societies deprived of liberty, of the inmates of prisons, reformatories, remand centres, 

quarantine centres and other places of deprivation of liberty, albeit in different forms and 

degrees and in varying circumstances. Therefore, the Authority has striven, since early March 

2020, to urge all the bodies having authority over places of detention to take all the measures 

to protect the personnel of those places and their inmates in order to preserve their health, ensure 

their safety and respect the human dignity inherent in them. 

With the same regard, the Authority contacted the bodies having authority over places visited 

in the context of the fight against the Coronavirus and sent them reports of its visits carried out 

in April 2020, before their publication, calling on them to send it their responses, especially 

with regard to the recommendations contained in them. Since the Authority received a quick 

response from the Ministry of Health, it thanks it and values its quick reaction and publishes its 

response in this report. The Authority also calls on the rest of the parties to send their responses 

without delay and promises to publish them in its next monthly report. 
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Since the reminder benefits the believers, including those who believe in the ability to act and 

the importance of optimizing the available resources, we will mention hereafter some of the 

recommendations that were made in the reports of the preventive visits, which were carried out 

by the Authority in April 2020. We invite all interested parties, especially the decision-makers, 

to implement them in the public interest and for the victory of human rights: 

- Establish a legal framework that governs mandatory quarantine in the places of 

deprivation of liberty and specifies its requirements and consequences. 

- Develop a procedure manual to determine the roles of all those involved in the 

quarantine and/or isolation mechanism in the detention centres. 

- Determine the basic legal guarantees for those subjected to quarantine or isolation, the 

medical and paramedical staff and the other agents and employees in contact with them. 

- Provide equal health care and human treatment for all the persons subjected to 

quarantine, including those who are subjected to isolation or compulsory internment. 

- Ensure psychological mentoring for all the persons who need it from among those 

subjected to quarantine, isolation or compulsory internment. 

- Provide psychosocial assistance to those in need among the inmates and their family 

members, as appropriate. 

- Provide the necessary devices to facilitate the movement of sick and elderly inmates 

and inmates with disabilities. 

- Provide the necessary equipment, tools, and means to prevent the spread of the 

pandemic and compel the agents in charge of hygiene, disinfection and sterilization to 

use them properly. 

- Urge the inmates to adhere to physical and social distancing and to use correctly and 

effectively the methods for preventing the spread of the pandemic. 

- Apply strict cleanliness and hygiene rules and provide hydro alcoholic gel dispensers in 

all common spaces. 

- Urge the correct use of masks and their change in a timely manner. 

- Organize active training courses (scenario-based) for the benefit of medical and 

paramedical personnel in the areas of preventive medicine, social medicine, and health 

crisis management. 

- Organize interactive joint training courses for all medical, security and administrative 

personnel involved in crises and pandemics management. 

-  


