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International human rights standards are built on the principle of universality, the fundamental premise that 
they apply equally to all nations without exception.  Because every government has its own particular reasons 
for violating human rightsCwhether to silence an awkward critic or grant its military a bit more latitude in 
battleCexceptions to the principle of universality threaten the entire system for the defense of human 
rights.   

The universality of human rights came under sustained attack in 1997.  As in previous years, governments 
seeking to justify their authoritarian conduct found it convenient to challenge universality, usually in 
circumstances in which their repression precluded rebuttal by the people in whose name they claimed to speak.  In 
the past year, a parallel and insidious challenge was also particularly pronouncedCan unwillingness on the part 
of several major powers to uphold human rights in their dealings with key abusive countries, and an increasing 
reluctance to subject their own conduct to international human rights standards. 

As this report describes, the major powers showed a marked tendency to ignore human rights when they proved 
inconvenient to economic or strategic interestsCan affliction common to both Europe and the United States.  
China was the largest beneficiary of this selective commitment to human rights, but a new challenge from central 
Africa also met a disappointingly weak response.  In addition, the U.S. government displayed the arrogance of a 
great power in obstructing the strengthening of international human rights standards and institutions.  Its 
actions reflected a cynical view of human rights as standards to be embraced only if they codify what the U.S. 
government already does, not if they enshrine what the American people ought to achieve.  The prospects for 
peace in Bosnia and an effective international system of justice were also jeopardized by the refusal of the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) to follow a British lead and arrest indicted war criminal suspectsCa short-
sighted abdication of responsibility due in  
 
large part to the Pentagon=s overriding preoccupation with avoiding all possible risks to its troops. 

Fortunately, as the most powerful governments wavered in their defense of human rights, a new set of actors, 
both governmental and nongovernmental, came to the fore.  In negotiations to ban anti-personnel landmines and 
establish an International Criminal Court, alliances emerged of small and medium-sized states from both the North 
and the South.  Many of the Southern governments, having experienced and overcome repression, brought an 
important voice of appreciation for human rights.  With their success in circumventing the U.S. government=s 
opposition to a landmines ban, these new coalitions could assume important leadership roles by insisting on the 
principle of universality and a strong defense of human rights when the commitment of the major powers is 
lacking. 

What follows is Human Rights Watch=s review of human rights practices in sixty-five countries.  This report is 
released in advance of Human Rights Day, December 10, 1997, which launches celebrations of the 50th anniversary of 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights the following year.  The report covers events from December 1996 
through November 1997.  Most chapters examine significant human rights developments in a particular country; the 
response of global actors, such as the United States, the European Union, Japan, the United Nations, and various 
regional organizations; and restrictions on human rights monitoring.  Other chapters address thematic issues.  This 
introduction describes certain patterns and trends that Human Rights Watch has discerned in the course of its 
work over the past year.   

This volume is Human Rights Watch=s eighth World Report on global human rights practices.  It does not include 
a chapter on every country where we work, nor does it discuss every issue of importance.  The failure to include a 
country or issue often reflects no more than staffing and funding limitations, and should not be taken as 
commentary on the significance of the related human rights concerns.  Other factors affecting the focus of our 



work in 1997 and hence the content of this volume include the severity of abuses, our access to information about 
them, our ability to influence abusive practices, and our desire to balance our work across various political and 
regional divides and to address certain thematic concerns. 

 
Beyond the Major Powers: A New Global Partnership 

The awarding of the 1997 Nobel Peace Prize to the International Campaign to Ban Landmines signaled a new era in 
which nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), working closely with sympathetic governments from the developed and 
developing world, can set the international human rights agenda despite resistance from some major powers.  
Inspired by the victory in the battle over anti-personnel landmines, a similar coalition is now seeking to 
establish a strong and independent International Criminal Court to bring the most culpable human rights criminals 
to justice.  Other NGO efforts of note include attempts to hold multinational corporations to human rights 
standards, to continue integrating women=s rights into the human rights agenda, and to secure the arrest of 
indicted war criminal suspects in Bosnia. 

This important role for NGOs reflects their essential function in modern society.  Isolated individuals rarely 
have the capacity to devise solutions to today=s complex problems and secure their implementation.  Only by 
banding together, by merging their expertise, voice, and influence, can individuals hope meaningfully to address 
today=s challenges.  Governments and increasingly corporations exert a powerful influence on society, but 
governments are often hostage to powerful special interests, while corporations are driven above all by the quest 
for financial profit.  Frequently, neither serves as an effective conduit for the concerns of ordinary citizens.  
As the past year showed, NGOs can help to fill that void. 

 
Landmines 
The campaign against anti-personnel landmines illustrates this NGO role.  Less than a decade ago, a handful of 
NGOs working in war-torn countries began to comprehend the terrible humanitarian cost of landmines.  In such 
countries as Cambodia, Angola, Somalia, and Bosnia, it was apparent that scores of ordinary civilians fell victim 
to these indiscriminate weapons, often far from war zones or long after conflict had ended.  By reporting on the 
scope and severity of the problemClandmines are estimated to kill or maim some 26,000 civilians each yearCa 
small group of NGOs brought the issue to international attention.  With time, the International Campaign to Ban 
Landmines grew from its six founding members, including Human Rights Watch, to a vibrant coalition of over 1,000 
NGOs in more than sixty countries. 

The NGOs actively solicited and gained some major governmental allies, as when France agreed to call for an 
international conference to review international law regulating landmines, or when a U.S. senator, Patrick Leahy, 
sponsored legislation suspending the use and export of landmines.  But what was notable about the landmines 
campaign was the central role played by governments that were not major powers.  Spanning North-South lines, 
these included Austria, Belgium, Canada, Mexico, Mozambique, Norway, and South Africa.  NGOs encouraged these 
governments to pursue a ban despite the resistance of some major powers.  NGOs also brought expertise to the 
drafting of a ban treaty and mobilized a global network of allied organizations to build public pressure for a ban. 
 The importance of the NGO campaign was recognized during the final treaty negotiations in Oslo, when the 
International Campaign was given official observer status, with access to all deliberations and the right to make 
interventionsCa first for NGOs in an arms control or humanitarian law treaty negotiation. 

Also instrumental to the success of the landmines effort was the decision to proceed toward a treaty outside 
the straitjacket of the recent United Nations preference for Aconsensus,@ in which every government is given a 
veto.  Rather than insisting that all governments embrace the new treaty from the start, the plan was to 
establish a strong international norm and then pull in reluctant governments through moral pressure.  Since 
governmental obstruction could no longer take place during the arcane, back-room maneuvering of U.N. 
negotiations, the public could readily see whether governments joined the ban or not.  Public pressure thus proved 



to be a powerful factor. 
As this report is released in early December 1997, more than one hundred governments are expected to 

assemble in Ottawa to sign a treaty unconditionally banning the use, production, stockpiling, and transfer of 
anti-personnel landminesCthe first time that states have outlawed an entire weapons system that has been in 
widespread use.  The moral force created by this alliance between NGOs and governments has succeeded in 
attracting even some of the reluctant major powersCthe United Kingdom, France, and JapanCbut not yet such 
governments as the United States, China, Russia, India, or Pakistan.  Efforts will now turn toward persuading the 
holdouts to join the rest of the world.   

 
An International Criminal Court 
The power of this partnership between NGOs and small and mid-sized governments was also evident in the 
progress made toward a permanent International Criminal Court (ICC).  The ICC would be a genuinely international 
court, with its own judges, prosecutors and investigators, which would be available to try those responsible for 
genocide, war crimes or crimes against humanity when national judicial systems fail to do so.  It would add the 
threat of criminal prosecution to the human rights movement=s traditional tools of stigmatizing abusive 
governments and denying them certain forms of aid.  Just a few years ago, the ICC was only a dream.  Today, it 
appears on the verge of becoming a reality, as plans are being set for the treaty establishing the court to be 
finalized in Rome in July 1998.  Most strikingly, this feat has been accomplished despite the resistance of the 
permanent five members of the U.N. Security Council.  Again, NGOs played a central role in this progress.  

A strong and independent court could be a powerful supplement to the Security Council, since it promises to 
deter the gross abusers of human rights who lie behind most of today=s threats to international peace.  
Unfortunately, allowing narrow self-interest to take precedence over the duty entrusted them to uphold 
international security, the permanent Security Council members seemed to see the ICC only as a threat to their 
power and sovereignty.  Led by the United States, with backing from France and, at times, the United Kingdom, 
these governments formally endorsed an ICC while trying to weaken it and subordinate it to their Security Council 
prerogatives.  They proposed that a broad range of prosecutions be approved in advance by the Security Council, 
that the ICC prosecutor be denied the right to initiate prosecutions on his or her own, that the number of crimes 
that the ICC is allowed to address without the consent of interested governments be limited, and that the ICC lend 
extraordinary deference to national judicial proceedings. 

A group of human rights organizations from the United States, Europe and the developing world, again 
including Human Rights Watch, has sought to block this short-sighted effort.  A caucus of women=s rights 
advocates and organizations also played an important role in highlighting the need to incorporate crimes of sexual 
and gender violence as an integral part of an ICC.  Bringing expertise about the legal and political issues to be 
resolved, these organizations have helped to build a broad coalition of some forty states from the developed and 
developing world to transform what might have become a North-South controversy into one that pits most of the 
world against the permanent Security Council members and a collection of implacable opponents of human rights 
institutions.  Thus, a broad range of voices from the South, including Argentina, Egypt, Ghana, Malawi, South 
Africa, and South Korea, have joined traditionally supportive states from the North.  Because many of these 
Southern governments have completed transitions from authoritarian to democratic government, they speak with 
special authority about the importance of having an institution of justice that would remain above pressures for 
impunity from local forces.    

