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ABBREVIATIONS

ASEAN
Association of Southeast Asian Nations

AU
African Union

CEDAW
UN Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination against Women

CEDAW COMMITTEE
UN Committee on the Elimination of
Discrimination against Women

CERD
International Convention on the Elimination of
All Forms of Racial Discrimination

CERD COMMITTEE
UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial
Discrimination

CIA
US Central Intelligence Agency

ECOWAS
Economic Community of West African States

EU
European Union

EUROPEAN COMMITTEE FOR THE
PREVENTION OF TORTURE

European Committee for the Prevention of
Torture and Inhuman or Degrading Treatment
or Punishment

EUROPEAN CONVENTION ON HUMAN
RIGHTS

(European) Convention for the Protection of
Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms

ICC
International Criminal Court
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ICCPR
International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights

ICESCR
International Covenant on Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights

ICRC
International Committee of the Red Cross

ILO
International Labour Organization

INTERNATIONAL CONVENTION AGAINST
ENFORCED DISAPPEARANCE

International Convention for the Protection of
All Persons from Enforced Disappearance

LGBTI
Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and
intersex

NATO
North Atlantic Treaty Organization

NGO
Non-governmental organization

OAS
Organization of American States

OSCE
Organization for Security and Co-operation in
Europe

UK
United Kingdom

UN
United Nations

UN CONVENTION AGAINST TORTURE
Convention against Torture and Other Cruel,
Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or
Punishment

UN REFUGEE CONVENTION
Convention relating to the Status of Refugees



UN SPECIAL RAPPORTEUR ON FREEDOM
OF EXPRESSION

UN Special Rapporteur on the promotion and
protection of the right to freedom of opinion
and expression

UN SPECIAL RAPPORTEUR ON RACISM
Special Rapporteur on contemporary forms of
racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and
related intolerance

UN SPECIAL RAPPORTEUR ON TORTURE
Special Rapporteur on torture and other
cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or
punishment

UN SPECIAL RAPPORTEUR ON VIOLENCE
AGAINST WOMEN

Special Rapporteur on violence against
women, its causes and consequences

UNHCR, THE UN REFUGEE AGENCY
Office of the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees

UNICEF
United Nations Children’s Fund

UPR
UN Universal Periodic Review

USA
United States of America

WHO
World Health Organization
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PREFACE

The Amnesty International Report 2015/16 documents the state of the world’s human rights
during 2015.

The foreword, five regional overviews and a survey of 160 countries and territories highlight
the suffering endured by many, be it through conflict, displacement, discrimination or
repression. The Report also highlights the strength and extent of the human rights movement,
and surveys the progress made in the safeguarding and securing of human rights.

While every attempt is made to ensure accuracy, information may be subject to change
without notice.
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FOREWORD

“The fact that we are seeing
s0 many new crises hreaking
out without any of the old
ones getting resolved, clearly
illustrates the lack of
capacity and political will to
end conflict, let alone to
prevent it. The result is an
alarming proliferation of
unpredictability and
impunity.”

Anténio Guterres, UN High Commissioner
for Refugees

The past year severely tested the international
system’s capacity to respond to crises and
mass forced displacements of people, and
found it woefully inadequate. More people are
currently displaced and seeking refuge
worldwide than at any point since the Second
World War. This is partly fuelled by the
continuing armed conflict in Syria, where
more than half of the population has now fled
beyond the country’s borders or been
internally displaced. So far attempts to resolve
the conflict have simply served to highlight
global and regional divisions.

Multilateral initiatives to respond to the
outpouring of refugees, including the UN
Regional Refugee and Resilience Plan, have
in recent months been jostled by the sheer
weight of the crisis into stronger co-ordination
across Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon and
Turkey. Governments in Europe, Canada and
the USA, where public perceptions of

refugees were shaken by the gut-wrenching
media image of the drowned body of Syrian
toddler Alan Kurdi, were forced to react to the
public outcry and the calls to welcome
refugees and end the crisis.

Yet both in Syria’s regional neighbourhood
and in western countries, significant gaps in
institutional responses to crisis and conflict
were exposed. Although some countries in
the region accepted a large number of Syrian
refugees, many governments both within and
outside the Middle East and North Africa
region remained unwilling to increase their
intake of refugees to meaningful levels.
Burden- and responsibility-sharing continued
to be tremendously lopsided, and provision of
resources lagged well behind the rapidly
unfolding crisis. Meanwhile, the human rights
of many families and individuals on the move
were violated, including through
criminalization of asylum-seekers,
refoulement, push-backs and removal to
other territories, and through various state
actions that amounted to denial of access to
an asylum process.

As the world struggled to respond to the
large numbers leaving Syria, the war raging
within the country crystallized urgent
concerns around the application of
international human rights and humanitarian
law that Amnesty International and others
have consistently raised for years. The Syrian
conflict has become a byword for the
inadequate protection of scores of civilians at
risk, and more broadly for the systemic failure
of institutions to uphold international law.

Even as we live in the hope that current
efforts will yield peace in Syria, over the years
the war in the country has also highlighted
the impunity gap that ensues when the five
permanent members of the UN Security
Council use their veto to block credible and
proportionate action to end war crimes and
crimes against humanity, and to impede
accountability when such crimes are being or
have been committed. Syria’s dire human
rights situation has demonstrated the
weakness of systems of civilian protection
during armed conflicts. In the Syrian crisis,
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and more widely with the actions of the
armed group calling itself Islamic State (IS),
we see the results of reckless arms trading
over decades, and the deadly impact this has
on civilians. The conflict has also highlighted
the retreat of responsibility for refugee
protection, as countries bickered about
“border protection” and “migration
management” rather than taking decisive
action to save lives.

Even then, emblematic as it might have
been, Syria’s civil war was but one of the
many conflicts that contributed to the
unprecedented global number of refugees,
migrants and internally displaced people.
Armed conflicts continued in countries
including Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, Pakistan
and Yemen. Across several borders, IS
displayed a gross disregard for civilian lives,
forcing thousands to flee. In Africa, state and
non-state actors committed serious violations
and abuses of human rights in Burundi,
Cameroon, Central African Republic,
northeastern Nigeria, Somalia and South
Sudan, including in some cases attacks

directed at civilians and civilian infrastructure.

These situations have all led to significant
numbers of people fleeing their homes to
seek refuge elsewhere. Conflicts in Israel and
the Occupied Palestinian Territories and
Ukraine continued to claim civilian lives as all
parties violated international humanitarian
and human rights law. And while the
Americas welcomed positive developments in
the decades-old Colombian conflict — where,
even then, accountability might be sacrificed
in a political deal — violence continued to
subvert human rights and institutions in
countries including Brazil, Mexico and
Venezuela.

That we reached this nadir in the year
when the UN turned 70, its formation having
beckoned nations to come together to “save
succeeding generations from the scourge of
war” and to “reaffirm faith in fundamental
human rights”, poses a simple but grim
challenge: is the international system of law
and institutions adequate for the urgent task
of protecting human rights?
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In the Amnesty International Report of
1977, we welcomed the first meeting of the
UN Human Rights Committee, and noted that
it represented one of “a number of
developments at the UN in areas important to
Amnesty International’s human rights
concerns”. We added to that developments in
areas such as the fight against torture. Over
the years, Amnesty International has helped
to foster a critical commitment to the system
of international human rights law and
international humanitarian law. Yet the
shortcomings of that system have never been
more apparent than they are today.

Among the various threats to human rights
surveyed in this year’s report, we highlight
here two related themes. The first clear theme
of the past year is that the international
system was not robust in the face of hard
knocks and challenges. As the cracks began
to show, we realized that the system of
international protection of human rights itself
needs to be protected.

In 2015, there were several threats to
mechanisms for human rights protection.
Regional human rights protection and
accountability in Africa and the Americas
came under internal threat. In addition,
governments in Africa hampered co-operation
with the ICC while claiming to be
strengthening African systems, even though
they continued to fail to ensure that domestic
and regional mechanisms brought justice.
Emerging mechanisms in the Middle East and
North Africa did not sufficiently promote a
vision of universal human rights. Asia’s
fledgling system remained largely ineffectual.
Meanwhile the European system was under
threat, both from the possibility of losing the
support of some states and from a massive
backlog of cases requiring justice and
accountability.

Multilateral protections such as the UN
Refugee Convention and the UN Convention
against Torture, and specialized mechanisms
such as those protecting people in peril at
sea, did not succeed in preventing or
containing humanitarian crises, nor in
protecting civilians against gross human



rights violations, much less in fostering
accountability for atrocities.

Barbarous attacks on people from Beirut to
Bamako and Yola, from Tunis to Paris and
elsewhere, also raised questions about the
role of international human rights law to
counter threats posed by non-state actors —
violent armed groups in particular.

Amnesty International calls for a renewed
commitment to the protection of the
international human rights system. To make
the international system adequate for its task,
states must protect the system itself.

This must include voluntary restraint in the
UN Security Council members’ use of the
veto in situations of mass atrocity crimes;
effective implementation of human rights
norms across all instruments of international
human rights law; respect for international
humanitarian law; refraining from actions that
undermine human rights systems, including
attacks against or withdrawal of support from
them; and alignment of regional human rights
mechanisms with the universal standards of
the international system.

The second overriding theme of the past
year is closely related. At their roots, several
of the crises of the past year were set in
motion by the resentments and conflicts that
often follow the brutal crushing of dissent by
states, or when states repress that enduring
quest of every person to live in dignity with
their rights upheld.

Whether it be the Andaman Sea crisis in
May that saw thousands of refugees and
migrants adrift at sea without food or water, or
the killing and forcible disappearance of
human rights defenders working to protect
people’s rights to land and livelihoods in Latin
America and the Caribbean: in these and
many other cases, the brutal repression of
dissent and the denial of people’s basic rights
— including economic, social and cultural
rights — as well as the failure by states to
protect the human rights of all, often spawn
societal tensions, the by-products of which, in
turn, stretch international protection systems
beyond their limits. The most palpable recent
example of the link between system failure

and governments’ repression of dissent and
failure to protect human rights is the “Arab
Spring”, which half a decade ago changed
the face of the Middle East and North Africa
region.

Five years on from one of the most
dynamic demonstrations of people power the
world has ever seen, governments are using
increasingly calculated means to crush
dissent, not just in the Middle East, but
globally. Particularly disconcerting is the
ample evidence that repression has now
become as sophisticated as it is brutal.

While 2011 saw the deaths of more than
300 people at the hands of security forces
during Egypt’s “January 25 revolution”, and
more than 50 protesters killed in Yemen'’s
“Bloody Friday”, the swing of the police
truncheon in the public square may not make
the news headline so readily today. Yet in this
report, Amnesty International documents the
continuing and widespread use of excessive
force against dissenters and demonstrators,
in addition to extrajudicial executions and
forced disappearances, across the globe. Five
years ago, systematic round-ups and torture
in the Syrian town of Tell Kalakh marked an
early manifestation of the backlash by states
in the region against dissent and popular
protest. In the intervening years, torture has
continued in that part of the world, and
elsewhere too, often finding cover in the
lingual sophistry of so-called “enhanced
interrogation techniques” — those dissembling
horrors hatched before the “Arab Spring” in
the context of the so-called “war on terror”.

Often, repression was almost routine and,
time and again, was packaged as a necessity
for achieving national security, law and order,
and the protection of national values. The
authorities in numerous countries repressed
freedom of expression online and cracked
down on dissenters using a range of tools,
including arbitrary arrests and detentions,
torture and other ill-treatment, and the death
penalty.

Meanwhile, a legal case by Amnesty
International uncovered Orwellian levels of
surveillance by some states, particularly
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focused on the lives and work of human
rights defenders. Today, states’ continuing
development of new methods of repression to
keep abreast of advancing technology and
connectivity is a major threat to freedom of
expression.

Following advocacy by organizations
including Amnesty International, the UN
mandated a new special procedure, the
Special Rapporteur on the right to privacy in
the digital age. The work of the Special
Rapporteur will be important in the coming
months to help develop clear human rights-
respecting norms in this area.

The crackdown by states on dissent,
protest and outspokenness has expanded
since those epoch-making popular
expressions of the people’s voice that began
five years ago. Amnesty International calls on
states to respect the human rights of
individuals and groups to organize, assemble
and express themselves, to hold and share,
through any medium, opinions that
governments may disagree with, and for all to
be protected equally before the law.

As well as being vital for individual
freedom, rights that protect the work and
space of human rights defenders do, in their
turn, protect the system of human rights
itself. The signs of hope that we saw in 2015
were the result of the ongoing advocacy,
organizing, dissent and activism of civil
society, social movements and human rights
defenders.

To give just three examples from the past
year: the presence of human rights and
accountability elements in the UN
Sustainable Development Goals; action in
May to prevent forced evictions on the
Regional Mombasa Port Access Road project
in Kenya; and the release of Filep Karma, a
Papuan prisoner of conscience in Indonesia,
as a result of 65,000 messages written on his
behalf by supporters from around the world.

These outcomes were not borne of the
benevolence of states. Nor will, in future,
such signs of hope be sustained by state
actors alone. But governments must allow the
space and freedom for human rights
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defenders and activists to carry out their
essential work. Amnesty International
therefore calls upon states to ensure that the
resolution adopted in November by the UN
General Assembly to protect the rights of
human rights defenders is implemented with
accountability and transparency, including
the naming and shaming of states that fail to
uphold these rights.

Beyond the moment that the last full stop
was inked on that resolution, not one more
human rights defender, nor a member of their
family, should have their life taken by a state,
or be without the protection of a state. Not
one more should be harassed, nor be at risk.

As the world’s largest organization of
human rights defenders, we present to you
this report of the state of human rights during
the past year. While the report captures the
above themes and others, its pages cannot
convey the full human misery of the topical
crises of this last year, notably the refugee
crisis — even now exacerbated in this northern
winter. In such a situation, protecting and
strengthening systems of human rights and
civilian protection cannot be seen as optional.
It is literally a matter of life and death.

Salil Shetty, Secretary General



AFRICA REGIONAL
OVERVIEW

With the African Union (AU) declaring 2016
as the Year of Human Rights in Africa, many
across the continent and beyond hoped that
Africa’s leaders, regional institutions and the
international community would show the
determination and political will to make
significant headway in addressing entrenched
human rights challenges.

Such hopes were not without foundation.
As conflict, political instability, authoritarian
regimes, poverty and humanitarian disasters
continued to deny many their rights, security
and dignity, Africa was also presented with
real opportunities. Social and economic
developments were evident in many countries
and relatively peaceful political transitions
were achieved in others. The adoption of
historic commitments regionally and globally
—including the AU’s Agenda 2063 and the
UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) —
offered the potential to realize the rights
enshrined in the African Charter on Human
and Peoples’ Rights (African Charter) and
international human rights instruments.

Nevertheless, throughout 2015, serious
violations and abuses of international
humanitarian and human rights law in the
context of conflicts remained a major
challenge. Protracted conflicts in the Central
African Republic (CAR), Democratic Republic
of Congo (DRC), Sudan, South Sudan and
Somalia caused thousands of civilian deaths
and left millions living in fear and insecurity.
Burundi faced a political crisis and escalating
violence.

In west, central and east Africa — including
in Cameroon, Chad, Kenya, Mali, Nigeria,
Niger and Somalia — armed groups such as
al-Shabaab and Boko Haram perpetrated
constant violence, with tens of thousands of
civilians killed, thousands abducted and
millions forced to live in fear and insecurity,
both within and outside conflicts.

Many governments responded to these

security threats with disregard for
international humanitarian law and human
rights. Military and security operations in
Nigeria and Cameroon were marked by mass
arbitrary arrests, incommunicado detentions,
extrajudicial executions, and torture and other
ill-treatment. Similar patterns of human rights
violations were observed in Niger and Chad.

Impunity remained a key cause and driver
of conflicts and instability. Despite some
progress, there was little or no accountability
for crimes under international law committed
by security forces and armed groups in
countries as disparate as Cameroon, CAR,
DRC, Nigeria, Somalia, South Sudan and
Sudan. Internationally, some states and the
AU also continued their political efforts to
undermine the independence of the
International Criminal Court (ICC), and to
ensure immunity from prosecution for serving
heads of state, even when accused of crimes
against humanity and other crimes under
international law. South Africa failed to arrest
and surrender Sudan’s President al-Bashir to
the ICC in June, in a betrayal of the hundreds
of thousands of victims killed during the
Darfur conflict.

