IFLA/FAIFE protests against restrictions on freedom of access to information in
Tunisia in the run up to the World Summit on the Information Society
Media release 8 July 2005
IFLA/FAIFE urges the Tunisian government to take steps to increase
freedom of access to information in the country by removing
restrictions on the circulation of books and information on the
Internet imposed by its policies, says the Chair of the IFLA/FAIFE
Committee Professor Paul Sturges.
The International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions (IFLA)
Committee on Free Access to Information and Freedom of Expression
(IFLA/FAIFE) expresses its deep concern over the state of freedom of access
to information in Tunisia in the run up to the second phase of the World
Summit on the Information Society (WSIS) which will be held 16-18 November
in Tunis. In building a robust and equitable information and knowledge society,
it is crucial to safeguard unhampered access to information resources across
borders, for all people, without restriction. The World Summit on the
Information Society has embraced the principles of Article 19 of the UN
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, but Tunisia continues to restrict its
citizens' freedom of access to information through censorship and the stifling
of freedom of expression on the Internet.
His Excellency President Ben Ali announced on 27 May 2005 that the legal
submission procedure applicable to the press would be abolished. IFLA
welcomes this announcement but is concerned at reports from the
International Freedom of Expression Exchange (IFEX) Tunisia Monitoring
Group that the authorities continue to use legal means to prevent a large
number of books from freely circulating in the country.
Furthermore, IFLA/FAIFE expresses its grave concern that Tunisian authorities
have used the Law on Terrorism passed in December 2003 as a tool to silence
and punish critics of the government. The attitude of the Tunisian government
towards the circulation of information is one that cannot be reconciled with the
aspirations of the nations attending the World Summit on the Information
Society.
Only by upholding the principles of intellectual freedom and guaranteeing the
rights of its citizens can the Tunisian authorities demonstrate their
commitment to full participation in the information and knowledge society.
This means providing unrestricted access to information in accordance with
Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights - before and
after the Tunis Summit.
IFLA/FAIFE therefore urges the Tunisian government to take steps to increase
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freedom of access to information in the country by removing restrictions on
the circulation of books and information on the Internet. We also support
colleagues in Tunisia fighting to safeguard the right of library users to freedom
of access to information.
END BACKGROUND
Censorship of books
A large number of books on diverse subjects including human rights and
democracy are being censored as a result of the existing system of legal
submission for Tunisian publishers. Publishers must deposit copies of new
books with the Ministry of Culture, the National Library, the Ministry of the
Interior and the Public Prosecutor's Office. A receipt issued by the Ministry of
the Interior then allows the distribution of the books within the country. In
reality the receipts are rarely forthcoming, leaving books to languish
unpublished and restricting citizens' freedom of access to information. IFEX
reports that the system has been in place for at least ten years, leading to the
censorship of books by notable advocates of intellectual freedom such as
Mohamed Talbi and Moncef Marzouki. Other books are banned if they are
suspected of being edited by centres or groups engaged in scientific research
and human rights education, such as the Temimi Foundation, the Arab
Institute for Human Rights (AIHR) and the Tunisian Association of Democratic
Women (ATFD).
Governmental control of the Internet
Following the Tunisian government's nationalisation of the country's Internet
Service Providers in 2004, the content of websites is regulated in accordance
with government policy. The websites of political opponents have been
banned, along with resources on human rights and free email websites such as
Hotmail. Complementing this approach is a system of strict Internet
surveillance whereby users' online activities are monitored by a special 'Cyberpolice' force set up by the government to investigate 'over-active' Internet
users, and those who visit sites the government considers subversive. Simply
viewing certain websites can lead to imprisonment under Tunisian law.
Following the aftermath of the September 11th terrorist attacks in the United
States the Tunisian government has been cracking down on users they claim
to be accessing 'terrorist-related' websites, a wide ranging definition that has
led to the arrest and imprisonment of Internet users in the past two years.
Violations of intellectual freedom
The elimination of freedom of access to information and freedom of expression
deeply affects the development of the country and its people. Freedom of
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access to information, knowledge and lifelong learning is central to democratic
development and active participation and influence in society and when these
fundamental human rights are violated in Tunisia or elsewhere the
international library community must react. The IFEX Tunisia Monitoring Group
is calling for an end to all attacks on freedom of expression in Tunisia.
IFLA/FAIFE declares its support for this appeal.
Sources
Afrol news: Total censorship remains in place in Tunisia
http://www.afrol.com/articles/15503
Amnesty International: Tunisia 2005 Report
http://web.amnesty.org/report2005/tun-summary-eng
Arabic Network for Human Rights Information: The Internet in the Arab world:
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http://hrw.org/english/docs/2005/01/13/tunisi9801.htm
IFEX Tunisian Monitoring Group: IFEX
-TMG members call on Tunisian President Ben Ali to end attacks on free
expression in the run-up to WSIS
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Rights (EOHR); Index on Censorship, UK International Publishers'
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Democratic Republic of Congo; Media Institute of Southern Africa
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Privacy International: Silenced
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Reporters Sans Frontiers: Poses as Internet champion but jails its Internet
users
http://www.rsf.fr/article.php3?id_article=8222
Reporters sans Frontiers: The Internet under surveillance - Tunisia
http://www.rsf.org/article.php3?id_article=10768
Wimmer, K., Plotkin, M., Wells, B. and Cox, E.: Significant developments in
Internet law
http://www.cov.com/publications/download/oid57784/321.pdf
IFLA and IFLA/FAIFE
IFLA (The International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions),
founded in 1927, is the leading international body representing the interests of
library and information services and their users. It is the global voice of the
library and information profession.
IFLA is an independent, international, non-governmental, not-for-profit
organization. Our aims are to promote high standards of provision and delivery
of library and information services, encourage widespread understanding of
the value of good library & information services, and represent the interests of
our members throughout the world
In pursuing these aims IFLA embraces the following core values:
We believe that people, communities and organizations need for their
physical, mental, democratic and economic well-being, free access to
information, ideas and works of imagination
We believe that the provision and delivery of high quality library and
information services help guarantee that access
We are committed to enabling library associations and institutions
throughout the world, and their staff, to participate in the work of the
Federation regardless of geographical location
We support and promote the principles of freedom of access to
information ideas and works of imagination embodied in Article 19 of the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights
We recognize the rights of all members to engage in, and benefit from, its
activities without regard to citizenship, ethnic origin, gender, language,
political philosophy, race or religion.
IFLA/FAIFE is a core activity within IFLA (International Federation of Library
Association and Institutions) to defend and promote the basic human rights
defined in Article 19 of the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human
Rights.
The IFLA/FAIFE Committee and Office furthers free access to information and
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freedom of expression in all aspects, directly or indirectly, related to libraries
and librarianship. IFLA/FAIFE monitors the state of intellectual freedom within
the library community worldwide, supports IFLA policy development and
cooperation with other international human rights organisations, and responds
to violations of free access to information and freedom of expression.
Intellectual freedom is the right of every individual to both hold and
express opinions and to seek and receive information.
Intellectual freedom is the basis of democracy.
Intellectual freedom is the core of the library concept.
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