The coalition of NGOs and these Alike-minded@ states still faces major obstacles in securing an independent 
and effective ICC.  As described more fully below, a big challenge facing the governmental friends of an ICC is 
abandoning an approach that links the success of the ICC to early ratification by the United StatesClinkage that 
will only force the ICC to the level of one of its least enthusiastic supporters. It is time to leave the United 
States behind until the day that it transcends the great power arrogance toward international human rights 



institutions that currently prevails in Washington.  The new partnership between NGOs and small and mid-sized 
governments offers hope that this will occur. 

 
Multinational Corporations 
The collective power of NGOs is also seen in the growing movement to hold multinational corporations accountable 
for their human rights practices.  The growth of the global economy means that multinational corporations today 
wield considerable influence on human rights.  As economically influential actors, they can help bolster a 
repressive regime or steer it toward greater observance of human rights.  As the operators of major business 
enterprises, they can set an example of indifference to or respect for these rights. 

Governments have shown little interest in the issue of corporate responsibility for human rights, for fear of 
jeopardizing trade and investment opportunities.  The trade agreements negotiated by governments have so far 
either ignored labor rights standards, as in the case of the World Trade Organization (WTO), or relegated them to 
weak side agreements, as NAFTA did.  For example, the Clinton administration in 1997 unsuccessfully sought Afast-
track authority@ to negotiate trade agreements, but without any commitment to securing labor rights protection as 
an integral part of such agreements.  In December 1996, the administration tried to introduce labor rights into 
WTO discussions, but it lacked credibility because it had not ratified the core conventions of the International 
Labour Organisation.  While establishing a White House task force of business and labor leaders in the apparel 
industry and asking them to negotiate voluntary standards, the administration refused to press for legislated 
human rights standards or even to articulate its own preferred standards.   

Yet today, multinational corporations in growing numbers are adopting codes of conduct that incorporate 
human rights standards.  Some corporations are genuinely concerned about human rights and seek voluntarily to 
improve their practices.  Many, however, are responding to public pressure built by NGOs in the developed and 
developing world, including Human Rights Watch, together with labor unions and the press.  In the place of 
official legal regimes, NGOs are monitoring corporate practices, denouncing misconduct, and arousing public 
outrage over corporate abuses.  To avoid tarnishing their public images, these corporations have taken preemptive 
steps by adopting human rights standards to guide their operations.  Increasingly, the debate is not about whether 
corporations should respect human rights standards, but about which standards they have a duty to uphold and how 
best to monitor whether they are doing so.   

While there are many NGOs reflecting a variety of interests, one overriding NGO concern is ensuring that 
competition among businesses is not waged through repression.  Wages or factory costs can be kept low by 
denying workers the opportunity to speak out and organize around issues of salary and working conditions.  But 
governments should not be encouraging competition through the suppression of the rights of workers.   

Much remains to be accomplished before multinational corporations will reliably act to enhance respect for 
human rights.  The codes adopted by many corporations remain disturbingly vague.  Most do not address such 
difficult issues as working in countries where independent trade unions are barred, as in China, Vietnam, or 
Indonesia, or where operations depend for their security on police, military or paramilitary forces that have a 
history of abuse, as in mining or oil or gas-producing areas in Burma, Colombia, Nigeria or Indonesia.  Only the 
rare code enables independent monitoring of a company=s complianceCa step that is essential to the credibility 
of company vows to respect rights standards.   

Yet, NGO pressure helped to achieve results in 1997.  To cite three examples in which Human Rights Watch took 
the lead, General Motors agreed to stop testing women job applicants for pregnancy (previously the company had 
refused to hire pregnant job seekers); Phillips-Van Heusen became the first operator of a maquiladora (export-
processing plant) in Guatemala to negotiate with a labor union, and then reached a collective bargaining 
agreement; eighteen U.S. manufacturers of anti-personnel landmine components pledged to cease their involvement 
in landmine production; numerous companies pulled out of Burma; and even oil companies like Royal Dutch/Shell and 
British Petroleum voiced a still-to-be-tested interest in complying with human rights standards. 



Ultimately, corporate respect for human rights cannot depend on NGO monitoring alone.  The collective 
resources of NGOs are too small for them to be the exclusive avenue of enforcement.  Government action will be 
needed, at both the national and international levels, to obligate corporations to respect human rights standards. 
 But, today, while governments are unwilling to insist that corporations not profit from repression, a vibrant and 
burgeoning NGO movement is leading this campaign. 

    
Lost Luster for the AAAAAsian Concept of Human Rights@@@@  

For several years, a number of Asian governments have attacked the universality of human rights by trumpeting a 
supposed AAsian concept of human rights.@  Asian officials, particularly in China, Burma, Singapore, Malaysia, and 
Indonesia, have long insisted that Asian people prefer order to freedom, and that this order is the best means to 
secure economic growth.  These claims have always been suspect, since they were usually made by those in power.  
The economic and environmental crises that plagued Southeast Asia in 1997 undermined their credibility all the 
more.  The lack of free debate about important public issues and the practice of closed official decision-making 
produced unaccountable governments whose policies exacerbated these crises.  It became clear that freedoms of 
expression and association, far from the impediments to order that Asian leaders decry, were essential to 
producing responsive governments that would safeguard the basic well-being of Asian people.   

Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir bin Mohamad provided the best illustration of the emptiness of the economic 
justification for repression.  In July, he proposed a review of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, as if the 
freedoms of expression and association that it guaranteed were inapplicable to Asia.  By the end of the year, 
taking advantage of the diminished risk of contradiction that comes from the absence of free public debate, he 
deepened his country=s economic crisis by attempting to deflect blame for it to foreign currency speculators.   

A similar lack of accountability in Indonesia lay behind its economic crisis as well as the environmental 
crisis originating in Indonesian forest fires that produced a thick, unhealthy haze over much of Southeast Asia 
from September to November.  Corruption and nepotism drove the economic crisis, while sweetheart land deals and 
irresponsible land-clearing methods created the environmental crisis.  Each was the direct result of a 
government that was not answerable to its people.   

The importance of civil and political rights to the physical well being of people was also demonstrated in 
North Korea, where a devastating famine threatened millions with starvation.  Severe restrictions on public debate 
within the country led to disastrous economic policies, precluded a clear understanding of the extent of the 
problem, and undermined effective international and national responses.   

    
    

A New Challenge to Human  

Rights in Central Africa 
As the Asian threat to the universality of human rights lost credibility, a parallel challenge emerged in Central 
Africa and attracted surprising sympathy in the West.  Unlike the Asian variant, which was stated in cultural 
terms, the African challenge sought to justify deviations from human rights standards in political terms, as 
temporarily necessary to rebuild nations recently liberated from highly repressive regimes.  Ugandan President 
Yoweri Museveni, the leading intellectual author of this theory of Anonparty democracy,@ argued that in these 
times a Amovement@ is adequate to meet the needs of the people.  Under the slogan of  AAfrican solutions to 
African problems,@ supporters of this concept offered what was essentially a recycled version of the one-party 
state, except that they advocated capitalism instead of socialism as the economic base of the state.  Like its 
Asian counterpart, the Amovement system@ was used in 1997 to justify tight control on speech, assembly, 
association, and democratic institutions.  This thin cover for repression found adherents among the new generation 
of leaders in Eritrea, Ethiopia, Rwanda, and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), who have been dubbed the 
Asoldier princes.@ 



Within the DRC, government forces aided by soldiers from Rwanda, Uganda and Angola killed thousands of 
civilians, most of them Rwandan refugees, as they fought the war that deposed Mobutu Sese Seko and installed 
Laurent Kabila as president.  Inside Rwanda, the government army murdered thousands of noncombatants in the 
course of an indiscriminate campaign against a brutal insurgency, which itself took many civilian lives.  Leaders 
of the DRC and Rwanda did not challenge the validity of international humanitarian law prohibiting such slaughter. 
 Instead, they tried to hide or minimize the extent of the killings by impeding independent investigation of the 
crimes.  At the same time, they arguedCas in the case of violations of civil and political rightsCthat the 
killings were justified by the context of overthrowing a tyrant in the DRC and combatting forces responsible for 
the genocide of 1994 and now waging war again in Rwanda. 

Policymakers in Europe and North America showed moral myopia towards violations of civil and political rights 
and even the massive slaughter of civilians.  Well aware of the complexity of the central African crises, they 
hesitated to discourage the initiative shown by the Asoldier princes,@ whose decisive action would, they hoped, 
contribute to stability in the region.  They believed that the dynamic, media-savvy, militarily competent leaders 
represented a potential for moving beyond the tragedies of the pastCa solution that could pull along a 
considerable part of the continent.  They also seemed eager to minimize discussion of  abuses in order to move on 
to talks about exploiting the vast mineral wealth of the DRC. 

The U.S. government was particularly conspicuous in its tolerance of grave human rights violations.  It 
provided strong political support and some military training to Rwanda before and during the time when its troops 
were waging war in the DRC and hunting down civilians in the rainforest.  U.S. officials in Rwanda and 
Washington covered up the Rwandan presence in the DRC and obfuscated the number of civilians at risk in the 
region, hence delaying and eventually contributing to the halt of an international force designed to protect them. 
 The U.S. government also consistently put the best face on the conduct of Rwandan government troops and 
officials within Rwanda, refraining from firm and prompt condemnation of abuses.  U.S. embassy officials in Kigali 
even suggested that independent critics should not publicize these abuses. 