Many civil society organizations, human
rights defenders, journalists and political
opponents operated in an increasingly hostile
environment, with laws aimed at restricting
civic space in the name of national security,
counter-terrorism, public order and regulation
of NGOs and media. Civic space remained
closed in countries such as Eritrea, Ethiopia
and The Gambia and deteriorated in others,
with freedoms of expression, association and
peaceful assembly increasingly restricted.
Peaceful assemblies were disrupted with
brutal and excessive force, including in
Angola, Burkina Faso, Burundi, Chad, the
Republic of Congo, DRC, Ethiopia, Guinea,
South Africa, Togo and Zimbabwe. In South
Africa, excessive force was used as a “clean-
up” operation to remove undocumented
immigrants.

Elections and political transitions triggered
widespread violations and repression. Many
countries saw bans on protests, attacks on
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demonstrators by security forces, and
arbitrary arrests and harassment of political
opponents, human rights defenders and
journalists.

The humanitarian crisis endured by the
region continued as the Ebola epidemic that
spread across West Africa in 2014 continued
to claim lives in Guinea, Liberia and Sierra
Leone.

Yet there were signs of hope and progress.
Social and economic developments continued
to unfold in many countries and offered real
optimism in addressing some of the structural
causes of poverty, including inequality,
climate change, conflict and accountability
deficits. Several states achieved some of the
UN Millennium Development Goals and
Africa played a critical role in the adoption of
the SDGs.

Some measures taken by the AU Peace
and Security Council, as well as sub-regional
bodies, to address violent conflicts in the
region demonstrated a growing move from
indifference to engagement. Despite capacity
limitations, a lack of coherent approaches
and concerns about the adequacy of
measures to address human rights violations
and impunity, the AU and regional bodies
took notable steps — from mediation to
peacekeeping — in response to crises and
conflicts.

Several regional human rights norms and
standards were also developed. In November,
the African Commission on Human and
Peoples’ Rights (African Commission)
adopted a General Comment on Article 4
(right to life) of the African Charter. The AU
Special Technical Committee on Legal Affairs
(STC) also considered and approved the Draft
Protocol on the Rights of Older Persons in
Africa, initially developed by the African
Commission. Regrettably, the STC declined to
approve the Draft Protocol on the Abolition of
the Death Penalty in Africa.

More countries also opened up their
human rights records for review. Periodic
reports on implementation of the African
Charter were submitted by Algeria, Burkina
Faso, Kenya, Malawi, Namibia, Nigeria and

Amnesty International Report 2015/16

Sierra Leone.

There were reforms and positive measures
in several countries. In Mauritania, a new law
defined torture and slavery as a crime against
humanity and banned secret detention. Sierra
Leone ratified the Protocol to the African
Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on
the Rights of Women in Africa. There were
signs of improvement in Swaziland —
including the release of prisoners of
conscience and political prisoners — although
repressive legislation continued to be used to
suppress dissent.

A watershed moment for international
justice took place in Senegal when the trial
against former Chadian President Hisséne
Habré opened in July — the first time a court
in one African state had tried the former
leader of another.

CONFLICT — COSTS AND VULNERABILITY
Violent conflicts and insecurity affected many
countries, resulting in large-scale violations
and characterized by lack of accountability for
atrocities. Ongoing conflicts in CAR, DRC,
Nigeria, Somalia, South Sudan and Sudan
were marked by crimes under international
law and persistent violations and abuses of
humanitarian and human rights law,
committed by both government forces and
armed groups. Gender-based and sexual
violence was widely reported and children
were abducted or recruited as child soldiers.

Despite coordinated military advances
against Boko Haram, the armed group
continued attacking civilians in Chad, Niger,
Nigeria and Cameroon. Its catalogue of
abuses included suicide bomb attacks in
civilian areas, summary executions,
abductions, torture and recruitment of child
soldiers.

The impact of Boko Haram’s abuses was
exacerbated by states’ unlawful and heavy-
handed response. Amnesty International
released a report during the year outlining war
crimes and possible crimes against humanity
committed by the Nigerian military during its
fight against Boko Haram — including more
than 8,200 people murdered, starved,



suffocated or tortured to death — and calling
for senior members of the military to be
investigated for war crimes.

In the Far North region of Cameroon,
government security forces carried out mass
arbitrary arrests, detentions and extrajudicial
executions, as well as the enforced
disappearances of at least 130 men and boys
from two villages on the border with Nigeria.
In Niger — where the government decreed
and extended a state of emergency in the
entire Diffa region, which was still in place at
the end of the year — the authorities’ response
included extreme restrictions on movement,
as well as the forced return of thousands of
Nigerian refugees. In Chad, a restrictive anti-
terrorism law was passed, and the security
forces carried out arbitrary arrests and
detentions.

A major humanitarian crisis involving mass
displacement and civilian casualties
continued to unfold in Sudan’s armed
conflicts in Darfur, South Kordofan and Blue
Nile, as all parties committed violations of
international humanitarian law and other
violations and abuses of international human
rights law. Government forces continued
indiscriminate bombings, destruction of
civilian settlements and obstruction of
humanitarian access to civilians.

Despite the signing of a peace agreement
in August, the conflict in South Sudan —
characterized by deliberate attacks against
civilians — continued. Both parties carried out
mass killings of civilians, destruction of
civilian property, obstruction of humanitarian
aid, widespread gender-based and sexual
violence, and recruitment of child soldiers.
The AU Commission of Inquiry on South
Sudan found evidence of systematic war
crimes and crimes against humanity, as well
as human rights violations and abuses
committed by both warring parties.

Despite a de-escalation of violence since
the deployment of the multidimensional UN
peacekeeping operation, renewed violence
and instability in CAR in September and
October resulted in civilian deaths,
destruction of property and displacement of
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more than 42,000 people. At least 500
inmates, most of them detained in relation to
ongoing investigations into crimes committed
in the context of the conflict, escaped from
the prison in the capital, Bangui, in a mass
break in September.

In central and southern Somalia, civilians
continued to face indiscriminate and targeted
attacks amidst continuing armed conflict
between forces from the Somali Federal
Government and the AU Mission in Somalia
on one side and al-Shabaab on the other. All
parties to the conflict committed violations of
international humanitarian law and serious
violations and abuses of international human
rights law.

A CRISIS FOR REFUGEES AND MIGRANTS
The bloodshed and atrocities of Africa’s
conflict zones played a major role in fuelling
and sustaining a global refugee crisis, causing
millions of women, men and children to flee
from their homes in gruelling, risky and often
fatal bids to reach safety in their own country
or elsewhere.

The conflicts in Sudan and South Sudan
alone were responsible for millions of
displacements. During the year, around one-
third of South Kordofan’s population of
approximately 1.4 million people were
internally displaced, and an estimated
223,000 people were displaced in Darfur,
bringing the total number of those internally
displaced in the region to 2.5 million. An
estimated 60,000 people were additionally
displaced due to intermittent fighting between
the Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA)-
North and government forces in Blue Nile
state.

A further 2.2 million people were displaced
by the conflict in South Sudan during the
year, with 3.9 million people facing severe
food insecurity.

Huge numbers of people were internally
displaced or became refugees after fleeing
areas affected by violence from Boko Haram.
In Nigeria alone, more than two million people
have been forced to flee their homes since
2009. Hundreds of thousands of refugees
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from Nigeria and CAR were living in harsh
conditions in crowded camps in Cameroon
and Niger, where in May government forces
of Niger and Cameroon forced thousands of
refugees back to Nigeria, accusing them of
bringing Boko Haram attacks to the area. In
Chad, hundreds of thousands of refugees
from Nigeria, CAR, Sudan and Libya
continued to live in difficult conditions in
crowded refugee camps.

More than 1.3 million Somalis were
internally displaced during the year. Globally,
there were more than 1.1 million Somali
refugees. Yet states hosting Somali asylum-
seekers and refugees — including Saudi
Arabia, Sweden, the Netherlands, Norway,
the UK and Denmark — continued to pressure
Somalis to return to Somalia, claiming that
security had improved in the country.

Kenya's government threatened to close
Dadaab, the world’s largest refugee camp,
presenting the move as a security measure
following an attack by al-Shabaab. Against a
backdrop of harassment of Somali and other
refugees by Kenyan security services, the
authorities threatened to forcibly return
around 350,000 refugees to Somalia. This
would put thousands of lives at risk and
violate Kenya's obligations under international
law.

Countless numbers of refugees and
migrants — displaced not only by conflict but
also by political persecution or the need to
secure a better livelihood — faced intolerance,
xenophobia, abuses and violations. Many
languished in camps that failed to provide
proper access to water, food, health care,
sanitation or education, and many fell prey to
human trafficking networks.

More than 230,000 people fled Burundi’s
deteriorating political, social and economic
situation to neighbouring countries.
Thousands continued to flee Eritrea to escape
indefinite National Service, which amounts to
forced labour. Eritreans caught trying to
escape the country were arbitrarily detained
without charge or trial, frequently in harsh
conditions and without access to lawyers. A
“shoot to kill” policy was in place for anyone
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evading capture and trying to cross into
Ethiopia. Those who managed to leave Eritrea
faced numerous dangers on routes through
Sudan, Libya and the Mediterranean to reach
Europe, including hostage-taking for ransom
by armed groups and criminal gangs.

In Malawi, unregistered migrants were kept
in detention beyond the expiry of their
custodial sentences, with limited prospect of
being released or deported. At least 100 such
detainees, mostly from Ethiopia, were held in
overcrowded prisons at the end of the year.

An ongoing failure by the South African
government to establish a systematic
programme of prevention and protection
resulted in widespread and violent
xenophobic attacks against migrants and
refugees, including on their businesses.

IMPUNITY FOR CRIMES UNDER
INTERNATIONAL LAW

Impunity for serious human rights violations
and abuses — especially those committed in
the context of armed conflicts — continued to
deprive people of truth and justice, and
contributed to further instability and abuses.
Most governments — including in Cameroon,
CAR, Nigeria, Somalia, South Sudan and
Sudan — showed little progress towards
tackling the entrenched accountability gap,
with those suspected of responsibility for
crimes under international law rarely held to
account.

Despite promises by Nigeria's new
President to investigate crimes under
international law and other serious human
rights violations and abuses committed by the
military and Boko Haram, no meaningful
action was taken. The government failed to
hold its own forces to account, and
prosecuted few people suspected of being
Boko Haram members. However, the Office
of the Prosecutor of the ICC identified eight
potential cases involving crimes against
humanity and war crimes: six involving Boko
Haram and two involving the Nigerian security
forces.

Despite the publication on 26 October of
the report by the AU Commission of Inquiry
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on South Sudan, and the signing of a peace
agreement in August which laid the
foundation for the AU’s decision to set up a
hybrid court, there was no progress towards
its establishment. The Hybrid Court on South
Sudan was announced as an African-led and
Africa-owned legal mechanism.

In April, CAR’s National Transitional
Council took a positive step towards
establishing an accountability mechanism by
adopting a law to establish a Special Criminal
Court. There was little progress in establishing
the Court, however, which is expected to
investigate and prosecute those responsible
for war crimes and crimes against humanity
committed in the country since 2003.

South Africa’s government failed to fulfil its
international legal obligations in June when
Sudan’s President al-Bashir — visiting
Johannesburg for an AU Summit — was
allowed to leave the country. Two open ICC
arrest warrants had been laid against him for
his alleged role in genocide, crimes against
humanity and war crimes in Darfur, and a
court order from South Africa’s high court
also prohibited him from leaving. South
Africa’s failure to act saw it join a long list of
states that have failed to arrest and surrender
President al-Bashir to the ICC to face trial. In
a worrying development, the African National
Congress was reported to have resolved in
October that South Africa should withdraw
from the ICC. No steps had been taken by the
end of the year.

President Ouattara of Cote d'Ivoire stated in
April that there would be no more transfers to
the ICC, despite the ICC’s outstanding arrest
warrant for former First Lady Simone Gbagbo
for alleged crimes against humanity.

Some states and the AU continued with
political efforts to interfere with or undermine
the independence of the ICC, and to ensure
immunity from prosecution for serving heads
of state even when accused of crimes against
humanity and other international crimes. The
AU Assembly adopted a resolution in June
which reiterated its previous calls for
termination or suspension of ICC proceedings
against Deputy President Ruto of Kenya and
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President al-Bashir of Sudan. In November,
Kenya’s government attempted to influence
the 14th session of the Assembly of States
Parties (ASP) — the political oversight body of
the ICC — as part of its attempt to undermine
the trial of Deputy President Ruto, by
threatening to withdraw from the ICC. The
government of Namibia also threatened to
withdraw from the ICC in November.

More positively, the DRC took a significant
step in November when the Senate voted in
favour of adopting domestic legislation for
implementation of the Rome Statute of the
ICC. During the 14" session of the ASP in
November, many African states parties to the
Rome Statute of the ICC voiced strong
commitment to the ICC and denied support to
proposals that could undermine its
independence.

A significant step towards justice for victims
of the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) was
achieved in January following the transfer of
Dominic Ongwen, alleged former LRA
commander, to the ICC. The beginning in July
of the trial of Hisseéne Habré in Senegal — with
the accused charged with crimes against
humanity, torture and war crimes committed
during his tenure between 1982 and 1990 —
was a major positive development in Africa’s
long fight against impunity.

REPRESSION OF DISSENT IN THE
GONTEXT OF ELECTIONS AND
TRANSITIONS

Fifteen general or presidential elections took
place across the continent during the year,
many forming the backdrop for human rights
violations and restrictions. In countries
including Burundi, the Republic of Congo,
Cote d’lvoire, DRC, Ethiopia, Guinea, Sudan,
Tanzania, Togo, Uganda and Zambia there
were bans on protests, attacks on
demonstrators, and arbitrary arrests of
political opponents, human rights defenders
and journalists.

Ethiopia’s general election in May was
marred by restrictions on civil society
observing the elections, use of excessive force
against peaceful demonstrators, and

Amnesty International Report 2015/16



harassment of political opposition observers.
Security officers beat, injured and killed
people at polling stations, and four members
and leaders of political opposition parties
were extrajudicially executed.

In Guinea, tensions around the electoral
process led to violence between supporters of
different political parties, and between
protesters and security forces, the latter often
using excessive and lethal force to police
demonstrations.

Presidential and parliamentary elections in
Sudan saw President al-Bashir re-elected
amid reports of fraud and vote-rigging, with
low voter turnout and opposition political
parties boycotting the elections. Sudan’s
authorities intensified their suppression of
freedom of expression as the elections
approached, repressing the media, civil
society and opposition political parties, and
arresting dozens of political opponents.

In countries including Burkina Faso,
Burundi, DRC and the Republic of Congo,
attempts by political incumbents to stay in
power for a third term sparked protests and
subsequent state violence. In Burundi,
protests were violently suppressed by the
security forces and there was a marked
increase in torture and other ill-treatment,
especially against those opposed to President
Nkurunziza's re-election bid. From
September onwards, the situation
deteriorated even further; killings on a near-
daily basis, including extrajudicial executions,
and arbitrary arrests and disappearances
became routine. More than 400 people were
killed between April and December.

In Burkina Faso in September, members of
the Presidential Guard (RSP) attempted a
coup and took political leaders hostage,
including the President and Prime Minister,
triggering public protests. Before being forced
to withdraw by the army, the RSP used
excessive and sometimes lethal force in a bid
to suppress protests.

In The Gambia, relatives of those
suspected of involvement in a failed coup in
December 2014 were arbitrarily arrested and
detained by law enforcement agencies. Three
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soldiers suspected of being involved were
sentenced to death. Political instability in
Lesotho continued following an attempted
coup in 2014.

Dissent and basic human rights were
suppressed in DRC and Uganda, linked to
presidential elections scheduled for 2016. As
pressure intensified on the DRC President
Kabila to not seek another term after 14 years
in power, the authorities increasingly targeted
human rights defenders and journalists and
violently disrupted demonstrations. In Uganda
— where President Museveni will seek a fifth
term in office in elections due in February
2016 — police arbitrarily arrested political
opposition leaders, including presidential
candidates, and used excessive force to
disperse peaceful political gatherings.

