Joint Statement calling for the dismissal of UNHCR’s special envoy Vincent Cochetel
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On Tuesday, 6 September 2022, while families of the disappeared and deceased at EU borders
came together for a protest action in Zarzis, Tunisia, Vincent Cochetel, the UNHCR’s special
envoy for the Western and Central Mediterranean sent out a tweet:
“Grieving for the loss. But the same mothers had no problem encouraging or funding their
children to embark on those dangerous journeys. Like in Senegal, symbolically prosecuting
parents for putting at risk their children could trigger serious attitudinal change on death
journeys.”
Blaming mourning mothers, some of whom have searched for answers for over a decade, and
even calling for their criminalisation through ‘symbolic prosecution’ is simply outrageous. In this
joint statement, we want to denounce Mr Cochetel’s words in the strongest of terms. Mr
Cochetel sent his tweet as a response to a ‘CommemorAction’, a large gathering in Zarzis that
brought together the families of the disappeared, local fishermen, as well as activists from Africa
and Europe. While the mothers, who are deeply traumatised, were publicly demanding answers,
Mr Cochetel insulted them by making them responsible for their sons’ disappearance.
Some of the mothers and sisters of the disappeared have responded to Mr Cochetel:

Jalila Taamallah (mother): It is the visa and border system that has put migrants in danger, not
their mothers. It is the fault of migration policies that cause the deaths of people crossing the

Mediterranean. Therefore we will continue to participate in the demonstrations for freedom of
movement. You can't kill our demand for truth and justice.
Hajer Ayachi (mother): It should be a shame to accuse mothers and sisters of missing
migrants who have lost their loved ones of being responsible for their deaths. We have been
fighting against governments since 2011 to show that it is migration policies that endanger the
lives of our sons, not us. Every time the authorities deny their responsibility our sons die for a
second time.
Gamra Chaieb (mother): We, the mothers of the disappeared, consider it a great shame that
we are given the responsibility for the death of our sons. Our sons are victims and so are we,
without any response from the governments and the visa system. They are the criminals, they
pushed our sons to leave because they were in misery and then they abandoned us. My son left
because he was sick with cancer. He just wanted to get well and live for his family and his little
daughter.
Samia Jabloun (mother): I believe that this man is sick because never a mother pushes her
son to immigrate. He is not humanitarian, he does not feel our pain, the policies of the “third
world countries” are responsible and also the European Union which takes advantage of the
wealth of these countries and makes them poor, for this reason the young people are
unemployed, the poverty which pushes them to immigrate to improve their standard of living.
Awatef Daoudi (mother): If our children go to sea it is to do good to their families because in
their country they are badly treated and badly paid and there is always segregation. Those who
have money have the power and can do whatever they want even for visas, these are the
businessmen and politicians, but most of the young people do not have rights and that is why
they throw themselves into the water. In both cases, either at sea or in their country, they are
dead. But unfortunately it is a shame that our government does not want to keep our young
people well.
Nourhene Khenissi (sister): Before attacking the mothers of the disappeared, it would have
been better if you had criticised the Tunisian and Italian states, especially the European Union,
because it is the first and last cause of all these tragedies. And know that freedom of movement
and travelling is a right for every human being.
Besbes Sarra (sister): It's not true what he wrote about the mothers of the missing migrants,
there are no families who throw their sons into the sea which represents hell and danger. So
you don't have the right to judge the feelings of the family because the relationship between the
mother and her son is not just a word but it is more than that. You have to know that especially
the relationship between all the members of the family is intimate because the son for the
mother replaces the father, for the sister the brother represents the second father and all the
supports of life, for the father the son represents the person who is the first responsible for the
family during his absence and for the brother he is the help and the power. Finally, it is important
to know that if a member of the family is absent, the whole family will be devastated.

Rania Abdeltif (sister): The mother will not put her son in danger, on the contrary, the mother
wants her son to always be by her side, but the young people did not have a chance in their
country, so they decided to emigrate to improve the life of their family. The mothers will never
abandon their children, they are now fighting for their missing children. The feeling of a mother
or sister losing her son or brother is a very painful feeling that no one will understand unless
they live it.
Instead of blaming the EU border and visa regime, instead of denouncing the deadly migration
policies of Europe, Mr Cochetel chose to blame the victims, turning them into perpetrators. This
is unbearable and we are astonished: how can such a person remain in the position of a
high-level official at the UNHCR?
We acknowledge that Mr Cochetel has apologised and we also appreciate that the UNHCR has
apologised for the statement of their special envoy. Nonetheless, and not least as Mr Cochetel
has made unacceptable remarks already in the past, we believe that this is not enough. We call
on the UNHCR to take action and to dismiss their special envoy or for Mr Cochetel to resign.
Importantly, we believe that the UN agency’s problems are not solved through the dismissal of
an individual. The UNHCR as a whole has deep institutional flaws and has time and again failed
those it claims to protect. The behaviour of the UNHCR toward vulnerable groups in places such
as Libya and Tunisia, and the appalling response of their staff to refugee protests there,
highlight some of the many severe shortcomings of this UN agency.
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