With the exception of the European humanitarian aid commissioner, Emma Bonino, and Belgian Minister of 
Cooperation Reginald Moreels,  most European leaders kept quiet about atrocities committed in the DRC.  A 
delegation of the European Commission initially recommended resuming structural aid in light of the Apositive 
political environment@ that it found on a visit to the DRC. 

 
Ultimately, both the U.S. and European governments declared that the DRC must cooperate with a U.N. 

investigation into the massacres in order to receive assistance.  They thus tacitly recognized that, as in the case 
of Mobutu=s Zaire, aid to the DRC government would be squandered, or even underwrite repression, unless the 
government was made accountable under a regime of respect for human rights and the rule of law.  But the 
international community=s efforts to demand accountability were weakened by its own past record of inaction in 
the face of the Rwandan genocide and Mobutu=s many years of repression.  U.S. insistence that donors meet for a 
preliminary consideration of aid to the DRC in September, before the U.N. investigation had begun, suggested that it 
was not firmly committed to insisting on justice.  For much of the year, local leaders played skillfully on the 
international community=s past mistakes to justify obstructing the investigation into the massive civilian slaughter. 
 As this report went to press in mid-November, the DRC government had vowed to allow the U.N. investigation to 
go forward, although it remained unclear whether this vow would be respected.  

International inaction at the time of the slaughter suggested that future massive killings would also provoke 
no interference from abroad, a particularly dangerous proposition given the current insurgency in Rwanda, the 
ongoing civil war in Burundi, and the renewed combat in eastern DRC.  The tardy and uncertain demands for justice 
in the DRC also threatened to undermine the international effort to secure justice for the Rwandan genocide, 
which could now be viewed as a matter of convenience rather than principle.  Failure to insist on justice for the 
victors in the DRC while prosecuting the genocidal losers of the Rwandan conflict risked sending the message 



that it was not violations of international law that were being punished but rather such violations in defeat. 
The government of Ethiopian President Meles Zenawi also benefited from this deferential attitude on the part 

of the international community.  Despite government restrictions imposed on opposition political parties, critical 
press reporting, and independent associations, both the E.U. and the U.S. increased aid to the country without using 
this financial leverage to secure improvements in the government=s human rights performance.  The augmented U.S. 
aid included increased military assistance in the name of fighting Sudanese terrorism. 

International acquiescence in the abuses of these new leaders is particularly disappointing because it came 
just when much of southern Africa was showing great promise on human rights.  The fostering of strong human 
rights cultures by the governments of South Africa, Botswana, Malawi, and Namibia showed how wrong it is to 
condemn the rest of the continent to lesser expectations.    

The international community did manage to exert useful pressure to curb abuses on two older-style leaders, in 
Kenya and Zambia, and to maintain pressure for democratization in Nigeria.  

    
The Danger of Indulging Great Power Arrogance on Human Rights 

In addition to the challenges to the universality of human rights emanating from Asia and Africa, a growing 
threat emerged in 1997 in the unwillingness of the U.S. government to subject itself to international human rights 
law.  This arrogance was most apparent in U.S. efforts to block the strengthening of human rights standards and 
institutions, but it also could be seen in the U.S. government=s unwillingness to permit the application of existing 
international standards at home.  Within the U.S. government, the Pentagon has been the principal opponent of 
full participation in the international human rights system.  But ultimate responsibility lies with President Clinton 
for refusing to override its parochial objections.   

There are many reasons that the United States might be expected to embrace international human rights law.  
With its strong constitutional rights tradition, the United States should be particularly comfortable with a 
rights-based international legal regime.  And as a global economic and military power, the United States would 
seem to have an interest in curtailing the threats to commerce, public welfare, and international peace that 
serious abuses of human rights often portend.  Instead, the U.S. government=s attitude toward international human 
rights law remained one of deep distrust.   

 
A Narrow Embrace of Human Rights 
In the case of the handful of treaties it has ratified so far, such as the International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights (ICCPR) or the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination 
(CERD), it carefully entered reservations, declarations, and understandings in any area that it perceived expanded 
on existing U.S. law.  This stingy form of ratification reflected a view that international human rights law was to 
be embraced only if it codified current U.S. practice, not if it required any improvement.  Apparently to guard 
against any evolution in the strength of international protection, the U.S. government ratified these treaties in a 
way that denied U.S. citizens the right to insist on compliance before either U.S. courts or international 
institutions.  The result was that ratification became an empty gesture for external consumption rather than an 
act that strengthened rights protections for Americans. 

The U.S. government=s one report on its compliance with the ICCPR reflected the same attitude.  It reviewed the 
rights enshrined in U.S. constitutional law without any effort to examine whether that law ensured that Americans 
enjoyed the rights guaranteed them by international standards in practice.  This is hardly an academic point, since, 
as Human Rights Watch reports have shown, U.S. practice falls short of international standards in such areas as 
police abuse, the treatment of prisoners, abuse by the Border Patrol, the treatment of asylum seekers, and the 
application of the death penalty.  As this report goes to press, the U.S. government is also more than two years 
late in issuing its required reports under CERD and the Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or 
Degrading Treatment or Punishment.   



In addition, the U.S. government has so far refused to ratify several core human rights treaties.  One 
egregious example is the Convention on the Rights of the Child, which has been ratified by 191 
governmentsCrepresenting every country of the world except for Somalia, which has no recognized government, 
and the United States.  The U.S. government has also not ratified the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination Against Women; the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights; the 
Additional Protocols of 1977 to the Geneva Conventions of 1949 (which prohibit such forms of warfare as the 
indiscriminate bombing of civilians); the American Convention on Human Rights, and several key labor rights 
conventions of the International Labour Organisation.  When, in September and October 1997, the U.N. special 
rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary, or arbitrary executions visited the United States to look into the 
arbitrariness with which the United States applies the death penalty and police officer's use of lethal force, 
Washington gave him the cold shoulder by relegating him to low-level officials.   

 
Blocking New Human Rights Standards and Institutions 
In the past year, the U.S. government has actively obstructed the emergence of human rights standards designed to 
strengthen international law and institutions, as shown in the U.S. position on landmines, child soldiers, and the 
International Criminal Court.  On landmines, President Clinton endorsed their Aeventual@ abolition but, meanwhile, 
sought to insert various loopholes and exceptions into the unconditional ban offered by the Canadian government 
and now embraced by more than one hundred countries.  The Clinton administration=s principal argument was that it 
needed landmines to defend South Korea, but since many governments have similar reasons for wanting to retain a 
landmines option, the U.S. position threatened to undermine a ban by riddling it with exceptions.  The Pentagon 
also sought to exempt permanently from an anti-personnel landmines ban certain types of self-destructing 
Asmart@ minesCthose that come in mixed systems with anti-tank minesCeven though other governments during the 
treaty negotiations rejected U.S. efforts to redefine these anti-personnel mines as mere Asubmunitions.@  The 
Pentagon would undoubtedly incur some cost and risk in genuinely stopping its use of landmines, but so will many 
of the one hundred other governments that will be signing the treaty in Ottawa in the interest of building a 
norm that could help save thousands of innocent landmine victims each year. 

The U.S. government also stands virtually alone in opposing a ban on the use of children under the age of 
eighteen as soldiers.  Stopping the use of child soldiers by governments and armed opposition groups in such 
countries as Liberia, Sudan, Uganda, Burundi, and Sri LankaCan estimated quarter of a million children are under 
arms worldwideCwould end a practice that leaves the children physically at risk, emotionally traumatized, and a 
danger to anyone they encounter.  Such a ban would be attached as an optional protocol to the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child.  The U.S. government has opposed codifying this ban even though, as noted, it is one of only 
two countries not to have ratified the underlying treaty, and it would be entirely optional whether signatories to 
the principal treaty would also endorse the protocol.  The only apparent reason for the Clinton administration=s 
obstruction is that the Pentagon finds it somewhat easier to reach its enlistment goals if it entices seventeen-
year-olds to sign up for military service.  Although only about one percent of the U.S. military is composed of 
such underage recruits, the Pentagon refuses to give up this recruitment practice in the interest of building a 
strong international norm against the use of child soldiers.  

On the International Criminal Court, as noted, the U.S. government insisted on various restrictions that would 
weaken the court=s independence and effectiveness.  The goal seemed to be avoiding even the remotest possibility 
that an American soldier, pilot, or political leader might end up in the dock of the ICC.  But that insistence on an 
effective U.S. exceptionCone that the other four permanent members of the Security Council were quick to demand 
for themselvesCrisked the universality on which any international system of justice must be built.   

This attitude was best seen in the U.S. position on the requirement that the Security Council consent to any 
prosecution stemming from a situation that the council is confronting under its authority to address threats to 
peace under Chapter VII of the U.N. Charter.  Washington=s stated fear was that prosecution of those behind 



genocide, war crimes, or crimes against humanity might jeopardize efforts to establish peace.  But by suggesting 
that prosecutions might be a mere bargaining chip, to be sacrificed in the course of peace negotiations, this 
position would only embolden those committing atrocities, by offering  a way to avoid prosecution when it comes 
time to talk peace.  That would only accentuate the threat to peace that these abusive individuals present.   

That self-protection might have been the dominant American motive could be seen in the U.S. response to a 
compromise suggested by Singapore.  Under this compromise, if prosecutions would clearly threaten peace efforts, 
the Security Council could halt or delay them, but only by a majority vote of the whole council.  But the United 
States insisted on Security Council permission before prosecutions go forward, meaning that, by virtue of its veto, 
the U.S. government could single-handedly block any prosecution. 