SHRINKING CIVIC SPACE AND ATTACKS
ON HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS
Outside the context of elections, many
governments stifled dissent and muzzled
rights to freedom of expression. Peaceful
assemblies were often disrupted with
excessive force. Many civil society
organizations and human rights defenders
faced an increasingly hostile environment,
including through use of laws aimed at
restricting civic space.

Such patterns of increasing restrictions
took place in a wide spectrum of countries,
including Angola, Burundi, Cameroon, Chad,
the Republic of Congo, Cote d’lvoire,
Equatorial Guinea, Gambia, Kenya, Lesotho,
Mauritania, Niger, Rwanda, Senegal, Sierra
Leone, Somalia, Swaziland, Togo, Uganda,
Zambia and Zimbabwe.

In Angola, there was an increase in
crackdown on dissent and outright violations
of fundamental freedoms, including through
the arbitrary detention of activists peacefully
calling for public accountability of leadership.

In Eritrea, thousands of prisoners of
conscience continued to suffer arbitrary
detentions. There was no space for opposition
political parties, activism, independent media
or academic freedom.

In South Sudan, the space for journalists,
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human rights defenders and civil society to
operate without intimidation or fear continued
to decline significantly.

Restrictions on the rights to freedoms of
expression, association and assembly
increased in Mauritania, and activists were
jailed for holding anti-slavery rallies. Senegal’s
authorities continued to ban demonstrations
by supporters of political parties and human
rights defenders, and to prosecute peaceful
demonstrators.

In Tanzania, journalists faced harassment,
intimidation and arrests. Four bills were
introduced to Parliament that collectively
codified unwarranted restrictions to freedom
of expression.

In Zambia, police continued to implement
the Public Order Act, restricting freedom of
assembly. Zimbabwe's authorities gagged
freedom of expression, including through
crackdowns involving arrests, surveillance,
harassment and intimidation of those
campaigning for the licensing of community
radio stations.

DISCRIMINATION AND MARGINALIZATION
Although 2015 was the AU’s “Year of
Women’s Empowerment and Development
towards Africa’s Agenda 2063”, women and
girls frequently suffered abuse, discrimination
and marginalization in many countries — often
because of cultural traditions and norms, and
the institutionalization of gender-based
discrimination through unjust laws. In
conflicts and countries hosting large numbers
of displaced people and refugees, women
and girls were subjected to rape and other
forms of sexual violence. Positively, countries
including Burkina Faso, Madagascar and
Zimbabwe launched national campaigns to
end child marriages.

Abuses — including persecution and
criminalization — of people who are or are
perceived to be lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender and intersex (LGBTI) were
ongoing in many countries, including
Cameroon, Nigeria, Senegal and South Africa.

Malawi accepted a UN Universal Periodic
Review recommendation to take measures to
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protect LGBTI people against violence and to
prosecute the perpetrators, and agreed to
guarantee effective access to health services.
However, it rejected recommendations to
repeal provisions in the Penal Code
criminalizing consensual same-sex conduct
between adults.

The African Commission granted observer
status to the South Africa-based LGBTI rights
organization, the Coalition of African Lesbians
(CAL), during its 56" Ordinary Session held in
The Gambia. However, at a subsequent AU
Summit in South Africa, the Executive Council
of the AU declined to approve the
Commission’s activity report until it withdrew
the observer status granted to CAL — raising
fears that the Commission may be forced to
withdraw the decision.

Despite condemnation by the President,
there was a sharp increase in killings and
other attacks on people with albinism in
Malawi by individuals and gangs seeking
body parts to sell for use in witchcraft. In
Tanzania, the government failed to ensure
adequate safety measures for people living
with albinism; a young girl was reportedly
killed for body parts, and reported cases
involved abduction, mutilation and
dismemberment.

LOOKING AHEAD

Events throughout the year demonstrated the
extent and depth of Africa’s human rights
challenges, as well as the urgent need for
international and regional institutions to
protect millions of lives and to address the
global refugee crisis by taking a stronger,
clearer and more consistent approach to
tackling conflict.

The year also underlined the desperate
need for African states to tackle impunity at
home and abroad — including by withdrawing
from politicized attacks on the ICC. Effective
accountability for human rights violations and
crimes under international law could be
transformative for countries across Africa.

Alongside the Year of Human Rights in
Africa, 2016 will mark the 35" anniversary of
the adoption of the African Charter, the 30"

Amnesty International Report 2015/16



anniversary of the Charter’s entry into force
and the 10" anniversary of the establishment
of the African Court. With such auspicious
anniversaries looming, the challenge for most
African leaders is to listen to and work with
the continent’s growing human rights
movement.
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AMERICAS
REGIONAL
OVERVIEW

Events in 2015 underscored the magnitude of
the human rights crisis facing the Americas
region. A mix of discrimination, violence,
inequality, conflict, insecurity, poverty,
environmental damage and failure to ensure
justice for violations of human rights
threatened the protection of human rights
and fundamental freedoms in the region.

Although most states supported and ratified
human rights standards and treaties, the
promise of rights remained hollow for millions,
confirming a two-year trend of regression on
human rights.

A pervasive culture of impunity allowed
perpetrators of human rights abuses to
operate without fear of the consequences,
denied truth and redress to millions, and
weakened the rule of law. Impunity was
frequently sustained by weak, under-
resourced and corrupt security and justice
systems, compounded by a lack of political
will to ensure their independence and
impartiality.

Throughout the year, the authorities
repeatedly relied on a militaristic response to
social and political problems, including the
growing influence of criminal networks and
the impact of multinational corporations on
people’s rights.

At the same time, levels of lethal violence
across the region remained extremely high.
Latin America and the Caribbean were home
to eight of the 10 most violent countries in the
world, and four of these — Brazil, Colombia,
Mexico and Venezuela — accounted for one in
four violent killings worldwide. Only 20 out of
100 homicides in Latin America resulted in a
conviction; in some countries, the share was
even lower. Violent crime was particularly
widespread in El Salvador, Guyana,
Honduras, Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago and
Venezuela.
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The increasing influence of transnational
corporations and their involvement in human
rights abuses — especially in the extractive
and other industries related to the
appropriation of territory and natural
resources, mainly in land claimed by and
belonging to Indigenous Peoples, other ethnic
minorities and peasant farmers — continued to
threaten human rights across the region.

A growing number of socio-environmental
conflicts bred violence and human rights
violations. Human rights defenders and
activists working to protect land, territory and
natural resources were increasingly exposed
to killings, enforced disappearance and other
criminal acts. In Honduras, local civil society
organizations faced violent attacks and
threats by private security guards with ties to
powerful landowners. In Brazil, dozens of
people were killed in conflicts over land and
natural resources.

Discussions at the Organization of
American States (OAS) to finalize a proposed
American Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples were hampered by
barriers to the effective participation of
Indigenous Peoples and by some states’
efforts to weaken the draft. Indigenous
representatives withdrew from negotiations
after several states insisted on the inclusion of
provisions that would, in practice, endorse
national laws that disregard the protection of
Indigenous Peoples’ rights.

Meanwhile, insecurity, violence and
economic hardship in Mexico and Central
America drove a growing number of people,
in particular unaccompanied children, to
leave their homes and cross borders in
search of better living conditions and an
escape from violence.

Human rights defenders continued to be
targeted for their work. Standing up for
human rights was often a dangerous and
even lethal choice, as many governments
oversaw an erosion of civic space and the
criminalization of dissent.

Unfolding human rights crises at the
national level included Mexico, which was
plagued by thousands of complaints of torture
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and other ill-treatment and reports of
extrajudicial executions; the whereabouts of
at least 27,000 people remained unknown at
the end of the year. Although September
marked the first anniversary of the enforced
disappearance of 43 students from the
Ayotzinapa teacher training college, one of
Mexico’s most alarming human rights
violations in recent history, investigations
remained flawed.

In Venezuela, a year after huge
demonstrations that left 43 people dead,
hundreds injured and dozens tortured or
otherwise ill-treated, no one had been found
guilty of the crimes committed — nor had
charges been dropped against those
arbitrarily detained by the authorities. Despite
a reduction in protests at the end of the year,
the government’s intolerance of dissent often
led to human rights defenders facing threats,
harassment and attacks, and security forces
continued to use excessive force to suppress
protests. Attacks on opposition politicians and
activists raised concerns about the fairness of
congressional elections. Luis Manuel Diaz, a
local opposition politician in Guarico state,
was shot dead during a rally before the
elections.

The situation of sexual and reproductive
rights in Paraguay, particularly the case of a
10-year-old girl who became pregnant after
being repeatedly raped — allegedly by her
stepfather — attracted global attention,
underscoring the need to repeal the country’s
draconian anti-abortion law. The authorities
refused to allow an abortion, despite evidence
that the girl’s life was at risk from the
pregnancy.

The human rights situation in Cuba was at
a crossroads. The year was marked by
warming international relations — with the
country taking part in the Summit of the
Americas for the first time, as well as historic
meetings between the Cuban and US
presidents and a state visit by Pope Francis —
and advances such as the release of
prisoners of conscience. Yet the authorities
stifled dissent and continued to arbitrarily
detain thousands of people simply for
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expressing their views peacefully.

In Brazil, infrastructure construction for the
2016 Olympic Games led to ongoing evictions
of people from their homes in Rio de Janeiro,
often without adequate notification, financial
compensation or resettlement.

The year saw positive developments too. In
Colombia, peace talks between the
government and the Revolutionary Armed
Forces of Colombia (FARC) continued to
make significant progress, raising
expectations that the country’s 50-year-long
armed conflict may soon end.

Jamaica’s government finally established a
Commission of Enquiry into human rights
violations committed during the 2010 state of
emergency, when security forces killed 76
people, including 44 who were alleged to
have been extrajudicially executed. The
President of Peru ratified a national
mechanism for the prevention of torture and
set up a national register of victims of forced
sterilization during the 1990s.

The USA accepted many recommendations
made under the UN Universal Periodic
Review (UPR) process following an
examination of its human rights record,
repeating that it supported calls for the
closure of the US detention centre in
Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, for the ratification of
the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child
and the UN Convention on the Elimination of
All Forms of Discrimination against Women
(CEDAW), and for accountability for torture.
However, none of the recommendations had
been implemented at the end of the year.

PUBLIC SECURITY AND HUMAN RIGHTS
Increasing violence and influence of non-state
actors — including criminal networks and
transnational corporations operating with
impunity — continued to challenge
governments’ ability to protect human rights.
Efforts to control criminal networks, including
the occasional use of armed forces, led to
grave human rights violations and undue
restrictions on freedoms of expression and
peaceful assembly.

Excessive use of force by the police and
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other security forces was reported in
countries including the Bahamas, Brazil,
Chile, the Dominican Republic, Ecuador,
Guyana, Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago and
Venezuela.

Brazil's security forces often used excessive
or unnecessary force to suppress protests.
Killings during police operations remained
high and were rarely investigated; a lack of
transparency often made it impossible to
ascertain the exact number of people killed.
Off-duty police officers reportedly carried out
unlawful killings as part of death squads
operating in several cities. In Mexico, a
number of reported shoot-outs involving the
police or military showed signs of extrajudicial
executions.

Nationwide anti-government protests in
Ecuador throughout the year were marked by
clashes between the security forces — who
reportedly used excessive force and made
arbitrary arrests — and protesters.

In Peru, people opposing extractive
industry projects were victims of intimidation,
excessive use of force and arbitrary arrests.
Seven protesters were shot and killed in
circumstances suggesting that security
officials used excessive force.

Across the USA, at least 43 people died
after police used Tasers on them. There were
protests at the excessive use of force by
police in a number of cities. The authorities
again failed to track the exact number of
people killed by law enforcement officials
each year.

In Venezuela, public security operations to
tackle high crime rates raised concerns of
excessive use of force, including possible
extrajudicial executions, as well as arbitrary
arrests and forced evictions of suspected
criminals and their families.

ACCESS TO JUSTICE AND THE FIGHT TO
END IMPUNITY
The denial of meaningful access to justice for
scores of people seriously undermined
human rights, particularly among deprived
and marginalized communities.

Impunity was pervasive in Honduras,
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fostered by an ineffective criminal justice
system that — together with corruption and
human rights violations by police officers —
created a lack of trust in law enforcement and
justice institutions. The government
announced it would tackle corruption and
impunity by forming an initiative with the OAS
to reform the justice system.

In Chile, cases of police violence and
human rights violations involving members of
the security forces continued to be
investigated by military courts, despite
concerns about the impartiality and
independence of such tribunals and
commitments by the authorities to reform the
military justice system.

There was an ongoing lack of political will
to confront unresolved human rights
violations, including thousands of political
killings and enforced disappearances in the
second half of the 20" century, and to ensure
the rights to truth, justice and reparation.

In Bolivia, measures to ensure truth, justice
and full reparation for victims of human rights
violations during past military and
authoritarian regimes were limited, although
the authorities committed to creating a truth
commission. Public trials were held in
Argentina for crimes against humanity
perpetrated during the military regime of
1976-1983, with eight new convictions
handed down. However, those from the civil,
business and legal sectors who were
complicit in human rights violations and
crimes under international law had yet to be
brought to justice.

In Chile, there were over 1,000 active cases
of human rights violations committed in the
past; victims’ organizations condemned the
slow progress in establishing the truth about
thousands of victims of enforced
disappearance. However, charges were
brought against several former military
officers, including for the abduction and
killing of singer and political activist Victor
Jarain 1973.

A Guatemala City appeals court declared
that a 1986 amnesty decree did not apply to
crimes against humanity and genocide in
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Guatemala, meaning that a case against
former President and army commander-in-
chief José Efrain Rios Montt could proceed.

In Panama, the trial of former President
Manuel Noriega for the enforced
disappearance of Heliodoro Portugal was
suspended after Manuel Noriega’s lawyer
appealed against his charge, arguing that the
trial would violate the terms of his extradition.
It was unclear whether the trial would
proceed.

In Haiti, after the death in 2014 of former
President Jean-Claude Duvalier, an
investigation into allegations of crimes against
humanity committed during his tenure
(1971-1986) made little progress.

TORTURE AND OTHER ILL-TREATMENT
Despite strong anti-torture laws and
mechanisms across the region, torture and
other ill-treatment remained widespread; the
authorities failed to prosecute perpetrators or
to provide adequate reparation to victims.
Cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment was
common in prisons or at the time of arrest,
and was mainly used against criminal
suspects to inflict punishment or to extract
confessions.

In Argentina, reports of torture — including
beatings with cattle prods, near asphyxiation
with plastic bags, submersion and prolonged
isolation — were not investigated and there
was no system in place to protect witnesses.
Torture victims in Bolivia were deterred from
seeking justice and reparation due to the lack
of an independent mechanism to record and
investigate allegations of abuse.

Mexico came under international scrutiny
in March, when the UN Special Rapporteur
on torture and other cruel, inhuman or
degrading treatment or punishment
presented a report to the UN Human Rights
Council, detailing the generalized nature of
torture and the impunity among police and
other security forces.

Torture and other ill-treatment were
endemic in Brazil's prisons, including against
boys and girls.

Prison conditions — including overcrowding,
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violence and a lack of food and water — were
particularly harsh in the Bahamas, Bolivia,
Brazil, Haiti, Jamaica, the USA and
Venezuela.

REFUGEES, ASYLUM-SEEKERS AND
MIGRANTS

In an escalating humanitarian crisis, migrants
and refugees — especially large numbers of
unaccompanied children and adolescents —
crossing Central America and Mexico faced
serious human rights violations as they
attempted to gain entry to the USA, and were
often detained in harsh conditions. They were
frequently killed, abducted or faced extortion
by criminal gangs, who often operated in
collusion with the authorities. Women and
girls were at particular risk of sexual violence
and human trafficking.

In the USA, tens of thousands of families
and unaccompanied children were
apprehended when attempting to cross the
southern border during the year. Families
were detained for months — many in facilities
lacking proper access to medical care,
sanitation, water and legal counsel — as they
pursued claims to remain in the country.

Elsewhere, migrants and their descendants
faced pervasive discrimination, with states
doing little to tackle entrenched exclusion.

Despite the implementation of a law
intended to address their situation, many
people of Haitian descent in the Dominican
Republic remained stateless after their
Dominican nationality had been arbitrarily
and retroactively removed by a Constitutional
Court judgment in 2013. After the Dominican
authorities announced that deportations of
irregular migrants would resume in June, tens
of thousands of Haitian migrants decided to
return to Haiti, mainly for fear of violence,
expulsion or xenophobic behaviour from
employers or neighbours; hundreds settled in
makeshift camps at the border.

In the Bahamas, there were allegations of
arbitrary arrests and abuses against migrants.
Parliament approved migration reforms that
could potentially prevent the children of
irregular migrants born in the Bahamas from
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obtaining Bahamian nationality, at the risk of
rendering individuals stateless.

In July, the UN Human Rights Committee
called on Canada to report back within a year
on a range of human rights concerns relating
to migrants and refugees. In a positive
development, the new government
announced that cuts to the Interim Federal
Health Program for refugees and asylum-
seekers would be reversed and health
coverage restored.

Nearly 2,000 Colombian nationals —
including refugees and asylum-seekers —
were deported from Venezuela in August, with
no opportunity to challenge their expulsion or
gather their belongings. In some cases
children were separated from parents. Scores
of people were forcibly evicted or had their
houses destroyed, and some detainees were
ill-treated.

In December, the Inter-American
Commission on Human Rights expressed
concern over the vulnerability of more than
4,500 Cuban migrants stranded on the Costa
Rica-Nicaragua border, amid allegations of
abuses by Nicaraguan authorities; the
Commission called on Central American
states to allow safe and legal migration to
Cubans travelling overland to the USA.

INDIGENOUS PEOPLES’ RIGHTS

Even though every state in the region has
endorsed the 2007 UN Declaration on the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples, human rights
violations — including attacks, excessive use
of force and killings — remained a daily reality
for Indigenous Peoples across the region,
threatening their rights over their land,
territory and natural resources, their culture
and even their own existence.

Poverty, exclusion, inequality and
discrimination continued to affect thousands,
including in Argentina, Bolivia, Canada, Chile,
Colombia, Mexico, Paraguay and Peru. State
and non-state actors — including businesses
and landowners — continued to forcibly
displace Indigenous Peoples from their own
lands in the pursuit of economic
development.
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Development projects, including by the
extractive industry, saw Indigenous Peoples
repeatedly denied meaningful consultation
and free, prior and informed consent, which
threatened their culture and environment and
led to the forced displacement of entire
communities.

Attacks on members of Indigenous
communities in Brazil were widespread and
those responsible were rarely brought to
justice. An amendment to the Constitution
which transferred responsibility for
demarcating Indigenous land from the
executive to the legislative branch of the
government threatened to have a negative
impact on Indigenous Peoples’ access to
land. The amendment was pending approval
by the Senate at the end of the year.

Paraguay’s Supreme Court rejected a
second attempt by a landowner to nullify the
country’s 2014 expropriation law, which was
passed to return their land to the
Sawhoyamaxa community. A resolution to a
complaint filed by the community against the
occupation of their land by the landowner’s
employees was still pending at the end of the
year.

Ecuador’s authorities failed to fully
implement the 2012 ruling of the Inter-
American Court of Human Rights in favour of
the Kichwa People of Sarayaku, including the
complete removal of explosives left on their
land and the issuing of legislation to regulate
Indigenous Peoples’ right to free, prior and
informed consent over laws, policies and
measures that affect their livelihoods.

HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS AT RISK
Across the region, a pattern of threats and
attacks against human rights defenders,
lawyers, judges, witnesses and journalists
continued, and there was an increasing trend
of judicial systems being misused to repress
human rights defenders. Progress in
investigating such abuses or bringing
perpetrators to justice was rare.

Being a human rights defender carried with
it the risk of abuses and violence in many
countries in the Americas. Those taking
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action to tackle impunity and defend women'’s
and Indigenous Peoples’ rights were at
particular risk of reprisals.

Human rights defenders in Colombia were
at serious risk of attack, mainly by
paramilitaries.

In Venezuela, human rights defenders
routinely faced verbal attacks from the
authorities. Cuba’s authorities imposed severe
restrictions on basic freedoms, with
thousands of reported cases of harassment of
government critics as well as arbitrary arrests
and detentions. Human rights defenders and
others who openly criticized government
policies in Ecuador faced attacks, fines and
unfounded criminal charges; media outlets
continued to receive fines under a
communication law that was potentially being
used to undermine freedom of expression.
Authorities in Bolivia discredited the work of
NGOs, including human rights defenders,
and also applied strict regulation for NGOs to
obtain registration.

Human rights defenders in Guatemala —
especially Indigenous leaders and protesters
defending environmental and land rights and
opposing hydroelectric and mining
megaprojects — faced continuous attacks,
threats, harassment and intimidation.

In Honduras, against the backdrop of a
general climate of violence and crimes,
human rights defenders — particularly women
— faced threats and attacks which were rarely
investigated, as well as judicial harassment.
Congress approved a law which could be an
important step to protect human rights
defenders and journalists, among other
groups, although a group of civil society
organizations expressed concerns about the
vagueness and lack of transparency of the
draft implementation regulations, and asked
for the approval to be postponed by several
months.

Measures to protect human rights
defenders were often weakly applied or
ignored entirely. Brazil's National Programme
for the Protection of Human Rights Defenders
failed to deliver the protection promised in its
provisions, and its implementation was
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hampered by insufficient resources. Cases of
threats, attacks and killings targeting human
rights defenders went largely uninvestigated
and unpunished. In Mexico, the federal
Mechanism for the Protection of Human
Rights Defenders and Journalists lacked
resources and co-ordination, leaving human
rights defenders and journalists inadequately
protected; impunity for attacks and violence
remained.

RIGHTS OF WOMEN AND GIRLS

A pattern of increasing violence against
women continued to be one of the principal
human rights challenges across the region.
Little progress was made in addressing this,
with states failing to prioritize the protection of
women and girls from rape, threats and
killings and to hold perpetrators to account.
Legislation was slow to be implemented.

High levels of gender-based violence were
reported in Guatemala, Guyana, EI Salvador,
Jamaica and Trinidad and Tobago, among
other countries. Implementation of 2007
legislation criminalizing such abuses in
Venezuela remained slow, due to a lack of
resources. In the USA, Native American and
Alaska Native women continued to
experience disproportionate levels of violence,
being 2.5 times more likely to be raped or
sexually assaulted than other women in the
country. In El Salvador, 475 women were
murdered between January and October — an
increase from 294 in 2014.

Violations of sexual and reproductive rights
had a significant impact on women'’s and
girls’ health. By the end of the year, seven
countries in the region — Chile, the Dominican
Republic, El Salvador, Haiti, Honduras,
Suriname and Nicaragua — still had a total
ban on abortion, or lacked an explicit legal
provision to protect the woman’s life. In Chile,
a bill to decriminalize abortion under certain
circumstances was pending before Congress
at the end of the year. In the Dominican
Republic, the Constitutional Court struck
down reforms to the Penal Code which
decriminalized abortion in certain cases. In
Peru, a bill to decriminalize abortion for
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victims of rape was rejected by a
congressional constitutional commission.

In Argentina, women and girls faced
obstacles in accessing legal abortion. In
Brazil, new legislation and constitutional
amendments threatened sexual and
reproductive rights and women'’s rights. Some
bills proposed to criminalize abortion in all
circumstances, or would effectively prevent
access to safe and legal abortion.

Even when access to abortion services was
legal in certain cases in other countries,
protracted judicial procedures made access
to safe abortion virtually impossible,
particularly for those unable to pay for private
abortion services. Restricted access to
contraception and information on sexual and
reproductive issues remained a concern,
especially for the most marginalized women
and girls.

In Bolivia, high rates of maternal mortality,
particularly in rural areas, remained a
concern.

All parties to the conflict in Colombia —
security forces, paramilitaries and guerilla
groups — were responsible for crimes of
sexual violence; very few of the alleged
perpetrators were brought to justice.

RIGHTS OF LESBIAN, GAY, BISEXUAL,
TRANSGENDER AND INTERSEX PEOPLE
LGBTI people faced ongoing discrimination
and violence across the region, despite
progress in some countries on legislation
prohibiting discrimination on the grounds of
sexual orientation and gender identity.

There were violent and unresolved murders
of several transgender women in Argentina,
as well as reports of hate crimes — including
murder and rape — against LGBTI people in
the Dominican Republic. Violence and
discrimination towards LGBTI people
remained a concern in El Salvador, Guyana,
Honduras, Trinidad and Tobago, and
Venezuela.

Consensual sex between men remained
criminalized in Jamaica, where homelessness
and displacement of LGBTI youths and a
failure to investigate threats and harassment
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against LGBTI people persisted. However, in
a positive development, a gay pride
celebration was held for the first time, with
the Minister of Justice calling for tolerance
during the event and expressing his support
for the right of LGBTI people to express
themselves peacefully.

ARMED CONFLICT

In Colombia, ongoing peace talks between the
government and the FARC offered the best
chance in more than a decade to put a
definitive end to the region’s longest-running
internal armed conflict. However, during the
year both sides committed crimes under
international law as well as serious human
rights violations and abuses, principally
against Indigenous Peoples, Afro-descendant
and peasant farmer communities, and human
rights defenders.

Security forces, guerrilla groups and
paramilitaries perpetrated unlawful killings,
forced displacement, enforced
disappearances, death threats and crimes of
sexual violence with almost total impunity.
Children continued to be recruited as
combatants by guerrilla groups and
paramilitaries. Relatives of victims of human
rights violations who campaigned for justice,
as well as members of human rights
organizations helping them, faced death
threats and other serious human rights
abuses.

A ceasefire by the FARC from July and the
government’s suspension of aerial
bombardments against FARC positions
seemed to alleviate some of the worst effects
of the conflict on civilians in rural areas.

In September, the two sides announced
they had reached an agreement on
transitional justice and announced that a
peace deal would be signed by March 2016.
However, doubts remained over whether the
agreement, which was not made public until
December — coupled with legislation that
could enable suspected human rights
abusers to evade justice — would guarantee
victims’ right to truth, justice and reparation in
line with international law.
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COUNTER-TERROR AND SECURITY

By the end of the year, no one had been
brought to justice for human rights violations
— including torture and other ill-treatment as
well as enforced disappearance — committed
in the secret detention and interrogation
programme operated by the Central
Intelligence Agency (CIA) after the 11
September 2001 attacks in the USA.

Over a year after the publication of the
declassified summary of a report by the
Senate Select Committee on Intelligence into
the CIA programme, the full report remained
top secret, thus facilitating impunity. Most, if
not all, of the detainees held as part of the
programme were subjected to enforced
disappearance and to conditions of detention
and/or interrogation techniques which
violated the prohibition of torture and other
cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment.

Detainees were still held at Guantanamo,
most of them without charge or trial and some
still facing trial by military commission, under
a system falling short of international fair trial
standards.

DEATH PENALTY

The USA was once again the only country in
the region to carry out executions. Yet there
were signs that the worldwide trend towards
abolition of capital punishment was slowly but
steadily gaining ground there too. The
Nebraska legislature voted to abolish the
death penalty, although the repeal was on
hold at the end of the year after opponents
petitioned to have the issue put to the popular
vote in 2016. Pennsylvania’s state governor
announced a moratorium on executions;
moratoriums also remained in force in
Washington State and Oregon.
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ASIA-PACIFIC
REGIONAL
OVERVIEW

Even as rapid social and economic change
continued in the Asia-Pacific region, the
human rights situation often remained bleak.
The increasing trend towards repression and
injustice threatened the protection of human
rights in the region.

A recurring and central threat to people’s
rights was states’ failure to ensure
accountability, with impunity often
entrenched and widespread, denying justice
and sustaining human rights violations
including torture and other ill-treatment.
Impunity also fuelled suffering in armed
conflicts, such as in Afghanistan and
Myanmar, and perpetuated injustice by failing
to ensure reparations for past conflicts, as in
Indonesia.

In many countries there was a serious
disconnect between governments and the
people. People, particularly youth, frequently
felt newly empowered to speak out for their
rights, often aided by affordable
communications technologies and platforms,
including social media. Governments, in
contrast, often sought to shield themselves
from accountability or criticism, while some —
such as those of China, Cambodia, India,
Malaysia, Thailand and Viet Nam — intensified
their crackdown on key freedoms. Severe
restrictions on the rights to freedom of
expression, association and peaceful
assembly continued in Laos, where
authorities further tightened control of civil
society groups.

Despite a global trend towards abolition,
the death penalty also continued in several
countries in the region, including extensively
in China and Pakistan. Indonesia resumed
executions, Maldives threatened to do so, and
there was a surge of executions in Pakistan
after a moratorium on the execution of
civilians was lifted in December 2014.
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However, there were also some positive steps
as Fiji became the world’s 100" fully
abolitionist country and Mongolia’s parliament
passed a new criminal code removing the
death penalty for all crimes.

Millions of refugees and asylum-seekers
faced harsh conditions across the Asia-Pacific
region, and countries as disparate as
Australia and China violated international law
by forcibly returning people to countries
where they would face a real risk of serious
violations. A major humanitarian and human
rights crisis occurred in the Bay of Bengal
and Andaman Sea, where people smugglers
and traffickers abandoned thousands of
refugees and migrants at sea, with states
initially turning them away or being slow to
mount search and rescue operations.

Specifically, in Nepal the devastating
earthquake of 25 April and its aftershocks
caused more than 8,000 deaths and 22,000
injuries, and displaced more than 100,000
people. The government refused to waive
costly and time-consuming customs duties
and procedures for health and relief supplies,
leaving thousands in desperate need. A new
Constitution, rushed through in the
earthquake’s aftermath, was marked by
human rights shortcomings. A federalist
structure was rejected by ethnic groups,
leading to violent protests and confrontations.
The security forces resorted to excessive,
unnecessary or disproportionate force in
several clashes with protesters, leading to
dozens of deaths.

Extreme repression and systematic violation
of almost all human rights overshadowed life
in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea
(North Korea), and those who fled the country
reported an increase in arbitrary arrests.
Reduced daily rations severely threatened the
right to adequate food, and hundreds of
thousands of people continued to languish in
prison camps and detention facilities where
torture and other ill-treatment was widespread
and forced labour routine.

China’s geopolitical influence continued to
grow, but an appalling internal human rights
situation prevailed. Under the pretext of

Amnesty International Report 2015/16



enhancing national security, the government
increased repression by drafting or enacting
an unprecedented series of laws and
regulations with the potential to silence
dissent and crack down on human rights
defenders. The authorities also stepped up
their controls over the internet, mass media
and academia.

The run-up to Myanmar’s general elections
in November — the first since a quasi-civilian
government came to power in 2011 after
almost five decades of military rule — was
marred by the political disenfranchisement of
minority groups, in particular the persecuted
Rohingya, and ongoing conflicts in northern
Myanmar. Nevertheless, the landslide
election victory for the National League for
Democracy, led by former prisoner of
conscience Aung San Suu Kyi, was a historic
moment offering hope for human rights
change. The real test of whether this will
happen is yet to come.

As the military rulers of Thailand delayed
their plans for political transition, the country
experienced a continuing backslide in
meeting its human rights obligations.
Restrictions on human rights — in particular
relating to freedoms of expression and
assembly — which the authorities had
promised would be temporary after taking
power in a military coup in 2014, were in fact
retained and strengthened.

A new government came to power in Sri
Lanka in January, bringing constitutional
reforms and promises of improved human
rights protection. Many serious challenges
remained, however, including the use of
arbitrary arrest and detention, torture and
other ill-treatment, enforced disappearances
and deaths in custody. A longstanding
climate of impunity for abuses by both sides
in Sri Lanka’s armed conflict that ended in
2009 was still largely unaddressed.