Even if the U.S. were to succeed in weakening a future ICC through such restrictions, there is little chance 
that the administration would submit the ICC treaty to the current U.S. Senate, with its marked disdain for 
international human rights institutions, let alone that the Senate would consent to ratification.  Yet the 
administration persists in weakening an historic institution simply because, at some unknown date in the future, 
the Senate might find an enfeebled court palatable.   

It is time for the international community to stop indulging this obstructionist behavior.  The landmines 
negotiations may promise a new approach.  By sidestepping the U.N.=s recent preference for Aconsensus@ in 
negotiations for new human rights standards, the proponents of the landmines treaty, led by Canada, insisted that 
the United States either accept an unconditional ban or face the ensuing opprobrium.  A similar approach should 
be taken in other negotiations.  Negotiators for a ban on child soldiers should insist that the United States ratify 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child as a condition for taking a position on the minimum age for soldiers.  
Negotiators for an International Criminal Court should refuse to allow the United States to weaken this institution 
on the distant hope that the U.S. Senate might someday embrace it.   

If the U.S. government persists in its current attitude toward international human rights law, the 
international community should simply leave the United States behind.  Just as it took the United States forty 
years to ratify the Genocide Convention and twenty-five years to ratify the International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights, so it may be some time before the United States is willing to adopt new human rights standards 
or embrace a strong and independent ICC.  In the case of the ICC, it is better to accept that the United States 
will not be a founding member of the court than to allow the U.S. government to undermine such an important 
institution in the hope that it can be made acceptable to the U.S. Senate at this moment in its history.  While U.S. 
financial and political backing for the ICC will still be necessaryCto help fund prosecutions and apprehend 
indicted suspectsCsuch support is likely to be easier to secure when the pursuit of a particular brutal tyrant is 
at stake than in the abstract.  As for the rest of the world, its supportCalso essentialCis more likely for a 
court that is truly universal than for one that enables a handful of major powers to exempt themselves and their 
allies from prosecution. 

    
Weak Pressure on China 

China continued to pose a major dilemma for the international community: how to exert human rights pressure on a 
repressive country that is also a key trading partner, potentially the world=s largest market, a growing military 
power, and a permanent member of the U.N. Security Council?  China showed no hesitation in responding to one 
country=s human rights criticism by excluding its nationals from lucrative business contracts, or in buying key 
votes at the U.N. from small countries with promises of assistance.  Asian allies, worried about China=s military 
build-up, warned against too strident a human rights posture, fearing that it would only exacerbate a siege 
mentality among some of China=s leaders.  Policymakers in Washington worried about how irritants in the U.S.-China 
relationship, of which human rights was one, might affect China=s willingness to play a constructive role in 
resolving tensions on the Korean peninsula or stopping weapons proliferation. 

The question of striking the right balance between economics, security, and human rights was a real issue, but 



some countries seemed more concerned about striking deals.  Nowhere was this more evident than at the annual 
meeting of the U.N. Commission on Human Rights in Geneva, one of the few multilateral fora left for raising human 
rights concerns in China.   France, Germany, Spain, and Italy capitulated to China=s commercial seduction by 
trading the usual European Union sponsorship of a U.N. resolution critical of China=s human rights practices for 
the prospect of more Chinese purchases of their jointly produced Airbus planes.  Nor did these governments 
respond forcefully in defense of their fellow E.U. members when China retaliated economically against Denmark and 
the Netherlands for sponsoring the resolution and speaking in favor of it.  For similar commercial motives, Japan, 
Canada, and Australia abandoned their traditional sponsorship of the U.N. resolution in return for a toothless 
bilateral human rights Adialogue@; indeed, Japan gave China $867 million in aid in 1996, more than to any government 
other than Indonesia.  The developing world displayed no greater commitment to human rights as it succumbed to 
Chinese threats, bribes, and blandishments.   

With China=s shuttered civil society, pervasive torture, extensive religious repression, and thousands of 
political prisoners, there are few more deserving candidates for condemnation by the U.N. Human Rights Commission. 
 Yet China=s success in fending off condemnation year after year is itself an affront to the universality of human 
rights and an effective proclamation that powerful countries are exempt from human rights scrutiny. 

Although the U.S. government did sponsor the U.N. resolution on China, it waffled so long, and lobbied its 
allies for support so ineffectively, that the result seemed more a cosmetic gesture than a genuine effort to 
censure China.  Indeed, because the U.S. government agreed to sponsor the resolution only after Vice President Al 
Gore visited Beijing in March and secured U.S.$685 million worth of contracts for the Boeing CorporationCat a 
time when Human Rights Commission deliberations were already in full swingCthe U.S. contention that its allies 
should risk their own commercial ambitions rang hollow.  The United States and the European Union desperately 
sought a few Chinese concessions on human rights to justify abandoning the U.N. effort, but even the concessions 
under discussion did not justify withdrawing the condemnation effort and the rare form of multilateral leverage 
that it provided.  It is only to be hoped that the United States and European governments heed the European 
Parliament=s resolution of October 1997 calling for early and joint sponsorship of a China resolution in 1998. 

The international community was no more effective in deploying the other sources of leverage at its disposal. 
 One of the potentially most useful, and least costly, forms of leverage was summitry.  Summits took place with 
the leaders of France, Sweden, Russia, and Japan, but for Chinese President Jiang Zemin, the most important of 
these meetings was the long-sought summit in Washington, a visit that would for all practical purposes end 
China=s post-Tiananmen stigma and help consolidate his position at home.  But the Clinton administration largely 
squandered this opportunity to secure human rights concessions before the summit.  

The only concession offered by Beijing in advance of the summit (which had previously been promised to France 
as a condition of its not sponsoring the China resolution at the U.N. Human Rights Commission) was China=s decision 
to sign the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), though not the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.  The significance of that step must be judged in light of Beijing=s 
persistent and pervasive use of torture despite its earlier ratification of the Convention Against Torture.  Indeed, 
although the ICESCR upholds the right to form independent labor unions, China indicated no willingness to uphold 
this right, and Washington did nothing to press American businesses to insist on it.   

At the summit, President Clinton took the important step of engaging in a candid, public exchange with 
President Jiang about human rights.  Shortly after the summit, China released Wei Jingsheng from prison for exile 
in the United States.  The release was unexpected and welcome, but such periodic, isolated releases have little 
impact on the overall human rights situation in China.  Because China=s repressive laws remain in place, there is 
nothing to prevent the Chinese government from using other prisoners as hostages in the next round of 
international negotiations or, indeed, from making new arrests. 

In the past, China has responded to pressure when its human rights practices were clearly linked to something 
of concern to Beijing.  There are plenty of possibilities for such linkage todayCeverything from China=s 



admittance to international institutions like the World Trade Organization to the date for President Clinton=s 
return visit to Beijing.  World Bank loans are also a possibilityC$2.8 billion were extended in fiscal year 1997, 
more than to any other governmentCif the administration were able to secure support, at least to hold up loans, 
from other major donors.  But the administration=s refusal to link China=s human rights performance to anything 
that mattered to Beijing made it easy for Chinese leaders to ignore U.S. concerns.   

Over the past year, the Clinton administration seemed to spend more time and effort fending off critics of 
its China policy than it did pressing China to respect human rights.  Administration officials, including Secretary 
of State Madeleine Albright, obfuscated the policy choices facing the administration by repeatedly presenting U.S. 
policy toward China in terms of a false dichotomy between Aisolation@ and Aengagement.@  This simplistic argument 
diverts the public from asking how, while engaging China on a variety of topics, the U.S. government could 
effectively put pressure on Beijing to respect human rights.  Another favorite ploy of the administration was to 
argue that the U.S.-China relationship is too important to be held Ahostage@ to human rights concernsCa truism 
that, again, deliberately avoids the questions about how pressure could be exerted for human rights within the 
larger relationship.  When the administration confronted China on copyright piracy, missile sales, market access, 
or Taiwan, no one suggested that this pressure would Aisolate@ China or hold the relationship Ahostage@ to a 
single issue.   

The administration also tried to steer the human rights conversation toward promoting the rule of law.  This 
approach, the administration contended, was the best of all possible options: pressure would be unnecessary, since 
it was hoped that the Chinese government could be convinced that its economic development required greater legal 
regularity, and the introduction of the rule of law over time might be good for human rights.  Building the rule of 
law is certainly important, but it is a long-term project which does nothing to redress the suffering of today=s 
victims of torture and political imprisonment.  Moreover, as demonstrated by Singapore=s form of judicial 
repression of dissent, building the rule of law in the commercial realm does not necessarily ensure an 
independent judiciary and the rule of law in the political realm.  Most important, the rule of law secures human 
rights only if the law itself respects those rights.  So long as Chinese law continues to regard any criticism of 
the Chinese government as a threat to state security, so long as Chinese law permits the detention of any 
independent labor activist or religious leader, improvements in the rule of law will only secure more efficient 
repression.  And China has demonstrated no inclination to change its law without the tough pressure that the 
administration studiously avoided exerting. 

The international community should stop settling for tokenism and insist that Beijing take structural steps 
that will make a difference for significant numbers: granting humanitarian organizations access to prisons, 
opening all of China and Tibet to scrutiny by independent journalists and human rights monitors, or releasing the 
many nonviolent offenders among the 2,000 prisoners serving time for Acounterrevolution,@ a crime which no 
longer exists (China having substituted new Astate security@ crimes with expanded scope).  But none of these 
changes is likely to occur without the sustained international pressure that was so lacking in 1997. 

    
Europe: More Direct Policy Linkage with Human Rights 

While Europe failed as miserably as the United States in putting pressure on China, it demonstrated a somewhat 
greater willingness elsewhere to link aid and trade benefits to the recipient=s respect for human rights.  
Although such linkages are built into U.S. law, they are routinely ignored in Washington.  Indeed, many of the 
largest recipients of U.S. aidCIsrael, Egypt, Turkey, Colombia, ArmeniaCfaced little or no pressure from 
Washington in 1997 to improve their human rights records.   