There were other smaller signs of progress
in the region, even if sometimes fragile and
halting. These included tentative steps
towards addressing widespread torture and
other ill-treatment in Afghanistan, India and
Sri Lanka.
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INCREASING ACTIVISM AND
SUPPRESSION OF PUBLIC PROTESTS

A rise in human rights activism that had
emerged in the Asia-Pacific region in recent
years continued. Protests and other actions,
however, were frequently overshadowed by
authorities’ efforts to curtail freedoms of
expression, association and peaceful
assembly, including through force and
violence.

People were intimidated and harassed as
they exercised their right to freedom of
peaceful assembly in Viet Nam; in July,
security forces beat and intimidated peaceful
activists attempting to take part in a hunger
strike in solidarity with prisoners of
conscience. In Maldives, hundreds of political
opponents of the government taking part in
peaceful protests were arrested and detained,
and in Malaysia organizers of and participants
in peaceful protests were criminalized.

In Cambodia, a 2014 crackdown on the
right to freedom of peaceful assembly was
reinforced by criminal convictions for
demonstrators. In July, 11 opposition
members and activists were found guilty on
far-fetched charges of insurrection. They had
taken part in a demonstration in the capital,
Phnom Penh, in July 2014 that resulted in
clashes with security forces. No credible
evidence was produced that linked the men
to the violence.

Prison sentences imposed on two activists
in Thailand for staging a play were part of a
pattern in which the military authorities made
unprecedented use of the country’s Lese-
Majesté Law to target freedom of expression.
The authorities continued to outlaw “political
meetings” of five or more people, and
introduced legislation requiring demonstrators
to seek permission from the police/authorities,
or face imprisonment. Students and activists
carrying out small-scale symbolic and
peaceful demonstrations often experienced
excessive force or arrests and charges.

A brutal police crackdown on largely
peaceful student protests in Myanmar was
subsequently followed by mass arrests and
widespread harassment of student leaders
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and all those associated with the protests.
They included Phyoe Phyoe Aung, leader of
the All Burma Federation of Student Unions.

A series of protests were held in the
Republic of Korea (South Korea) over the
government’s response to the 2014 Sewol
ferry disaster that caused more than 300
deaths. Although most protests were
peaceful, police blockaded street rallies in the
capital, Seoul, marking the tragedy'’s first
anniversary in April, and used unnecessary
force against participants on a vigil walk in
memory of the victims.

REPRESSION OF DISSENT

Many governments in the Asia-Pacific region
demonstrated an entrenched intolerance of
dissent and resorted to draconian restrictions
on human rights.

May marked the first anniversary of the
military declaring martial law and seizing
power in Thailand. The authorities adopted
harsh measures, abused the judicial system
and entrenched their powers to stamp out
peaceful dissent or criticism of military rule.
They displayed ongoing intolerance of
peaceful dissent, arbitrarily arresting students
and anti-coup activists, and holding
academics, journalists and parliamentarians
in secret detention or without charge or trial in
military camps. Individuals faced unfair trials
in military courts for speaking out against the
military takeover. Authorities penalized scores
of individuals for Facebook comments and
statements deemed to be insulting towards
the monarchy, with courts handing down
sentences of up to 60 years’ imprisonment.

North Korea’s government refused to allow
any political parties, independent newspapers
or independent civil society organizations to
operate, and barred almost all nationals from
international mobile telephone services. Yet
many people took risks to make international
calls. People living close to the border with
China took advantage of the unofficial private
economy and accessed smuggled mobile
phones connected to Chinese networks to
contact people outside North Korea —
exposing themselves to surveillance, arrest
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and detention.

In Cambodia, human rights defenders were
jailed and the authorities exacerbated existing
arbitrary restrictions on the rights to freedom
of expression and peaceful assembly by
increasing arrests for online activity. The new
Law on Associations and Non-Governmental
Organizations was signed into law despite
protests from civil society that it threatened to
undermine the right to freedom of
association; it remained unclear how the law
would be implemented.

In Viet Nam, the state controlled the media
and judiciary as well as political and religious
institutions; dozens of prisoners of conscience
remained imprisoned in harsh conditions
after unfair trials. There was an increase in
reports of harassment, short-term arbitrary
detentions and physical attacks on members
of civil society.

In July, China’s authorities launched a
massive crackdown against human rights
lawyers that persisted throughout the rest of
the year. Activists as well as human rights
defenders and their families were
systematically subjected to harassment,
intimidation, arbitrary arrest and violence.

The space for civil society, human rights
defenders and freedom of expression also
shrank across South Asia. Pakistan remained
one of the world’s most dangerous countries
for journalists as targeted attacks, including
killings, by armed groups continued against
media workers, and the government failed to
provide adequate protection. Bangladesh
became increasingly dangerous for those
speaking their own minds, with a pattern of
repression of freedom of expression that
included the killing of several secularist
bloggers and publishers. NGOs also faced
legislative restrictions for criticizing the
authorities in Bangladesh and Pakistan. In
India, authorities used restrictive foreign
funding laws to repress NGOs critical of the
government.

Human rights defenders in Afghanistan
were targeted with impunity and suffered
violence by state and non-state actors. Non-
state actors were accused of involvement in
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grenade attacks, bombings and killings of
human rights defenders. Parliament
amended a mass media law that could further
limit freedom of expression. After the Taliban
seized control of Kunduz province in
September, there were reports of mass
killings, rapes and searches for media
workers and women human rights defenders
named on a hit list.

Elsewhere, governments demonstrating an
intolerance of public criticism included the
government of Japan, where a law on official
secrets that could excessively restrict the right
to access information held by the authorities
came into effect in December 2014. South
Korea’s government broadened the
application of the National Security Law to
additional groups such as politicians, a move
that could further curtail freedom of
expression. Indonesia’s authorities used an
internet law to criminalize certain forms of
freedom of expression, resulting in individuals
being convicted and imprisoned simply for
sharing their opinions online.

Restrictions on peaceful activism and
dissent in Myanmar intensified, with scores of
prisoners of conscience detained and
hundreds of people facing charges for
peacefully exercising their rights to freedom of
expression and assembly. They included
student protesters, political activists, media
workers and human rights defenders, in
particular land and labour activists.

Media outlets faced restrictions in Malaysia,
and activists were intimidated and harassed.
A Federal Court ruling confirming the
constitutionality of the repressive Sedition Act
— used to arbitrarily arrest and detain scores
of human rights defenders and others in
recent years — further undermined freedom of
expression.

TORTURE AND OTHER ILL-TREATMENT
Torture and other ill-treatment was reported
in numerous countries in the region,
including Fiji, Indonesia, Malaysia, Mongolia,
Nepal, North Korea, the Philippines,
Thailand, Timor-Leste and Viet Nam.
Impunity for those responsible was common.
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Torture and other ill-treatment remained
widespread in China during detention and
interrogation.

Afghanistan’s government took steps
towards establishing a national action plan to
eliminate torture; the intelligence agency
issued an order reiterating a ban on its use,
although torture and other ill-treatment by
security officers remained prevalent
throughout the prison system.

In India, torture and other ill-treatment in
custody, including cases of deaths from
torture, were reported. In a positive move, the
Supreme Court directed states to install
closed-circuit television in all prisons to
prevent torture and other violations, while the
government stated it was considering
amending the Penal Code to specifically
recognize torture as a crime.

Torture and other ill-treatment of detainees,
including sexual violence, continued to be
reported in Sri Lanka, as did suspicious
deaths in custody. Impunity persisted for
earlier cases. However, the new government
promised the UN Human Rights Council that
it would issue clear instructions to all security
forces that torture and other ill-treatment is
prohibited and that those responsible would
be investigated and punished.

ARMED CONFLICT
Armed conflict in parts of the Asia-Pacific
region continued. Increasing insecurity,
insurgency and criminal activity in
Afghanistan saw civilians injured and killed by
the Taliban and other armed groups, as well
as by pro-government forces. Accountability
for unlawful killings by pro-government forces
and armed groups was virtually non-existent.

In October, US forces bombed a hospital
run by the NGO Médecins sans Frontieres in
the city of Kunduz, killing 22 staff and
patients and triggering calls for an
independent investigation. The Taliban
targeted civilians or attacked indiscriminately,
and briefly took control of most of Kunduz
province.

Allegations of violations — including rape
and other crimes of sexual violence — were
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made against members of the Myanmar
army, particularly in Kachin and northern
Shan states, where the armed conflict entered
a fifth year. Both state and non-state actors
were accused of violations of international
humanitarian law and human rights abuses,
in a climate of impunity.

In India, armed groups continued to
perpetrate abuses against civilians, including
in Jammu and Kashmir as well as central
India. However, in August a historic peace
framework agreement was reached in
northeastern India between the government
and the influential armed group National
Socialist Council of Nagaland (Isak-Muivah
faction).

Armed violence continued in Thailand’s
three southern provinces of Pattani, Yala and
Narathiwat, as well as parts of Songkhla.

IMPUNITY

A chronic and entrenched failure to ensure
justice and accountability for past and
present human rights violations and abuses
was a major problem in a wide range of
countries in the Asia-Pacific region.

Impunity for violations by security forces in
India persisted, and legislation granting virtual
immunity from prosecution for the armed
forces remained in force in Jammu and
Kashmir and parts of northeastern India.

In Cambodia, impunity continued for
violations during policing of demonstrations,
including deaths caused by unnecessary or
excessive use of force in previous years.
Unresolved cases included 16-year-old Khem
Saphath, last seen in January 2014. He was
feared to have been the victim of enforced
disappearance and was reportedly among at
least five people shot during a government
crackdown. The Khmer Rouge tribunal heard
for the first time evidence on charges of
genocide in a case against Nuon Chea, the
former second-in-command of the Khmer
Rouge, and against Khieu Samphan, the
head of state during the Khmer Rouge era.

Indonesia marked the 50th anniversary of
the 1965 mass human rights violations, when
— following a failed coup — the military
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systematically attacked members of the
Indonesian Communist Party and suspected
sympathizers. There was a continuing failure
to ensure truth, justice and reparation for
appalling human rights violations and the
deaths of an estimated 500,000 to one million
people. The year 2015 also marked the 10th
anniversary of the end of Indonesia’s
devastating decades-long Aceh conflict
between Indonesian government forces and
the pro-independence Free Aceh Movement
(Gerakan Aceh Merdeka), in which between
10,000 and 30,000 people were killed.
Despite evidence that violations by security
forces may amount to crimes against
humanity — and that both sides may have
committed war crimes — little has been done
to ensure justice.

There was, however, progress towards
accountability in Sri Lanka. A UN
investigation into alleged abuses committed
during the final years of the country’s armed
conflict, including enforced disappearances
and military attacks targeting civilians,
concluded that these abuses, if established
before a court of law, could amount to war
crimes and/or crimes against humanity. It
recommended reforms to address ongoing
violations and the establishment of a hybrid
court to address crimes under international
law, with which the government signalled
agreement.

PEOPLE ON THE MOVE
Refugees and asylum-seekers continued to
face significant hardship in the Asia-Pacific
region and beyond. People smuggling and
human trafficking in the Bay of Bengal
exposed thousands of refugees and migrants
to serious abuse on board boats. Some
people were shot on the boats, thrown
overboard and left to drown, or died from
starvation, dehydration or disease. People
were beaten, sometimes for hours, for
moving, begging for food or asking to use the
toilet.

A crisis unfolded in the Bay of Bengal and
Andaman Sea in May, triggered by Thailand’s
crackdown on human trafficking and the
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smugglers’ and traffickers’ subsequent
abandonment of people at sea, causing an
unknown number of deaths and leaving
thousands of refugees and migrants stranded
for weeks and lacking food, water and
medical care.

Indonesia, Malaysia and Thailand initially
pushed overcrowded vessels back from their
shores and prevented thousands of desperate
people from disembarking, while regional
governments were slow in setting up search
and rescue operations. Following international
criticism, Indonesia and Malaysia permitted
people to land and accommodated them on a
temporary basis. Nevertheless, hundreds or
even thousands of people remained
unaccounted for, and may have died or been
sold for forced labour. By the end of the year,
there were serious unanswered questions
about a long-term solution for the survivors,
as — despite Indonesia devoting resources to
housing thousands of refugees and asylum-
seekers, and helping to fulfil their basic needs
— the government had not clarified whether
they could stay beyond May 2016.

As a result of the ongoing insecurity and
armed conflict in Afghanistan, nearly 3 million
Afghans were refugees, mostly living in Iran
and Pakistan, and almost 1 million Afghans
were internally displaced in their own country,
often in harsh conditions in makeshift camps.

Australia displayed an ongoing harsh
approach towards refugees and asylum-
seekers. Measures included pushing back
boats, refoulement, and mandatory and
indefinite detention, including in off-shore
processing centres in Papua New Guinea and
Nauru. An independent review of the Nauru
centre documented allegations of rape and
other sexual assault. The government
accepted all the review’s recommendations
and announced in October that asylum-
seekers would no longer be detained at the
centre. Amnesty International gathered
evidence of the involvement of Australia’s
maritime border patrols in criminal activity,
including evidence that officials made
payments to boat crews to traffic refugees
and migrants found at sea to Indonesia.
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Migrant workers were abused and
discriminated against in several countries.
North Korea dispatched at least 50,000
people to work in countries such as Libya,
Mongolia, Nigeria, Qatar and Russia, often in
poor safety conditions and for excessive
hours; they received wages via the North
Korean government, who made significant
deductions.

RISING RELIGIOUS AND ETHNIC
INTOLERANCE

Some authorities colluded in, or failed to
address, an increasing trend of religious and
ethnic intolerance, exclusion and
discrimination. Abuses were reported in
countries in the Asia-Pacific region including
Laos, Myanmar, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and Viet
Nam.

The authorities in Indonesia failed to
ensure that all religious minorities were
protected and allowed to practise their faith
free from fear, intimidation and attack. A
community of Shi'a Muslims — forcibly evicted
in 2013 from temporary shelter in East Java —
remained in limbo throughout 2015; they had
previously been forcibly evicted from their
home village in 2012 after attacks by an anti-
Shi'a mob. Local authorities prevented them
from returning unless they converted to Sunni
Islam. Elsewhere, local authorities in Aceh
province tore down Christian churches, with
mob violence forcing around 4,000 people to
flee to North Sumatra province.

Freedom of religion was systematically
stifled in China. A government campaign to
demolish churches and take down Christian
crosses in Zhejiang province intensified and
persecution of Falun Gong practitioners
included arbitrary detention, unfair trials,
imprisonment and torture and other ill-
treatment. The government maintained
extensive controls over Tibetan Buddhist
monasteries. The regional government in the
predominantly Muslim Xinjiang Uighur
Autonomous Region enacted new regulations
to more tightly control religious affairs and
ban all unauthorized religious practice.

In India, authorities failed to prevent many
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incidents of religious violence, and sometimes
contributed to tensions through polarizing
speeches. Mobs attacked Muslim men they
suspected of stealing, smuggling or
slaughtering cows; and scores of artists,
writers and scientists protested against what
they said was a climate of growing
intolerance.

DISCRIMINATION

Discrimination remained a concern in
numerous countries, with the authorities
frequently failing to act effectively to protect
people.

Pervasive caste-based discrimination and
violence continued in India, and dominant
castes continued to use sexual violence
against Dalit and Adivasi women and girls.
There was some progress when the lower
house of Parliament passed an amendment
to the Scheduled Castes and the Scheduled
Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act,
recognizing new offences and requiring that
special courts be established to try them, and
stipulating that victims and witnesses receive
protection.

In Nepal, discrimination — including on the
basis of gender, caste, class, ethnic origin
and religion — was rife, while in Australia
Indigenous Peoples were jailed at a
disproportionate rate.

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and
intersex (LGBTI) people faced widespread
discrimination and same-sex conduct
remained criminalized in many countries.
However, a ward in the capital Tokyo became
Japan’s first municipality to pass an
ordinance to distribute certificates that
recognize same-sex unions, while India’s
upper house of Parliament passed a bill to
protect transgender people’s rights.

RIGHTS OF WOMEN AND GIRLS
Women across the Asia-Pacific region were
frequently subjected to violence, abuse and
injustice, including gender-based
discrimination and violations and abuses of
sexual and reproductive rights.

In Nepal, gender-based discrimination
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resulted in a range of negative impacts on
women from marginalized groups. These
included limiting the ability of women and
girls to control their sexuality and make
choices related to reproduction, such as to
challenge early marriage or to ensure
adequate antenatal and maternal health care.
Stigma and discrimination by police officials
and authorities in India continued to deter
women from reporting sexual violence, and
most states still lacked standard operating
procedures for the police to address violence
against women.

Sexual and other gender-based violence
remained pervasive in Papua New Guinea,
where there were also ongoing reports of
violence and killing of women and children
following accusations of sorcery. The
government took little preventative action.

DEATH PENALTY

Despite some progress in the Asia-Pacific
region towards reducing the use of the death
penalty in recent years, several countries still
applied the punishment, including in ways
contrary to international human rights laws
and standards. Executions were resumed in
some countries.

Pakistan reached the shameful milestone
of executing more than 300 people since the
lifting of a moratorium on the execution of
civilians in December 2014, following a
terrorist attack.

In August, India’s Law Commission
recommended that the death penalty be
abolished for all crimes except terrorism-
related offences and “waging war against the
state”.

Amendments to China’s Criminal Law came
into effect, reducing the number of crimes
punishable by death. Although state media
claimed that this was in line with the
government’s policy of executing fewer
people, the changes failed to bring the law in
line with international human rights laws and
standards on use of the death penalty.
Statistics on how the punishment is used
continued to be classified as state secrets.

A new Criminal Code abolishing the death
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penalty for all crimes was adopted by
Mongolia’s Parliament, to take effect from
September 2016.
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EUROPE AND
CENTRAL ASIA
REGIONAL
OVERVIEW

2015 was a turbulent year in the Europe and
Central Asia region, and a bad one for human
rights. It opened with fierce fighting in eastern
Ukraine and ended with heavy clashes in
eastern Turkey. In the EU, the year was
bookended by armed attacks in and around
Paris, France, and dominated throughout by
the plight of the millions of people, most of
them fleeing conflict, who arrived on Europe’s
shores. Against this backdrop, respect for
human rights regressed across the region. In
Turkey and across the former Soviet Union,
leaders increasingly abandoned respect of
human rights altogether, as they strengthened
their control of the media and further targeted
their critics and opponents. In the EU, the
regressive trend took a different form. Fuelled
by lingering economic uncertainty,
disenchantment with establishment politics
and growing anti-EU and anti-immigrant
sentiment, populist parties made significant
electoral inroads. In the absence of principled
leadership, the place of human rights as a
cornerstone of European democracies looked
shakier than ever. Sweeping anti-terrorism
measures and proposals to restrict the inflow
of migrants and refugees were typically
announced with all the customary human
rights caveats, but they were increasingly
stripped of their content.

In the UK, the ruling Conservative Party put
forward proposals to repeal the Human Rights
Act; in Russia, the Constitutional Court was
given the power to overrule the decisions of
the European Court of Human Rights; in
Poland, the ruling Law and Justice Party
pushed through measures restricting the
oversight of the Constitutional Court within
months of its election. Increasingly
diminished on the international stage, EU
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member states turned a blind eye to human
rights violations that they would once have
strongly condemned, as they sought to cut
economic deals and enlist the support of third
countries in their efforts to combat terrorism
and keep refugees and migrants at bay.

Although there was progress on equality for
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and
intersex (LGBTI) people (in most Western
European countries at least) and the
European Commission continued to tackle the
systemic discrimination against Roma, almost
all underlying trends across the region offered
a bleak outlook for the state of human rights
in 2016.

THE REFUGEE CRISIS

The defining image of the year was that of
Alan Kurdi, a three-year-old Syrian boy, lying
on a Turkish beach. Either side of his tragic
death in September, over 3,700 refugees and
migrants lost their lives trying to reach
Europe’s shores, as EU member states
struggled to deal with the impact of a global
refugee crisis on Europe. While Turkey was
hosting over 2 million Syrian refugees, and
Lebanon and Jordan a further 1.7 million
between them, 1 million refugees and
migrants, many of them refugees from Syria,
entered the EU irregularly during the year.
However, the EU, the world’s richest political
bloc with a total population of over 500 million
people, singularly failed to come up with a
coherent, humane and rights-respecting
response to this challenge.

The year began inauspiciously, with
European leaders declining to replace the
Italian Navy’'s Mare Nostrum search and
rescue operation with an adequate
alternative, despite ample evidence of
continuing migratory pressure on the central
Mediterranean route. It took the death of
more than 1,000 refugees and migrants in a
series of incidents off the Libyan coast over
one weekend in mid-April to finally prompt a
rethink. At a hastily convened summit, EU
leaders agreed to expand EU border agency
Frontex’s maritime border control Operation
Triton, while a number of countries, including
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the UK and Germany, dispatched additional
naval vessels to the region. The results were
positive: according to the International
Organization for Migration, death rates along
the central Mediterranean route declined by
9% compared to 2014, but still stood at 18.5
deaths for every 1,000 travellers. The number
of refugees and migrants dying in the Aegean
Sea increased considerably, however,
reaching over 700 by the end of the year; this
represented around 21% of all deaths in the
Mediterranean in 2015, compared to 1% in
2014.

The increase in deaths in the Aegean Sea
reflected the sharp rise in irregular sea
arrivals in Greece, from the summer onward.
In the absence of safe and legal avenues of
entry to EU countries, over 800,000 people,
overwhelmingly refugees fleeing conflict or
persecution in Syria, Afghanistan, Eritrea,
Somalia and Irag, made the dangerous
crossing to Greece. Only 3% of those entering
Greece irregularly crossed via the largely
fenced-off land border.

The logistical and humanitarian challenges
presented by such large numbers utterly
defeated Greece’s already ailing reception
system. As hundreds of thousands of
refugees and migrants left Greece and
marched on through the Balkans, most of
them aiming to reach Germany, the so-called
“Dublin regime” — the EU system for
allocating responsibility for the processing of
asylum applications across member states —
broke down too. The funnelling of refugees
and asylum-seekers to just a few external
border countries, essentially Greece and Italy,
made it impossible to uphold a system
allocating the primary responsibility for
processing asylum claims to the first EU
country the applicant entered. The Schengen
Agreement — which abolished border controls
across internal EU borders — also showed
signs of cracking, as Germany, Austria,
Hungary, Sweden and Denmark suspended
its provisions.

As the crisis grew, EU leaders organized
summit after summit, but to no avail. While
the European Commission vainly sought to
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propose constructive measures for the
redistribution of asylum-seekers and the
organization of reception facilities along the
route, EU member states for the most part
vacillated or actively obstructed potential
solutions. Only Germany showed leadership
commensurate with the scale of the
challenge.

Little effort was made to increase safe and
legal avenues of entry for refugees into the
EU. Member states agreed to an EU-wide
resettlement scheme for 20,000 refugees
from across the globe proposed by the
European Commission in May. UNHCR, the
UN refugee agency, had put the number of
Syrian refugees in need of resettlement and
other forms of humanitarian admission at
400,000, but other than Germany, hardly any
EU countries offered to resettle more than a
few thousands of them.

European leaders also struggled to agree
on and implement an effective mechanism to
redistribute arriving refugees and migrants
across the EU. At a summit in May, EU
leaders voted to approve a relocation scheme
for 40,000 asylum-seekers from lItaly and
Greece, in the face of fierce opposition from a
number of Central European countries. In
September, the scheme was extended by a
further 120,000, including the relocation of
54,000 asylum-seekers from Hungary. Never
enough in the first place, the scheme
foundered in the face of logistical challenges
and the reluctance of recipient states to meet
the targets they committed to: only around
200 asylum-seekers had been transferred
from ltaly and Greece by the end of the year,
while Hungary declined to participate.

As pressure mounted, Balkan countries
alternated between closing their borders and
simply ushering refugees and migrants
through. Border guards used teargas and
batons to beat back crowds as Macedonia
briefly closed its border in August and
Hungary permanently sealed its border with
Serbia in September. By the end of the year,
a more or less orderly corridor, passing
through Macedonia, Serbia, Croatia, Slovenia
and Austria, was in place, amounting to an ad
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hoc response to the crisis that remained
entirely contingent on Germany'’s continued
willingness to accept incoming asylum-
seekers and refugees. Thousands were still
sleeping rough, as authorities along the route
struggled to provide adequate shelter.

Hungary led the way in refusing to engage
with pan-European solutions to the refugee
crisis. Having seen a sharp increase in
arriving refugees and migrants at the start of
the year, Hungary turned its back on
collective efforts and decided to seal itself off.
It constructed over 200km of fencing along its
borders with Serbia and Croatia and adopted
legislation rendering it almost impossible for
refugees and asylum-seekers entering via
Serbia to claim asylum. “We think all
countries have a right to decide whether they
want to have a large number of Muslims in
their countries”, Hungarian Prime Minister
Viktor Orban said in September.

Public opinion across Europe ranged from
indifference or hostility to strong shows of
solidarity. The shocking scenes of chaos and
need along the Balkan route prompted
countless individuals and NGOs to plug the
gaps in the humanitarian assistance provided
to refugees and migrants. However, European
leaders overwhelmingly chose to listen to
vocal anti-immigrant sentiment and concerns
over the loss of national sovereignty and
security threats. As a result, the only policies
they could agree on were measures to
strengthen “Fortress Europe”.

As the year progressed, European summits
increasingly focused on measures designed
to keep refugees and migrants out or hasten
their return. EU leaders agreed to create a
common list of “safe” countries of origin, to
which asylum-seekers could be returned after
expedited proceedings. They agreed to
strengthen the capacity of Frontex to carry out
expulsions. Most significantly, they started to
look to countries of origin, and especially
transit, to restrict the flow of refugees and
migrants to Europe. The outsourcing of the
EU migration controls to third countries
reached its peak with the signing of a Joint
Action Plan with Turkey in October. The deal
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essentially involved Turkey agreeing to limit
the flow of refugees and migrants to Greece
by strengthening its border controls, in
exchange for 3 billion euros of aid for its
resident refugee population and, unofficially,
the turning of a blind eye to its growing list of
human rights indiscretions. It ignored the fact
that despite Turkey’s broadly positive
reception of over 2 million Syrian refugees,
many still lived in dire poverty, while those
from other countries had little prospect of
ever being recognized as refugees on account
of Turkey’s woefully inadequate asylum
system. Towards the end of the year,
evidence emerged of Turkey forcibly returning
refugees and asylum-seekers detained in its
western border provinces to Syria and Iraq,
further highlighting that the EU was limiting
the influx of refugees and migrants at the
expense of their human rights.

As the year drew to a close, around 2,000
people were still entering Greece daily. While
reception capacity on the Greek islands and
further along the Balkan route had increased
and reception conditions improved, they
remained woefully incommensurate with the
scale of the challenge. With no sign of the
number of arriving migrants and refugees
decreasing significantly in 2016, the EU was
no closer to finding sustainable, rights-
respecting solutions for those seeking
sanctuary within its borders than at the start
of the year.

ARMED VIOLENCE

In January and February, heavy fighting
resumed in Ukraine’s eastern region of
Donbass, as Russian-backed separatists in
the self-proclaimed Donetsk People’s
Republic and Luhansk People’s Republic
sought to advance and straighten their
frontline. Amid heavy military losses,
Ukrainian forces ceded control over the long-
contested Donetsk airport and the area
around the town of Debaltseve, with heavy
shelling by both sides resulting in numerous
civilian casualties. By the end of the year, the
UN estimated that the death toll for the
conflict exceeded 9,000 people, including
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2,000 civilians, many of whom appeared to
have died as a result of indiscriminate rocket
and mortar fire. War crimes and other
violations of international humanitarian law
included the torture and other ill-treatment of
detainees by both sides, and the summary
execution of captives by separatist forces.
While the conflict had subsided by the end of
year as a fragile ceasefire took hold, the
prospect of accountability for the crimes
committed remained remote. On 8
September, Ukraine accepted the jurisdiction
of the International Criminal Court (ICC) with
respect to alleged crimes committed in its
territory since 20 February 2014, but no
progress was made on the ratification of the
Rome Statute of the ICC. While a few criminal
investigations into suspected abuses by
Ukrainian forces — mostly by paramilitary
groups — were opened by Ukrainian
authorities, there had been no convictions by
the end of the year. Total impunity persisted
in the Donetsk and Luhansk regions, where a
more pervasive lawlessness took hold.

Accountability for the abuses committed in
the course of the 2013-2014 pro-European
demonstrations in the capital Kyiv
(“EuroMaydan”) also proved elusive. In
November, the Prosecutor General’s Office
reported that investigations into over 2,000
criminal incidents related to EuroMaydan
were ongoing, with criminal proceedings
instigated against 270 individuals. The trial of
two former riot police (Berkut) officers on
charges of manslaughter and abuse of
authority began but no convictions were
secured for EuroMaydan-related crimes
during the year. An International Advisory
Panel set up by the Council of Europe to
monitor investigations into EuroMaydan
published two reports in April and November,
both of which deemed the investigations
inadequate.

While accountability for past human rights
abuses continued to stall, some progress was
made in instituting structural reforms to
Ukraine’s notoriously corrupt and abusive law
enforcement agencies; a law backed by the
Council of Europe creating a new agency to
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investigate offences by public officials,
including torture and other ill-treatment, was
finally adopted. Ukraine took its first tentative
steps towards institutional reform, but the
Donbass region remained far from stable and,
like Crimea, a black hole for unmonitored
human rights abuses.

While the conflict in Ukraine subsided,
heavy clashes erupted in Turkey as the ever
uncertain peace process with the Kurdistan
Workers' Party (PKK) collapsed in July. By the
end of the year, over 100 people were
reported killed in the course of law
enforcement operations in urban areas that
took on an increasingly militarized aspect.
There were numerous reports of excessive
use of force and extrajudicial executions by
Turkish forces. Law enforcement operations
were typically conducted under round-the-
clock curfews, often lasting several weeks,
during which residents had their water and
electricity cut and were unable to access
medical treatment or food. The significant
escalation in human rights violations largely
escaped international censure, as Turkey
successfully leveraged its crucial role in
relation to the Syrian conflict and the refugee
crisis to dampen criticism of its domestic
actions.

FREEDOMS OF EXPRESSION,
ASSOCIATION AND ASSEMBLY

The respect for freedoms of expression,
association, and peaceful assembly
deteriorated across the former Soviet Union.
Government control over the media, internet
censorship, the curbing of protest and the
criminalization of the legitimate exercise of
these freedoms intensified almost
everywhere.

In Russia, the steady squeeze on
government critics gathered pace, as
repressive laws enacted in the aftermath of
Vladimir Putin’s return to the presidency were
applied. By the end of the year, over 100
NGOs were included, most of them
compulsorily, on the Ministry of Justice’s list
of “foreign agents”. Not a single NGO
succeeded in legally challenging its inclusion
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on the list. The Human Rights Centre (HRC)
Memorial was one of a number of NGOs to be
fined for failing to brand its publications with
the toxic label “foreign agent”, paving the way
for criminal prosecution of its leaders in the
future. The law, whose purpose was to
discourage NGOs from receiving foreign
funding and discredit those that did, was
supplemented in May by a new law enabling
authorities to designate foreign organizations
as “undesirable” if deemed to pose a “threat
to the country’s constitutional order, defence
or state security”. The target appeared to be
foreign donor organizations, in particular US
ones. By the end of the year, four US-based
donors had been declared “undesirable”,
rendering their continued operations in
Russia —and any co-operation with them —
illegal. The authorities further extended their
control over the media and the internet.
Thousands of websites and pages were
blocked by government regulators, often in
violation of the right to freedom of expression.
Restrictions on freedom of peaceful assembly
also intensified and the number of public
protests declined. For the first time, four
peaceful protesters were prosecuted under a
2014 law which criminalized the repeated
breach of the law on assemblies.

In Azerbaijan, the prominent NGO leaders
arrested in 2014 were predictably convicted
on a range of trumped-up charges. At the end
of the year, at least 18 prisoners of
conscience, including human rights
defenders, journalists, youth activists and
opposition politicians, remained behind bars.
Leyla Yunus, president of the Institute for
Peace and Democracy, and her husband and
co-worker Arif Yunus were released towards
the end of 2015, although they still faced
spurious treason charges.