The European Union pursues a different approach, by concluding legally binding agreements with recipients of 
aid and trade benefits that are explicitly conditioned on human rights performance.  The test of these agreements 
will be in their implementation, and E.U. adherence to them has been inconsistent.  But in 1997, they gave rise to 
some promising interventions. 



European insistence on the principle of linkage was best illustrated in the case of Mexico.  The Mexican 
government sought to weaken the standard clause conditioning its trade and cooperation agreement with the 
European Union on its respect for human rights.  Although at first the European Commission agreed, protest led 
the Council of Ministers to insist on the standard clause, and Mexico relented.  New agreements with human rights 
clauses were also in the process of ratification for Israel and Tunisia.  Similarly, the European Parliament 
continued to block payment on human rights grounds of some $470 million in adjustment fees under its 1995 
customs union agreement with Turkey.  The European Commission cut off Burma=s low-tariff access to the E.U. 
market under the Generalized System of Preferences (GSP) because of its use of forced laborCthe first time that 
this human rights clause in the European GSP program had been invoked.  And the E.U. adopted a Acommon position@ 
toward Cuba, conditioning full economic cooperation on specified human rights improvements.   

On the question of membership, the European Union identified specific human rights concerns that stood as 
obstacles to the eventual admission of Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Romania, and Slovakia.  It also 
suspended its Acritical dialogue@ with the Iranian government in April, and temporarily withdrew most E.U. 
ambassadors, following a verdict in a German court holding the AIranian political leadership@ responsible for the 
murder of the leader of a Kurdish armed opposition group and three companions in Berlin in 1992.  British Foreign 
Secretary Robin Cook, speaking for Britain in its capacity as E.U. chair at the time of the April 1998 Asia-Europe 
meeting (ASEM), announced that Burma would not be invited to the meeting, despite its admission to the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), because of its human rights record. 

The Council of EuropeCan institution whose raison d=être is the promotion of human rightsCalso had an 
inconsistent record.  In 1996, it admitted Russia and Croatia despite serious human rights problems, and neither made 
improvements in 1997 to justify this experiment in Aconstructive engagement.@  Only where there was less at stake 
did the Council of Europe take a more principled stand on human rights: it suspended Belarus=s special guest 
status in January 1997 because of President Aleksandr Lukashenka=s toughening repression, and continued to bar 
admission of the Caucasus countries on human rights grounds.   

There were some significant blemishes on Europe=s record in promoting human rights.  Despite the increasingly 
authoritarian rule of Albanian President Sali Berisha, the European Commission had provided his government with 
some $560 million since 1990Cmore per capita than anywhere else in Eastern EuropeCwhile the United States had 
supplied $236 million in the same period.  The rationale for this uncritical support was Berisha=s willingness to 
open Albanian ports and airstrips to Western troops operating in Bosnia.  But by propping up Berisha=s 
increasingly authoritarian government, the international community helped to fuel the violent political upheavals 
in Albania in 1997 that left 2,000 dead.  France granted visas to several members of the Nigerian government in 
violation of E.U. sanctions.  France also remained Algeria=s largest donor, despite the Algerian government=s 
refusal to permit independent investigation of the large-scale slaughter of civilians in the villages surrounding 
Algiers or to intervene against the attackers.  And France gave generously to Tunisia, despite its broad 
crackdown on human rights activists and the political opposition under the guise of fighting Islamist militants.  

    
Bosnia and Rwanda: The International Criminal Tribunals  

Significant progress was made in 1997 toward securing justice before international tribunals for those behind the 
genocides in Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia.  But this experiment with international justice remained at risk 
because President Bill Clinton, British Prime Minister Tony Blair, and French President Jacques Chirac refused to 
order their troops in the NATO-led, 30,000-strong force in Bosnia (the Stabilization Force, SFOR) to arrest the 
Bosnian Serb political and military leaders at the time of the genocide, Radovan Karadzic and Ratko Mladic. 

The International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda made the most progress in the past year.  With Kenya=s arrest 
and surrender of seven allegedly leading participants in the genocide, the Rwandan Tribunal had twenty-three of 
thirty-five indicted defendants in custody, including the apparent mastermind of the genocide, Col. Theoneste 
Bagasora.  Chief Prosecutor Louise Arbour replaced the deputy prosecutor for Rwanda with an apparently far more 



engaged, energetic, and effective individual, Bernard Muna, and she took steps to address the administrative, 
staffing, and morale problems that affected the tribunal.  In an important development and precedent, the 
tribunal filed its first indictment for rape and sexual abuse committed during the genocide.  The tribunal also 
appointed a gender advisor in the witness protection unit as a first step toward addressing the specific needs of 
female victims and witnesses. 

The International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia also advanced in 1997.  It concluded its first 
trial, of Dusan Tadic, and secured his conviction on numerous counts; he was sentenced to twenty years in prison. 
 It also accepted a guilty plea of Drazen Erdemovic and sentenced him to ten years in prison.   

In addition, the Yugoslavia tribunal made some important progress in securing the custody of indicted 
defendants.  In June, a lightly armed U.N. force in Croatia arrested one indicted Serb suspect.  In July, British 
troops arrested a secretly indicted Bosnian Serb suspect in Prijedor and killed another in a firefight.  In 
October, Croatia, facing tough diplomatic and economic pressure from the United States, the European Union and 
the World Bank, arranged the Avoluntary@ surrender of ten ethnic Croat suspects, including the highest-ranking 
Bosnian Croat facing charges.  As of mid-November, of the seventy-eight known to have been indicted by the 
Yugoslavia tribunal, twenty were in custody awaiting trial, six were known or believed to be dead, and fifty-two 
were at large.  All of the suspects in territory controlled by the Bosnian Federation and a majority of the 
suspects in Croatia and Croatian-controlled parts of Bosnia were thus in custody.  Those still at large were 
primarily in Serbia or Serb-controlled parts of Bosnia. 

While economic pressure succeeded in securing the cooperation of the Croatian government in surrendering 
suspects, there was no evidence that such pressure alone would result in the surrender of the remaining ethnic 
Serb defendants.  It thus appeared likely that these indicted suspects, particularly Karadzic and Mladic, would find 
their way to the Hague only if they were arrested by the NATO-led international force in Bosnia.   

The British arrest effort in July punctured two of the most overworked excuses for NATO=s refusal to make 
these arrests.  First, despite NATO=s worst-case predictions, there was no serious retaliation against NATO troops 
or other international workers; as in the past, those tempted to attack international workers were scared off by 
warnings of severe consequences at the hands of the formidably armed NATO troops.  Second, despite NATO=s 
repeated protests that it had not Aencountered@ any of the suspectsCits current mandate requires an Aencounter@ 
as a condition for making an arrestCit became clear that NATO could easily arrange such Aencounters@ if it 
chose.   

After July, however, various NATO governments offered one excuse after another for deferring further arrests. 
 They argued that arrests might upset Russia (when its acquiescence in NATO expansion was needed), disrupt the 
Bosnian municipal elections of September, spark Serb nationalism during the Bosnian Serb parliamentary elections 
of November, or disrupt the fragile peace.  Above all, the U.S. military leadership remained determined to avoid 
subjecting its troops to the risk of apprehending indicted suspects, regardless of the stakes involved.  Although, 
as noted, a functioning justice system would help to deter tyrants who today pose some of the greatest risks to 
international security, the Clinton administration refused to make this case to the American people, apparently 
terrified of the political costs of suggesting that casualties might be incurred in the course of making arrests.   

It was also disappointing that Britain, France, and their European alliesCwhich had already incurred casualties 
in the interest of establishing peace in BosniaCwere so deferential to Washington=s excessive fear of casualties 
when it came to building the justice system necessary to keep that peace.  Britain overcame this undue deference 
to American sensibilities once, but seemed unwilling to act again without Washington=s participation.  And France 
showed no willingness at all to proceed with arrests.   

As Human Rights Watch showed in a series of reports on particular municipalities in Bosnia, the failure to 
apprehend these accused killers was the single biggest obstacle to ethnic reintegration and a secure peace in 
the country.  The men who presided over ethnic slaughter during the war continued, through their control of local 
police forces and paramilitary networks, to use violence and intimidation to silence dissent and prevent ethnic 



minorities from returning home.  Peace is unlikely to survive the ultimate withdrawal of NATO troops while these 
accused murderers remain at large. 

NATO did take steps to weaken Karadzic by seizing his radio transmitters and disarming some of his police 
force.  It also overtly backed his political rival, Bosnian Serb President Biljana Plavsic.  The hope seemed to be 
that NATO might succeed in shifting the balance of power in Republika Srpska away from Karadzic and perhaps 
even encourage others to force his surrender.  But Plavsic, also a confirmed Serb nationalist and past supporter 
of Aethnic cleansing,@ refused to cooperate with the Yugoslavia tribunal, despite her professed support for the 
Dayton peace accord.  And NATO=s overt involvement in Bosnian Serb politics, rather than in the principled 
support of international justice, risked promoting the same kind of popular outrage that its immersion in local 
politics did in Somalia in 1993.   

NATO=s paralysis in Bosnia also dimmed hopes for the emergence of a meaningful international system of 
justice.  A future international criminal court could contribute to deterring atrocities only if their authors face 
a reasonable likelihood of apprehension, trial, and punishment.  So long as war criminals and genocidal killers 
can dismiss indictments as blusterCan empty accusation that the major powers have no intention of backingCthe 
ICC will be condemned to serve as a paper tiger, and the international community risks squandering this first 
opportunity in fifty years to fulfill the promise of the Nuremburg and Tokyo tribunals. 