The human rights situation in Kazakhstan
also regressed. The new Criminal Code that
came into effect in January retained the
offences of inciting social and other
“discord”. Four criminal investigations were
opened under the vaguely worded offence,
including against activists Yermek Narymbaev
and Serkzhan Mambetalin after they posted
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extracts from an unpublished book deemed
to denigrate the Kazakh people on their
Facebook page. They remained in pre-trial
detention at the end of the year. Drawing
inspiration from Russia and sharing the same
suspicion of foreign NGO funding,
Kazakhstan adopted amendments to the Law
on Non-Profit Organizations, creating a
central “operator” to raise funding and
administer state and non-state funds to
NGOs, including foreign funding, for projects
and activities that comply with a limited list of
issues approved by the government.
Kyrgyzstan also toyed with adoption of a
“foreign agents” law along Russian lines; a
draft bill was put before Parliament with
strong backing from President Atambaeyv, but
was withdrawn “for further discussion” in
June. Parliament also got to a third reading
on a law criminalizing “fostering positive
attitude” towards “non-traditional sexual
relations”, before it too was withdrawn for
additional consultation.

Tajikistani President Emomali Rahmon was
granted lifetime immunity from prosecution
and the title “leader of the nation”, while
Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan remained
fundamentally unchanged in their deeply
repressive rules. Georgia and Ukraine
continued to offer broadly free environments,
but neither without their wobbles. In Ukraine,
it became increasingly dangerous to voice
pro-Russian views: pro-Russian journalist
Oles Buzina was shot dead by two masked
gunmen in April, while journalist Ruslan
Kotsaba became Ukraine’s first prisoner of
conscience for five years when he was
remanded in custody on charges of treason in
February. Following the adoption in May of
four so-called “decommunization laws”
banning the use of communist and nazi
symbols, the Ministry of Justice initiated
proceedings to ban the Communist Party of
Ukraine. In Georgia, the opposition party
United National Movement and several NGOs
accused the government of orchestrating a
protracted legal battle between an ousted
former shareholder and the current owners of
pro-opposition TV station Rustavi 2. In
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November, the Thilisi City Court ordered the
replacement of the station’s director general
and chief financial officer.

Elsewhere in Europe, perhaps the most
significant human rights regression took place
in Turkey. Against the backdrop of two
successive parliamentary elections which
resulted in an outright majority for the ruling
Justice and Development Party (AK), the
increasingly autocratic rule of its former
leader and current President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan, and the breakdown of the peace
process with the PKK, freedom of expression
suffered further. Countless unfair criminal
prosecutions under criminal defamation and
counter-terrorism laws targeted political
activists, journalists and other critics of public
officials or government policy. Particular
targets were pro-Kurdish commentators and
supporters of media outlets associated with
former AK Party ally Fethullah Gllen. People
expressing criticism of the President,
particularly through social media channels,
were increasingly prosecuted. Over 100 cases
of criminal defamation under article 299 for
“insulting the President” were initiated by the
President and sanctioned by the Ministry of
Justice.

Critical media outlets and journalists were
subjected to immense pressure. Journalists
were regularly dismissed by editors for their
critical reporting and comment. News
websites, including large swathes of the
Kurdish press, were blocked on unclear
grounds by administrative orders, aided by a
compliant judiciary. Journalists were harassed
and assaulted by police while covering stories
in the predominantly Kurdish south-east.
Media outlets linked to Fethullah Gulen were
systematically targeted, and either taken off
air or taken over by government
administrators.

Sensitive protests continued to be
disrupted. May Day demonstrations were
banned for the third year in a row and
Istanbul’s annual Gay Pride was violently
dispersed for the first time in over a decade.
Reports of excessive use of force by law
enforcement agents breaking up
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protests were frequent, particularly in the
south-east.

COUNTER-TERROR AND SECURITY

The year began with violent attacks in Paris
against journalists at the satirical weekly
Charlie Hebdo and against a Jewish
supermarket, resulting in 17 deaths and an
outpouring of solidarity both in France and
abroad. Another series of attacks in and
around Paris on 13 November killed a further
130 people. The attacks gave fresh impetus —
in France in particular, but also elsewhere in
Europe — to a raft of measures that threatened
human rights. These included measures
targeting those travelling or intending to travel
abroad to commit or otherwise pursue ill-
defined terrorism-related acts; sweeping new
surveillance powers; extended powers of
arrest with reduced procedural guarantees;
and “counter-radicalization” measures that
would potentially repress freedom of
expression and discriminate against certain
groups.

Some of the most significant developments
took place in the area of surveillance, as a
range of states adopted or tabled measures
granting intelligence and law enforcement
agencies almost unfettered access to
electronic communications. In France,
Parliament approved two laws on surveillance
that provided extensive executive powers to
monitor people’s communications and
internet use, including by way of
indiscriminate mass interception of internet
traffic. The second law, adopted in October,
paved the way for the use of mass
surveillance techniques on communications
in and out of the country, in the pursuit of an
undefined list of objectives, including
promoting foreign policy, economic and
scientific interests. None of the new
surveillance measures required prior judicial
authorization, instead granting limited and
occasional powers to an administrative
authority to advise the Prime Minister.

Switzerland adopted a new surveillance law
which granted sweeping powers to the
Federal Intelligence Service to intercept data
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on internet cables entering or leaving
Switzerland, access metadata, internet
histories and content of emails, and use
government spyware. The Dutch government
put forward a bill that would in effect legalize
the bulk collection of telecoms data, including
internal communications without prior judicial
approval. The UK government proposed a
new Investigatory Powers Bill which would
authorize intelligence services to intercept all
communications in and out of the country,
and oblige phone and internet companies to
hand over customers’ internet and phone
histories — all with insufficient judicial control.

While European governments threatened
the right to privacy, a number of key
international court decisions laid down
markers for what is likely to be a fiercely
contested and highly litigated issue in the
years ahead. In December, in Roman
Zakharov v. Russia, the Grand Chamber of
the European Court of Human Rights
highlighted the need for prior individual
suspicion and meaningful judicial scrutiny for
any surveillance-related interference with the
right to privacy to be considered necessary
and proportionate.

After the landmark Digital Ireland case
rendered in 2014, the Court of Justice of the
European Union also delivered another key
ruling. In October, it invalidated the 15-year-
old “safe harbour agreement” between the
USA and the EU, which allowed private
companies to transfer personal data between
the two, on the assumption of an essentially
equivalent level of protection of fundamental
rights relating to personal data in the USA
and in EU law. Following the revelations of the
extent of the US surveillance programme by
Edward Snowden, the Court concluded that
“the United States authorities were able to
access the personal data transferred from the
Member States to the United States and
process it in a way [that was] beyond what
was strictly necessary and proportionate to
the protection of national security.”

The increasing use of exceptional right-
threatening counter-terrorism measures since
the 11 September 2001 attacks on the USA
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found particularly vivid expression in France
in the wake of the November attacks. A state
of emergency introducing a range of
measures including the ability to carry out
warrantless house searches, forcing people to
remain in specific locations and the power to
dissolve associations or groups broadly
described as participating in acts that breach
public order, was declared for an initial period
of 12 days and then extended by three
months. In the space of just a few weeks,
French authorities conducted 2,700
warrantless house searches, resulting in just
two terrorism-related investigations being
opened (but another 488 for unrelated
offences); assigned 360 people to fixed
residency; and closed down 20 mosques and
numerous Muslim associations. Throughout
the year, the authorities initiated a spate of
prosecutions under vague “apology for
terrorism” legislation, several of them in
apparent breach of the right to freedom of
expression.

France was not alone, however. Proposals
for new counter-terrorism laws in the
aftermath of the November attacks were
tabled in countries across the region,
including Belgium, Luxembourg,
Netherlands, and Slovakia. In all these
countries, new proposals included
lengthening the time period permitted for pre-
charge detention for persons suspected of
terrorism-related offences on a lower standard
of proof than “reasonable suspicion”.

Throughout the year, European states
worked on the adoption of legislation to curtail
and criminalize travelling or preparing to
travel abroad for the vaguely defined purpose
of committing or otherwise pursuing
terrorism-related acts, following on from the
adoption in 2014 of the UN Security Council
Resolution 2178. In December, the EU
Commission tabled a proposal for a new
directive that would introduce a prohibition on
travel and acts associated with travel for the
purpose of committing acts of terrorism
abroad into the national legislation of member
states. This followed and referred to the
adoption earlier in the year under the
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auspices of the Council of Europe of a treaty
containing similar measures. These laws, and
others introduced to tackle the so-called
“foreign fighters” phenomenon, threatened to
various extents a range of human rights
guarantees. In several countries, and the UK
in particular, these measures went hand in
glove with a wider set of measures designed
to prevent and identify “violent extremism”
that risked discriminating against and
stigmatizing Muslims.
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MIDDLE EAST AND
NORTH AFRICA
REGIONAL
OVERVIEW

For millions of people across the Middle East
and North Africa region, 2015 brought
calamity and unremitting misery. Armed
conflicts in Syria, Irag, Yemen and Libya
continued to cause countless civilian deaths
and injuries and forced displacement that in
the case of Syria was on a truly epic scale.
Elsewhere, government authorities clamped
down on dissent and tightened controls citing
the threat to public safety posed by armed
groups that carried out a rash of bomb and
other attacks in countries across the region
and beyond.

ARMED CONFLICT

In Syria, Yemen and large areas of Iraqg and
Libya continuing armed conflicts saw
government and non-state forces repeatedly
commit war crimes and serious human rights
abuses with impunity, killing and injuring
thousands of civilians and driving millions
from their homes and into despair and
destitution. Fighting forces showed little or no
regard for the lives of civilians and ignored the
legal obligation of all parties — both state and
non-state — to spare civilians.

The most severe of these armed conflicts
continued to rage in Syria, causing
widespread devastation and loss of life, while
also severely impacting on Syria’s neighbours
and other countries in the region and beyond.
By the end of the year, according to the UN,
more than 250,000 people had been killed in
Syria since the government’s brutal
repression of popular protests and demands
for reform that began in 2011. Civilians
continued to bear the brunt of the conflict.
Millions continued to be forcibly displaced; by
the end of 2015, an additional 1 million
people had fled Syria, swelling the number of
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refugees — mostly in Turkey, Lebanon and
Jordan - to 4.6 million. Thousands sought to
gain entry to Europe via perilous sea
crossings from Turkey, and more than 7.6
million people were internally displaced within
Syria. Some had been forcibly displaced
several times.

Throughout 2015, forces loyal to Syrian
President Bashar al-Assad continued to bomb
and shell opposition-held civilian areas
without restraint, killing and injuring
thousands. They also reportedly used
chemical agents in some attacks. They
continued to target medical facilities and to
besiege civilian areas controlled by armed
opposition groups, trapping their remaining
civilian inhabitants and condemning them to
starvation and utter deprivation while
exposing them to repeated shelling and
bombing. At the same time, non-state armed
groups also carried out unlawful killings and
indiscriminately shelled government-held
areas. Large areas of Syria, like much of
northern Iraq, were controlled by the armed
group calling itself Islamic State (IS), whose
forces also continued to commit war crimes
and crimes against humanity, while brazenly
advertising their abuses over the internet as a
propaganda and recruitment tool. In areas it
controlled, such as al-Ragqa in Syria and
Mosul in Iraq, IS ruthlessly enforced its own
narrow interpretation of Islam and deterred
opposition with summary killings and other
cruel punishments. In Iraq, in particular, IS
continued to target Shi'a Muslims and
members of the Yazidi and other minorities;
more than a dozen mass graves were found
in areas of Iraq formerly held by IS that
contained the mortal remains of Yazidis
whom IS forces had summarily killed. Many
Yazidi women and girls remained missing
after being captured by IS fighters and forced
into sexual slavery. In Iraq, IS forces captured
Ramadi, capital of the predominantly Sunni
Anbar province, in May, driving out
government forces and causing thousands of
people to flee south towards the capital
Baghdad. After capturing the city, IS forces
conducted a wave of killings of civilians and
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members of the security forces, disposing of
bodies by dumping them into the Euphrates
River. They imposed strict dress and
behaviour codes and punished alleged
infractions with execution-style public killings;
IS forces reportedly killed dozens of men they
alleged were gay by throwing them from the
roofs of buildings. IS forces also destroyed
religious and cultural artefacts, including at
the UNESCO World Heritage site at Palmyra
in Syria.

The Iraqgi government sought to recapture
Ramadi and other IS-controlled areas of the
north and east, initially augmenting its
security forces with mainly Shi'a militias
previously responsible for sectarian killings
and other serious human rights abuses, and
by calling in air strikes by a US-led
international coalition and assistance from
Iran. As they advanced, government forces
indiscriminately shelled areas held or
contested by IS, killing and injuring civilians.
In December, the Iragi army, supported by
US-led international coalition air strikes and
Sunni tribal fighters, but not Shi’a militias,
recaptured Ramadi. The Iragi authorities
continued to detain thousands of mostly
Sunni Muslims without trial as alleged
terrorism suspects and subjected them to
torture and other ill-treatment with impunity;
many others were sentenced to death or long
prison sentences after grossly unfair trials
before courts that commonly convicted
defendants on the basis of torture-tainted
“confessions”.

In Yemen, an array of contending forces
spread misery and mayhem throughout the
country. Early in the year, Huthi forces
belonging to the northern Zaidi Shi’a minority,
who took control of the capital Sana’a in
September 2014, swept southward,
supported by forces loyal to former President
Ali Abdullah Saleh, threatening Yemen’s
second and third largest cities, Taiz and the
Red Sea port city of Aden. Huthi forces fired
explosive weapons indiscriminately into
civilian areas of Yemen and across the border
into Saudi Arabia; attacked hospitals and
medical workers; recklessly exposed civilians
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to risk by launching attacks from the vicinity
of homes, hospitals and schools; deployed
anti-personnel landmines that pose an
ongoing risk to civilians; used lethal force
against protesters; closed down NGOs, and
abducted and detained journalists and other
critics.

On 25 March, a military coalition of nine
Arab states led by Saudi Arabia intervened in
the conflict at the request of Yemeni
President Abd Rabbu Mansour Hadi, who
had taken refuge in the Saudi Arabian capital
Riyadh as Huthi forces advanced, and with
the aim of restoring President Hadi and his
government to power. The coalition launched
a campaign of air strikes against the Huthis
and areas that they controlled or contested,
imposed a partial air and sea blockade and
deployed ground troops in support of Yemeni
anti-Huthi forces. While some coalition
attacks targeted military objectives, many
others were indiscriminate, disproportionate
or appeared to be deliberately directed
against civilians and civilian objects, including
schools, hospitals and roads, particularly in
Yemen'’s northern Sa’'da governorate, the
Huthis’ main base. In some areas, coalition
aircraft also dropped US-made cluster
munitions, despite the international
prohibition on the use of these inherently
indiscriminate weapons, endangering
civilians’ lives.

Armed groups opposed to the Huthis,
including IS, summarily killed captured Huthi
fighters and carried out suicide and other
attacks targeting civilians. IS bomb attacks on
two Shi'a mosques on 20 March killed more
than 140 people, all or mostly civilians, and
wounded hundreds of others.

By the end of the year, Yemen’s armed
conflict had killed more than 2,700 civilians,
according to the UN, and forcibly displaced
more than 2.5 million people, creating a
humanitarian crisis.

The Yemeni conflict was not the only one in
which international forces became direct
participants. In both Irag and Syria a US-led
international military coalition of Western and
Arab states used aircraft and drones to target
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IS forces and some other armed groups,
sometimes causing civilian casualties. In
Syria, Russia’s armed forces intervened to
support the al-Assad government, despite its
mounting record of human rights violations,
launching air strikes and cruise missile
attacks against areas held by opposition
forces as well as against IS targets; by the end
of the year, these attacks were reported to
have killed hundreds of civilians.

Libya, too, remained mired in armed
conflict four years after the fall of Mu’ammar
al-Gaddafi’s regime. Two rival governments
and parliaments vied for supremacy, one
based in the east that was internationally
recognized and backed by the Operation
Dignity military coalition, and the other,
supported by the Libya Dawn coalition of
Western-based armed militias and other
forces, in the capital Tripoli. Elsewhere,
armed groups pursuing their own ideological,
regional, tribal, economic and ethnic agendas
fought for control, including local affiliates of
IS and al-Qa’ida.