    
New Hope and Persistent Challenges for Human Rights  

at the United Nations 
The election of Kofi Annan as U.N. secretary-general    and his appointment of Mary Robinson as U.N. high 
commissioner for human rights gave a tremendous boost to those who look to the United Nations to fulfill the 
obligations under its charter to protect human rights.  Yet significant challenges still face the U.N., particularly 
its lead refugee agency and its central human rights body.   

 
The Secretary-General  
In sharp contrast to his predecessor, the new secretary-general, Kofi Annan, spoke frequently, forcefully, and 
thoughtfully about human rights.  In his first press conference, in February, he stressed the importance of human 
rights to the four main areas of U.N. activity: peace and security, humanitarian affairs, economic and social affairs, 
and development.  The high commissioner for human rights was invited to be represented on all thematic 
management teams and to take part herself in the secretary-general=s new cabinet-style senior management 
group.   

The secretary-general also frequently emphasized that many of the world=s ills, particularly problems of 
security, cannot be solved without addressing human rights.  AHuman rights are part of human security@ is a phrase 
he coined and repeatedly used, including in a speech in Shanghai.  As a series of massacres took place in the 
villages surrounding Algiers while the Algerian government did little to stop the carnage and blocked 
independent investigation into its origins, the secretary-general spoke out forcefully and stressed the Aurgent@ 
need for international involvement to end the slaughter.  Challenging the Algerian government=s view that the 
killing was a strictly internal affair, the secretary-general said, AAs the killing goes on...it is extremely 
difficult for all of us to pretend that it is not happening, that we do not know about it, and that we should 
leave the Algerian population to their lot.@  He also stepped in decisively to remove, or, in one case, to transfer, 
a number of the U.N. officials whose corruption, incompetence, or obstruction had hindered the work of the 
International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda.   

From a human rights perspective, the biggest disappointment of the secretary-general=s first year in office 
was his inconsistent support for fundamental principles of human rights investigation in his dealings with the 
government of the Democratic Republic of the Congo.  Worst was his capitulation to the demand of the DRC 
government that Roberto Garretón, the U.N. special rapporteur for the country, be removed as head of the U.N.=s 



investigation into the massacre of tens of  thousands of Rwandan refugees as they fled across northern Congo.  
Garretón had issued a report in April calling attention to the massacres as they were underwayCprecisely the 
kind of preventive effort that the U.N. should applaud.  But with the active support of the U.S. government, the U.N. 
rewarded him for his effort by removing him from the U.N. investigative team.  This capitulation emboldened the DRC 
government to insist on further concessions, which U.S. Ambassador to the U.N. Bill Richardson traveled to Kinshasa 
to grant, including restrictions on the timing of the U.N. investigation, limits on the investigators= access to 
certain Congolese witnesses, a prohibition on recommendations of prosecution by the investigators, and the right 
of the DRC government to examine and comment on the investigators= report before it is released to the public. 

The breach of the principle that abusive governments do not get to choose their investigators came back to 
haunt the U.N.  In July, Burundi apparently followed the DRC=s lead and asked, unsuccessfully, to remove its highly 
capable special rapporteur, Paulo Sérgio Pinheiro.  And in October and November, Iraq demanded the removal of the 
American members of the U.N. team investigating Baghdad=s production of weapons of mass destruction.  While the 
U.S. government threatened war with Iraq over this incident, it never reaffirmed the general principle that 
Washington helped to undermine.   

The new secretary-general also faces challenges in living up to his commitment to integrate human rights 
into all U.N. activities.  The marginal role given human rights monitoring in such U.N. operations as UNOMIL in 
Liberia was a good example.  UNOMIL regularly subordinated human rights to political concerns, and U.N. human 
rights monitors made no effort to monitor the behavior of abusive international troops from the regional ECOMOG 
force.  The normally respected U.N. mission in Guatemala, MINUGUA, also tarnished its reputation in 1997 by, in the 
supposed interest of peace talks, suppressing evidence that the army had forcibly Adisappeared@ a rebel captive.  
The secretary-general will need to stress that strong and consistent human rights reporting is essential to any 
effort to build peace.   

Also of concern is whether the secretary-general will deliver on his promise to increase work on women=s 
rights throughout the U.N.  He has made little if any progress, and his reform plan made scant reference to the 
issue. 

 
The High Commissioner for  

Human Rights  
Mary Robinson, the new high commissioner for human rights, was a welcome replacement for her predecessor, whose 
low-key approach and penchant for quiet diplomacy squandered the principal tool available to the high 
commissioner: the ability to use the moral authority of the office to shame governments into ending abusive 
practices.  As the former president of Ireland, Mary Robinson skillfully used a ceremonial office to make high-
profile statements on a range of important human rights issues.  The challenge facing her now as high 
commissioner is to deploy the enormous potential of her office as a powerful and public voice for the oppressed 
worldwide.    

 
The U.N. Commission on  

Human Rights 
A major difficulty facing the U.N. Commission on Human Rights is the determination of a group of abusive 
governments and some of their regional alliesCincluding China, Cuba, Egypt, Indonesia, Iran, Malaysia, Nigeria, 
Pakistan, Philippines, and Sri LankaCto cripple the U.N.=s human rights machinery.  A principal focus of this 
attack was the U.N. Working Group on Arbitrary Detention, which these governments pressured to defer to the 
judgments of domestic courts, limit the application of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, and 
Agive views rather than take decisions@ about cases of unjust detention.  In a related move, these countries 
convinced the commission for the first time to censor the report of one of its independent rapporteurs.  And in 
a series of resolutions that were tabled but deferred for action until March and April 1998, these countries sought 



to prohibit rapporteurs and working groups from speaking with the press during their investigative missions (the 
moment of maximum press interest) and similarly to Arationalize@ the work of the commission=s investigative and 
reporting bodies.  

Much of the reason for this attack on the U.N.=s most effective human rights institutions is the commission=s 
indifference to the human rights record of its membership.  Commission members include not only countries that 
routinely flout basic human rights standards, such as China, Belarus, and Rwanda, but even countries that refuse to 
permit U.N. special rapporteurs to conduct on-site investigations, such as Cuba and, until recently, Sudan.  It is 
time to end the charade that permits abusive governments to join the U.N.=s highest human rights body for the 
principal purpose of shielding their human rights conduct from criticism and enfeebling the U.N.=s capacity to 
defend human rights. 

The major good news at the commission was the willingness of many African governments to break with 
regional alliances on the vote regarding the appointment of a special rapporteur for Nigeria.  South Africa and 
Uganda voted for the resolution, while the other African governments on the commission abstained. 

 
The U.N. High Commissioner 

 for Refugees  
The recent global tendency to downplay the protection of refugees in the interest of providing humanitarian 
relief exploded in disaster in 1997 in what became the Democratic Republic of the Congo.  For over two years, the 
U.N. High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) had been forced to tolerate a situation in which the camps it operated 
in Zaire housed not only legitimate refugees but also killers from Rwanda=s genocide of 1994.  When Rwandan 
troops took advantage of an uprising in eastern Zaire to attack the refugee camps where guerrillas had set up 
base, 600,000 refugees were returned home to Rwanda.  Many returned voluntarily, but a significant number were 
sent back against their will to face severe repression by Rwandan authoritiesCa blatant violation of the 
principle of nonrefoulement which is at the core of UNHCR=s mandate.  Within weeks, another 470,000 Rwandan 
refugees were forcibly returned from Tanzania, also largely with UNHCR acquiescence. 

Much of the responsibility for this state of affairs fell to the major powers, which refused countless pleas 
from UNHCR and NGOs to provide a military force to separate victims from oppressors in the camps run by UNHCR.  
Instead, these governments pursued a simplistic humanitarianism in which they preferred to pump upwards of $1 
million a day into the campsCa total of $2.5 billionCrather than take the political and military risks necessary 
to separate combatants from genuine refugees.  The failure to end this combustible mix fueled a new armed 
conflict and, through the parallel massacres that it triggered, the apparent slaughter of tens of thousands of 
refugees as they fled across Zaire/DRC.  Even when large-scale massacres of refugees were underway, a number 
of governments, led by the United States and Canada, began planning for a military force to protect the 
Rwandans, but they finally decided not to intervene, in part because they refused to accept UNHCR=s information 
about the number of people at risk.  According to UNHCR, 213,000 refugees remain unaccounted for. 

Some blame for this tragedy must also be shared by Sadako Ogata, the high commissioner, who might have 
rallied greater international support had she been more outspoken about the problem of refugees camps 
controlled by genocidaires rather than at first denying that the problem existed.  Similarly, UNHCR in recent years 
has tended to disfavor its traditional strategy of protecting refugees in exile, in favor of promoting the return 
of refugees to their country of origin, even in circumstances in which their safety cannot be ensured. Again, the 
international community=s unwillingness to pay for the long-term protection of refugees in exile is a major 
factor in this shift.  But UNHCR made this shift easier by tacitly endorsing the premature or involuntary return of 
refugees in several cases.    

For example, when Rwandan troops overran the camps and forced the refugees to return to Rwanda, UNHCR 
legitimized the expulsion by announcing that conditions in Rwanda were Asafe,@ hardly an accurate depiction of a 
country where government and insurgent forces were engaged in indiscriminate attacks on civilians.  Similarly, 



until very late in the process, UNHCR facilitated rather than protested the forced return of Rwandan refugees in 
Tanzania.  UNHCR also observed but did not protest the apparently involuntary return of some Burmese refugees in 
Thailand, and it gave Burmese refugees in Bangladesh a deceptively rosy picture of the conditions they would 
encounter if they returned home.   