The various forces ranged against each
other committed serious violations of the laws
of war, including direct attacks on civilians,
including medical workers, and indiscriminate
or disproportionate attacks, as well as
unlawful killings, abductions, arbitrary
detention, torture and other serious abuses.
|S-affiliated forces in the Libyan cities of Sirte
and Derna carried out public killings,
floggings and amputations, and targeted
foreign nationals of other faiths. In February,
an |S-affiliated armed group published
graphic video footage on the internet showing
its mass killing of 21 mostly Egyptian Coptic
Christian migrants abducted several weeks
earlier, sparking a retaliatory air strike by
Egyptian war planes.

In December, representatives of Libya's two
rival governments signed a peace deal
brokered by the UN, committing to end the
violence and form a national unity
government. It offered at least some hope to
Libya’s beleaguered population at the end of
a year that saw some 600 civilians killed in
the armed conflict and almost 2.5 million
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people in need of humanitarian assistance
and protection, although the agreement
excluded various armed groups and militias
and did not bring an end to hostilities.

Elsewhere in the region, major, deep-rooted
problems remained. The year saw no
progress towards resolving the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict even if it did not again
flare into open warfare. Israel maintained its
relentless land, sea and air blockade of Gaza,
suffocating reconstruction there after the
devastation caused by the 2014 armed
conflict. In the occupied West Bank, Israel
continued to promote illegal settlements and
severely restricted the movement of
Palestinians using an array of military
checkpoints, barriers and a fence/wall
stretching hundreds of kilometres. Thousands
of Palestinians who opposed Israel’s military
occupation or engaged in protests against it
were arrested and detained, with hundreds
held under renewable administrative orders
that empowered the authorities to detain
them indefinitely without charge or trial;
others were shot by Israeli troops who
regularly used excessive force against
Palestinian protesters. Tension rose sharply in
the last quarter of the year amid a spate of
stabbing and other attacks on Israelis by lone
Palestinians. Israeli soldiers and police
responded with lethal force including, at
times, in circumstances when individuals
posed no imminent threat to life. Israeli forces
killed at least 156 Palestinians from the
Occupied Palestinian Territories, including
children, mostly in the last quarter of the year,
some in apparent extrajudicial executions.

In January, Palestinian President
Mahmoud Abbas declared Palestine’s
accession to the Rome Statute and accepted
the ICC’s jurisdiction over crimes within its
mandate committed within the Occupied
Palestinian Territories since June 2014.
However, neither the Palestinian national
unity government under President Abbas nor
the Hamas de facto administration in Gaza
took any steps to investigate war crimes,
including indiscriminate rocket and mortar
attacks, summary killings, and other serious
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abuses by Palestinian armed groups during
the 2014 armed conflict with Israel, or to hold
to account Palestinian security officials
responsible for unlawful detentions and
torture. Israel, likewise, failed to conduct
independent investigations into the extensive
war crimes and other violations of
international law that its forces committed in
Gaza during the 2014 armed conflict, or to
hold to account those responsible for unlawful
killings in the West Bank and torture and
other ill-treatment of detainees.

REFUGEES, INTERNALLY DISPLACED
PEOPLE AND MIGRANTS

The human cost of the armed conflicts in
Syria, Iraq, Yemen and Libya in 2015 was
immeasurable, although the continuing surge
in refugees fleeing these countries and the
even greater number of people who were
internally displaced within them gave some
indication. By the end of the year, the four
conflicts had together created more than 5
million refugees and asylum-seekers and
more than 13.5 million internally displaced
persons (IDPs), according to UNHCR, the UN
refugee agency. Elsewhere, such as in Iran,
state repression also fuelled a continuing flow
of refugees seeking protection abroad.

The impact of the refugee crisis fell most
heavily on states within the Middle East and
North Africa region. At the end of the year,
Lebanon hosted well over 1 million refugees
from Syria — they comprised between a
quarter and a third of Lebanon’s total
population — and Jordan hosted in excess of
641,800 refugees from Syria. The presence of
so many refugees placed an enormous strain
on the host countries’ resources, a strain that
was only partly alleviated by faltering
international humanitarian assistance and
support, and presented huge social and
security challenges. In both Lebanon and
Jordan the authorities took measures to
staunch the flow of new arrivals, tightening
controls at official and informal border
crossing points, blocking the entry of certain
categories of people, notably members of
Syria’s long-standing Palestinian refugee
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community, and toughening residency
requirements for those already admitted.
More than 12,000 refugees from Syria,
denied entry to Jordan, remained in a remote
desert area on the Jordanian side of the
border with Syria in desperate conditions.
Meanwhile, in December, Jordanian
authorities deported more than 500 Sudanese
refugees and asylum-seekers to Sudan,
where they were at risk of human rights
violations, in contravention of the international
principle of non-refoulement.

Life remained very tough and uncertain
even for those who escaped Syria and the
other countries enmeshed in armed conflict,
due to the hardships and insecurity they
encountered as refugees. These difficulties
propelled hundreds of thousands of refugees
to expose themselves to new risks as they
sought to find greater security further afield,
particularly in EU countries. Huge numbers
departed, particularly from Libya and Turkey,
which alone hosted around 2.3 million
refugees from Syria, to attempt dangerous sea
crossings to ltaly and Greece, often in
overcrowded, unseaworthy vessels provided
by extortionate people traffickers. Many made
it and gained entry to the relative safety of
Europe, where they faced a decidedly mixed
reception as EU states bickered about who
should bear responsibility for them and what
should be each state’s “fair share” of
refugees. Countless others, however, lost their
lives at sea attempting that stage of their
journey, including many infants and other
children.

In addition to the more than 1 million
refugees from Syria who swelled its
population, Lebanon also continued to host
several hundred thousand Palestinian
refugees, decades after the conflicts with
Israel that led them to flee their homes. They
were afforded protection by the Lebanese
authorities but remained subject to
discriminatory laws and policies that denied
them property inheritance rights, access to
free public education and certain categories
of paid employment.

Migrants, as well as refugees and those
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internally displaced, remained particularly
vulnerable to abuse in a number of countries.
In Algeria and Morocco, migrants from
countries in sub-Saharan Africa were liable to
arrest and summary expulsion. In Libya,
Tripoli-based authorities held up to 4,000
migrants and other undocumented foreign
nationals in indefinite detention in facilities
where they faced torture or other ill-treatment,
and other refugees, asylum-seekers and
migrants faced serious abuses, including
discrimination and labour exploitation. In
Israel, the authorities denied asylum-seekers
from Eritrea and Sudan access to a fair
refugee determination process, detained
more than 4,200 at desert detention facilities
by the end of the year, and pressured others
to leave Israel “voluntarily” or face indefinite
detention.

Migrant workers, many from South and
Southeast Asia, also continued to face severe
levels of exploitation and abuse in the oil and
gas-rich countries of the Gulf, where the
kafala sponsorship system tied them to their
employers and they were inadequately
protected under labour law. In Qatar, where
90% of the workforce were migrant workers,
the government largely failed to implement
reforms it had promised in 2014; many
construction workers remained exposed to
unsafe living and working conditions and
thousands of domestic workers, mostly
women, faced numerous abuses ranging from
low pay and excessive working hours to
physical assault, forced labour and human
trafficking. In Kuwait, however, a new law for
the first time gave migrant domestic workers a
right to one rest day each week and 30 days’
annual paid leave.

REPRESSION OF DISSENT

Governments across the Middle East and
North Africa region remained intolerant of
criticism and dissent and curtailed rights to
freedom of expression, association and
peaceful assembly. In Algeria and Morocco,
state authorities used widely drawn criminal
insult and/or defamation laws to prosecute
and imprison online and other critics, as did
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the Egyptian authorities and the governments
of Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman and the United
Arab Emirates (UAE). In these Gulf states,
those targeted included individuals accused
of harming their countries’ relations with
Saudi Arabia by posting comments
considered disrespectful to Saudi Arabia’s
late King or criticizing its military intervention
in Yemen. In Qatar, a poet continued to serve
a 15-year prison term for writing and reciting
lines that the authorities deemed offensive to
the country’s Emir. In Jordan, dozens of
journalists and activists faced prosecution
under Penal Code provisions that prohibit
criticism of the King and government
institutions and under an anti-terrorism law
amended in 2014 that criminalized criticism
of foreign leaders or states.

In Iran, the international agreement relating
to the country’s nuclear programme and the
easing of financial and economic sanctions
did not yield any let-up in state repression.
The authorities continued to curtail freedom
of speech and rights to association and
assembly, blocking access to Facebook,
Twitter and other social media websites,
jamming foreign broadcasts, and arresting,
detaining and imprisoning journalists, human
rights defenders, trade unionists, artists and
others who voiced dissent, including three
opposition political leaders held without
charge or trial since 2009.

Authorities in Saudi Arabia also brooked no
criticism or dissent and harshly punished
those who dared advocate reform or speak
out in support of human rights. Blogger Raif
Badawi remained in prison serving the 10-
year sentence he received in 2014 after a
court convicted him of “insulting Islam” and
violating the Cyber-crime law by setting up
the Free Saudi Liberals Network website,
which the authorities closed. The court also
sentenced him to a flogging of 1,000 lashes.
Dr Zuhair Kutbi, arrested in July, was
detained for months, then tried and
imprisoned after he advocated constitutional
monarchy as a form of government in a
television interview.

In Egypt, the government continued the
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relentless crackdown on the Muslim
Brotherhood that began when the army
ousted Mohamed Morsi from the presidency
in July 2013, widening it to encompass their
other critics and opponents, as well as
advocates of human rights and political
reform. The authorities held thousands of
detainees on political grounds; by the end of
the year, at least 700 had been held without
sentence by courts for longer than the two-
year legal maximum. Thousands of others
faced unfair mass trials before criminal or
military courts, which handed down mass
prison sentences and death sentences. Some
detainees were subjected to enforced
disappearance. The authorities rejected any
criticism of the crackdown on dissent, noting
the threat posed by armed groups that
launched increasingly deadly attacks on
security forces, state officials and civilians.

All across the region, national judicial
systems were weak, lacked independence
and failed to ensure due process and uphold
the right to a fair trial, especially in cases
against those perceived to be government
critics or opponents. Throughout 2015, courts
in countries including Bahrain, Iran, Iraq,
Jordan, Saudi Arabia and UAE, as well as
those in Egypt, continued to hand down
sentences of imprisonment and death after
convicting defendants in unfair trials; rather
than being fearless upholders of justice, such
courts operated as mere instruments of state
repression.

DEATH PENALTY

The death sentence was widely used across
the region, including in states such as Algeria,
Lebanon, Morocco and Tunisia that have not
carried out any executions for years. By
contrast, the governments of Iran, Iraq and
Saudi Arabia remained among the world’s
foremost executioners, with Iran being at the
forefront of a disturbing spike in executions.
Between them, they carried out hundreds of
executions despite clear evidence that many
of those executed had been sentenced to
death after unfair trials or for offences, such
as drugs-related crimes, that did not cause
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loss of life or fell below the threshold of “most
serious crimes”. Juvenile offenders were
among those executed in Iran and facing
execution in Saudi Arabia.

TORTURE AND OTHER ILL-TREATMENT
Torture and other ill-treatment of detainees
remained common and widespread
throughout the Middle East and North Africa
region. It was used to extract information and
“confessions” and to punish and terrorize
victims and to intimidate others. Those who
perpetrated torture almost always did so with
impunity; courts rarely took serious notice of
defendants’ allegations of torture in pre-trial
detention and governments rarely conducted
independent investigations into torture or took
measures to safeguard detainees, although
most countries have ratified the UN
Convention against Torture. In Syria,
government forces continued to use torture
systematically, causing countless further
deaths of detainees. In Egypt, security forces
frequently assaulted detainees at time of
arrest and thereafter subjected them to
beatings, electric shocks and painful stress
positions. Iranian courts continued to impose
punishments that violate the prohibition of
torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading
treatment or punishment, included flogging,
blinding, stoning and amputations.

IMPUNITY AND ACCOUNTABILITY
Government forces and non-state armed
groups committed war crimes, other violations
of international humanitarian law and serious
human rights abuses with impunity in Syria,
Irag, Yemen and Libya, and there was no
accountability for similar crimes and abuses
committed by Israeli forces and Palestinian
armed groups during their 2014 conflict and
in previous conflicts. In Algeria, it remained a
crime to campaign for justice for victims of
serious abuses by state forces during the
internal armed conflict of the 1990s. In
Lebanon, no progress was made in
ascertaining the fate of thousands who were
forcibly disappeared or went missing during
and in the aftermath of the civil war that
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ended two decades ago. In Egypt, the
authorities failed to investigate and ensure
accountability for the killings of hundreds of
protesters by the security forces since June
2013.

In May, Tunisia’s Truth and Dignity
Commission, appointed following the
“Jasmine Revolution” of 2011, began hearing
testimonies as part of its investigations into
past human rights violations. However, the
Commission remained weakened by
corruption allegations and resignations while
a new draft law threatened to scupper any
prospect that it could ensure accountability
for economic crimes committed during the
regime that held power until 2011. In Libya,
Tripoli authorities sentenced former Gaddafi-
era officials to long prison terms or death for
alleged war crimes and other offences
committed during the 2011 uprising and
ensuing armed conflict. Their trial was marred
by irregularities; the authorities failed to
comply with an ICC demand that they hand
over Saif al-Islam al-Gaddafi, son of
Mu’ammar al-Gaddafi; instead, they put him
on trial and sentenced him to death.

DISCRIMINATION — MINORITIES

Religious and ethnic minorities continued to
face discrimination in several countries. In
Iran, Baha'is, Sufis, Yaresan (Ahl-e Haq),
Sunni Muslims, Christian converts from Islam,
and Shi'a Muslims who became Sunni were
imprisoned or prevented from freely
practising their faith. Minority rights activists
belonging to Iran’s disadvantaged ethnic
groups including Ahwazi Arabs, Azerbaijani
Turks, Baluchis and Kurds, were given harsh
prison sentences, and remained
disproportionately subject to the death
penalty. In Saudi Arabia, discrimination
against the Shi’a minority remained
entrenched and Shi'a leaders and activists
were detained and, in some cases, sentenced
to death in unfair trials. In Kuwait, the
government continued to withhold citizenship
from over 100,000 Bidun, claiming that they
were illegal residents although many were
born and had lived all their lives in Kuwait,
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and Bidun rights activists faced arrest and
prosecution. In Israel, Palestinian citizens
faced discrimination in many areas, especially
housing and land rights.

FORCED EVICTIONS

Israeli authorities continued to demolish
Palestinian homes in the West Bank,
including East Jerusalem, that they said were
built without virtually unobtainable Israeli
permits, forcibly evicting their occupants, and
punished the families of Palestinians who
attacked Israelis by destroying their homes.
They also demolished the homes of
Palestinian citizens of Israel mostly in
Bedouin villages in the Negev/Nagab region.
In Egypt, the military carried out forced
evictions to create a security “buffer” zone
along the country’s border with the Gaza
Strip.

WOMEN AND GIRLS

Women and girls continued to face
discrimination under the law and in practice
in all countries in the Middle East and North
Africa region; in many, they also faced high
levels of sexual and other violence. Personal
status laws commonly accorded women fewer
rights than men in relation to divorce, custody
of children and inheritance, while several
countries’ nationality laws barred women
married to foreign spouses, unlike men with
foreign spouses, from passing on their
nationality to their children.

In Jordan, women continued to receive
inadequate protection against violence
including so-called “honour” crimes. The
government revised legislation that allowed
rapists to escape prosecution if they married
their victim, except in cases where the victim
is aged between 15 and 18. In Bahrain, a
new law afforded greater protection to victims
of domestic violence but only after the
country’s parliament voted down an article
that would have criminalized marital rape. In
Saudi Arabia, women were allowed for the
first time to vote and stand in municipal
elections but they continued to be prohibited
from driving. Iran’s Parliament approved the
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general principles of a draft law that
undermines women'’s right to decide freely
whether and when to marry, divorce and have
children, and debated other draft laws that
threaten to further entrench discrimination
against women, including one that would
block access to information about
contraception and o<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>