UNHCR also gave insufficient attention to protecting women refugees from sexual violence.  The problem was 
vividly illustrated by a study of Burundian refugees in Tanzania which showed that 25 percent had been sexually 
assaulted while in UNHCR-run camps. 

By year=s end, UNHCR seemed to be rethinking its downgrading of protection.  Rather than sanction the 
continuing forcible return of Rwandan refugees near Kisangani in the DRC, it publicly announced that it could not 
guarantee the safety of those being returned, and thus distanced the agency from this unlawful action.  When 
Gabon summarily returned a small group of refugees to Rwanda, UNHCR sent a high-profile mission to Kigali to 
inquire into their safety.  UNHCR also urged European governments to refrain from the Ahasty deportation of 
rejected Algerian asylum seekers in the midst of an upsurge of violence in Algeria.@  In addition, UNHCR initiated a 
useful dialogue with human rights groups about protection issues.   

Restoring protection to the central role that it traditionally occupied at UNHCR is clearly the greatest 
challenge facing the agency.  Whether it succeeds in fulfilling its core protective responsibilities will depend 
not only on its success in gaining support from the major governmental powers but also on its candor in 
reversing the disturbing downgrading of protection that has infected UNHCR operations in recent years.   

    
Closing Doors to Refugees 

As noted, UNHCR=s protection shortcomings reflect a growing determination among powerful governments to shed 
their responsibility for refugees.  With the Cold War ideological incentives for admitting refugees long gone, the 
West increasingly shut its doors to those facing persecution.  Illustrative was a U.S. law implemented in April 
that authorized the use of summary procedures to evaluate the claims of asylum seekers who arrive in the United 
States without proper travel documents, as a large percentage of those fleeing persecution do.  Frequently tired 
after a lengthy journey, confused, unable to speak English, and without the assistance of counsel, asylum seekers 
face immediate return home unless they can convince a low-level immigration agent, operating without public 
scrutiny, that they should be given an opportunity to demonstrate a credible fear of persecution.  UNHCR and others 
have criticized this procedure because of the likelihood that it will deliver refugees back to their persecutors.   

The U.S. government also continued its heavy reliance on the detention of those asylum seekers whose claims 
survive this cursory review.  Detention frequently occurred not because an asylum seeker was shown to pose a risk 
of flight if his or her claim were denied, but for the apparent purpose of deterring asylum seekers from arriving 
on U.S. shores. 

Meanwhile, the European Union adopted rules that enabled its member states to reject asylum claims if the 
applicant had previously passed through a Asafe third country.@  The E.U. aggressively pursued agreements with 
countries to the east and south to accept the return of asylum seekers, often without adequate guarantees that 
their claims would be heard and fairly assessed.  This practice led to the prospect of refoulement through a chain 
of deportations to supposedly Asafe third countries.@  Similarly, many E.U. governments agreed not to consider 
requests for asylum from residents of other E.U. statesCa blanket prohibition that again violates the refoulement 
prohibition.  In addition, the E.U. adopted a narrow view of the persecution that gives rise to asylum by excluding 
persecution by rebel groups, even when local governments lack the means or will to provide protection, and it 
favored temporary protective status in lieu of the more complete and durable rights to be accorded under the 
Refugee Convention.  Germany and Switzerland began to demand that refugees return to Bosnia even though 
violence and intimidation prevented the vast majority from returning to their homes in areas where they would now 
be an ethnic minority. 

 



Among other countries that turned their backs on refugees, Russia routinely beat, extorted, and expelled 
refugees, especially from the countries of the former Soviet Union, and Thailand forcibly returned 20,000 refugees 
to Burma and denied entry to thousands more. 

    
National Efforts to  

Establish Accountability 
At the national level, progress was made toward holding abusive officials accountable under the law in several 
countries, particularly in Latin America. 

* In Peru, a military court convicted the head of the Army Intelligence Service (SIE), Carlos Sánchez Noriega, 
and three of his subordinates, and sentenced them to eight years in prison, for the torture of a fellow SIE agent. 
 The agent was suspected of having leaked information regarding secret army intelligence plans to blow up a 
television station and intimidate well known journalists and human rights defenders.   

* In Guatemala, the so-called Law of National Reconciliation, which was enacted in December 1996 and allows 
judges to grant amnesty for crimes other than Adisappearance@ and torture that occurred in the context of the 
country=s lengthy armed conflict, did not lead to the amnesty of human rights offenders that many had feared.  
Guatemalan judges rejected amnesty applications in all cases involving human rights abuse, and no member of the 
military was granted amnesty.  Guerrillas received amnesty only for crimes of subversion but not for violent 
abuses such as murder. 

* In Colombia, the Constitutional Court ruled that cases involving extrajudicial executions, torture, forced 
disappearances, and rape by the security forces must be tried in civilian, not military, courts.  The army had used 
military courts to avoid accountability for its atrocities.  However, no pending cases had yet been transferred to 
the civilian courts.  

In three African countries, justice proceeded painfully slowly.  Ethiopia=s trial of seventy-two top-ranking 
officials of the former military government of the Derg was still pending, while another 2,246 facing Agenocide@ 
charges had been in custody for three to five years without trial.  In Rwanda, trials began of some genocide 
suspects, and a handful of convictions were handed down, but 120,000 suspects remained in prison, crammed into 
facilities meant to accommodate a mere fraction of their number.  Rwanda=s rudimentary justice system, which was 
in the process of being rebuilt after having been destroyed during the genocide, gave most prisoners little 
prospect of trial.  In Burundi, the trial of soldiers accused of having assassinated President Melchior Ndadaye in 
1993 was adjourned in the first half of 1997, but trials of civilians accused of killings following the assassination 
continued.  Six of those convicted were executed by hanging in July. 

In Asia, the Japanese government rejected the recommendation of the U.N. special rapporteur on violence 
against women that it provide individual compensation to 200,000 women forced into sexual slavery by the 
Japanese army during World War II; instead, it established a voluntary fund.  Pol Pot=s imprisonment by Khmer Rouge 
troops in Cambodia raised momentary hopes that he would be surrendered for trial before an international tribunal 
for his role in the deaths of some two million people during Khmer Rouge rule from 1975 to 1979.  However, the 
Khmer Rouge opted instead for a show trial that had nothing to do with the atrocities of the 1970s, and a coup by 
Second Prime Minister Hun Sen against his royalist coalition partner effectively ended the international momentum 
to bring Pol Pot to trial. 

The United States had a mixed record in 1997 of allowing scrutiny of its own role in human rights abuse.  On 
the positive side, the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) released documents confirming that in the 1980s it had 
known about the interrogation and torture of civilians by a military death squad in Honduras and that its agents 
had visited at least one clandestine prisoner, all while the U.S. government was defending Honduras=s human rights 
record.  The CIA also declassified 1,400 pages of documents about its involvement in a coup that overthrew the 
elected government of Guatemalan President Jacobo Arbenz in 1954.  The documents revealed the agency=s 
encouragement of political assassination and murder.   



By contrast, the Clinton administration continued to protect Emmanuel AToto@ Constant from deportation to 
Haiti.  Constant, who under Haiti=s 1991-94 military dictatorship was on the CIA payroll as the head of the 
paramilitary organization known as FRAPH, was wanted in Haiti for his role in FRAPH=s extensive acts of political 
violence.  The U.S. embassy in Port-au-Prince also continued to refuse to return to the Haitian government 
approximately 160,000 pages of documents and other material seized in 1994 from FRAPH and the Haitian military.  
While these documents could be invaluable to Haitian prosecutors, the Clinton administration continued to insist on 
redacting the names of all AmericansCan apparent effort to avoid embarrassing revelations about the involvement 
of U.S. intelligence agents. 

 
An Expanding Set of Actors Promoting Human Rights 

Once, only a handful of Western governments played an active role in promoting human rights across national 
boundaries.  Today, similar efforts by numerous regional groupings and coalitions have come to the fore.  Although 
many of these new actors were no more consistent than Western governments in their human rights advocacy, they 
demonstrated that concern with human rights across national boundaries is a vigorous reality in the South.  

In Latin America, the Organization of American States (OAS) in September 1996 amended its charter to allow 
the hemisphere=s governments to ostracize any government that comes to power by a coup d=etat.  The OAS 
governments stressed that it is in each country=s interest to promote constitutional, democratic governments.  At 
the Iberoamerican Summit in November 1996, the governments of Latin America, together with Spain and Portugal, 
issued the Viña del Mar Declaration, which proclaimed their support for democracy, human rights and fundamental 
liberties.  Even Cuban President Fidel Castro signed the declaration, although the Cuban government promptly 
sentenced one dissident to eighteen months in prison for challenging the government to comply with it.  
Following a campaign led by Human Rights Watch, OAS governments also voted in 1997 to reject a nominee with an 
unsavory human rights past who had been nominated by Guatemala to serve on the respected Inter-American 
Commission on Human Rights.  The candidate, Francisco Villagrán Kramer, had been Guatemala=s vice president for 
three years under a highly abusive dictatorship and then formed a political alliance with another former dictator 
with a comparably ruthless record. 

In Asia, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) postponed Cambodia=s admission after the coup in 
July led by Hun Sen.  However, ASEAN simultaneously admitted Burma, despite its worse record of suppressing 
political dissent.  

In Africa, the Southern Africa Development Community (SADC) played an assertive and notably positive role in 
pressing for a strong and independent International Criminal Court.  South African President Nelson Mandela also 
made a speech before SADC in which he stressed that respect for each member state=s sovereignty and non-
interference in each other=s national interest could not blunt the SADC governments= common concern for 
democracy and human rights.  However, SADC admitted the Democratic Republic of the Congo despite the massacres 
of refugees that occurred there.  And South Africa itself had a mixed record in promoting human rights abroad: it 
refused to sell weapons to Turkey because of its human rights abuses, but sold the Rwandan government military 
equipment despite its continuing atrocities, and gave police equipment to the DRC despite the massacres there.  
President Mandela also gave vocal support to the DRC=s Laurent Kabila and a high-profile embrace to Libya=s 
autocratic leader, Mu=ammar al-Qadhafi. 

The Organization of African Unity (OAU) actively promoted the landmines ban, but also rallied behind the Kabila 
government in the DRC despite its complicity in mass killings.  The OAU=s African Commission on Human and 
Peoples= Rights continued to be a disappointment: it sent commissioners to Sudan, Mauritania, Senegal, and Nigeria, 
but they allowed themselves to be manipulated by governments, often failed to meet with opposition or human 
rights groups, and did not issue a public report. 

At least through the first ten months of 1997, governments of eastern and central Africa maintained 
sanctions against Burundi which had been imposed following the July 1996 coup.  The governments of the Economic 



Community of West African States (ECOWAS), using regional troops known as ECOMOG, intervened against a coup 
in Sierra Leone.  Despite a history of abusive conduct, ECOMOG also played a generally positive role in Liberia in 
1997 following the appointment of a new commander.   

The Commonwealth maintained its suspension of Nigeria on human rights grounds.  A new group of Francophone 
nations, organized in November, agreed to make respect for democracy and human rights a main value.   

    
Progress and Retrenchment  

Around Elections 
Elections advanced human rights in several countries in 1997, and at times the international community played a 
useful role in promoting free and fair elections.  Other times, however, the international community showed itself 
still to be excessively preoccupied with elections as a surrogate for respect for human rights. 

In Mexico and Iran, elections represented a major step forward.  Mexico=s congressional and municipal 
elections in July, reflecting reforms instituted by President Ernesto Zedillo, were the first in which opposition 
parties could compete on a level playing field with the long-governing Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI).  
For the first time, the PRI lost its majority in the lower house of congress and the mayoralty in Mexico City, the 
country=s second most important post.  In Iran, although competition in the presidential elections in May was 
highly restrictedCthe Council of Guardians, an appointed body responsible for upholding Islamic principles in 
government policy, rejected all but four of 238 candidatesCMohammad Khatami, who had been opposed by the ruling 
clerical establishment, emerged the victor with a campaign that vowed to guarantee the rights of citizens and to 
institutionalize the rule of law. 

By contrast, in Indonesia, the ruling Golkar party won parliamentary elections in May in what it called a 
Afestival of democracy@ after allowing only two opposition parties, one of which had been forced to remove its 
leader.  Both the E.U. and the U.S. criticized the electoral process.  In Croatia, President Franjo Tudjman was re-
elected president in balloting that the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe described as seriously 
flawed because of slanted coverage by the state media and an eleventh-hour assault by a Croatian army captain on 
the leading opposition candidate, which forced him to spend the days leading up to the election in the hospital.  In 
Slovakia, the government first delayed an opposition-proposed referendum on the direct election of the president 
and then subverted it through the apparently deliberate misprinting of referendum ballots.  In Colombia, guerrilla 
attacks on candidates in local elections led 900 candidates to withdraw.  

In Nigeria, Gen. Sani Abacha, who took power in a 1993 coup, continued cynically to implement his seemingly 
endless program of Atransition@ to democratic rule.  Local elections held in March were neither free nor fair, as 
various official bodies screened candidates and excluded those with connections to pro-democracy, human rights, or 
opposition groups.  On the national level, two of five officially registered political parties declared General 
Abacha their preferred candidate for president; possible alternative candidates for the three other parties 
withdrew after intimidation or arrest.  

In Cambodia, Second Prime Minister Hun Sen overthrew the elected government and then promised Afree and 
fair@ elections for May 1998.  The United States, while cutting some aid, refused to call this coup a coup because 
under U.S. law a total suspension of aid would have been required.  Japan resumed aid a mere month after the coup 
and refused to criticize the appointment of a new prime minister to replace the elected prime minister who had 
been overthrown, although Japan did refuse to give any new assistance until after the 1998 elections. 

The international community played a positive role in pushing for free and fair elections in Zambia and Kenya. 
 In Zambia, donor governments put strong pressure on Lusaka when it prevented the principal opposition 
candidate from running for president and imposed other restrictions on the exercise of civil and political rights 
leading up to November 1996 elections. That pressure was maintained when, following the elections, the Zambian 
government blocked attempts by the main opposition party to hold a peaceful rally and harassed NGOs that had 
been involved in election monitoring and had found the election not free and fair.  In Kenya, pressure from donor 



governments in response to Nairobi=s manipulation of voter registration and restrictions on the formation of 
opposition political parties yielded significant electoral reforms. 

In the Balkans, some policymakers showed that they still gave too much credence to elections as a surrogate 
for the resolution of more fundamental human rights problems.  In the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (FRY), the 
international community put effective pressure on then-Serbian President Slobodan Milo�evi  to reverse his 
annulment of opposition victories in November 1996 local elections, but when he relented, the European Union, in 
April 1997, granted the FRY preferential trade status despite ongoing serious abuses against ethnic minorities and 
Belgrade=s continuing refusal to surrender indicted war criminal suspects on its territory.  The U.S. government 
adopted a more principled stand by maintaining restrictions on Belgrade=s access to nonhumanitarian aid, loans, 
and trade benefits.  In Bosnia, the international community, determined to show progress in the stalled Dayton 
peace process, pushed for municipal elections in September despite severe restrictions on physical movement and 
access to the media by opposition parties and candidates. 

    
Religious Persecution 

Persecution of minority or disfavored religions remained a serious problem in many parts of the world.  The issue 
gained prominence in the United States as evangelical Christians raised their voice against the persecution of 
fellow Christians in various parts of the world, although the global problem of religious persecution extended 
well beyond any particular religious group.  Legislation pending in the U.S. Congress would sanction other 
governments for the most extreme forms of persecution, such as murder, torture, and prolonged detention, but left 
unaddressed some of the most common forms of religious oppression faced by believers. 

In China, Aunofficial@ religious congregations were subjected to a widening government campaign aimed at 
forcing them to register with state-sanctioned religious bodies or face dissolution.  Those affected included all 
Buddhists, Protestants, Muslims, Catholics, and Daoists.  The Chinese government also denies legitimacy to popular 
religion, the belief structure of the vast majority of Chinese citizens, labeling its practices Afeudal superstition.@ 
  Members of the Catholic Aunderground@ churches and of unregistered Christian Ahouse churches@ faced harassment 
and detention.  In February, in Tongxiang, Zhejiang province, a select Communist Party-led team mounted a five-
month campaign to curb the influence of religious figures who refused to submit to state control.  The campaign 
featured strengthened daily supervision of religious activities, a stepped-up registration campaign, and Astrict 
surveillance of underground bishops and priests and >self-styled= missionaries who cannot yet be punished 
according to the law.@  In Xinjiang province, the government targeted Aunderground@ Muslim religious activities, 
banning the construction or renovation of 133 mosques, arresting forty-four Acore participants in illegal 
religious activities@ in the Yili region, and breaking up more than one hundred classes Aillegally@ teaching the 
Koran.  In Tibet, Buddhist monks and nuns were forced into reeducation programs in which they were supposed to 
denounce the Dalai Lama and acknowledge the legitimacy of the Chinese government=s selection of the new 
Panchen Lama.  In response to a national directive, Chinese officials in many provinces ordered Aexcessive@ 
Buddhist temples destroyed or converted to other uses.   

In Burma, the persecution of the Rohingya Muslim minority continued in Arakan (Rakhine) state, causing new 
outflows of refugees to Bangladesh.  Apparently acting at government instigation, Buddhists monks also attacked 
Muslims in the central Burmese city of Mandalay in March.  Government-tolerated rioters attacked mosques and 
Muslim-owned shops, and soldiers ordered some Muslims to convert to Buddhism or leave the country. 

The Sudanese government continued to wage a highly abusive war against residents of the southern part of the 
countryCa conflict with religious, ethnic, and regional dimensions.  The government also condoned kidnapping and 
enslavement of southerners and denied permits for church-building in Khartoum.  In Pakistan, sectarian violence 
between Sunni and Shi=a Muslim groups left 200 dead, while so-called blasphemy laws and related laws regulating 
religion were used to harass, intimidate and punish religious minorities, particularly Christians and Ahmadis.  In 
Saudi Arabia, the Sunni government prohibited all non-Muslim religious manifestations.  Shi=a Muslim citizens of 



Saudi Arabia faced widespread official discrimination, including the banning of books on Shi=ism and tight 
restrictions on the private construction of Shi=a mosques or community centers. 

The Iranian government continued to tolerate or encourage violent religious zealots known as Partisans of the 
Party of God (Ansar-e Hezbollah) to assault and intimidate writers and intellectuals, disrupt gatherings of those 
critical of government policies, and carry out raids on the offices of independent magazines and newspapers.  
Baha=is and evangelical Christians faced widespread persecution, including death sentences against two Baha=is 
accused of spying for Israel and, since 1994, the unexplained murder of three Christian leaders.  An official 
council of clerics and jurists vetted candidates for public office for their Apiety,@ and the constitution 
restricted the presidency to a male Shi=a Muslim, excluding not only all women but also the 20 percent of the 
population that is Sunni Muslim or belongs to other religious minorities.   

In Egypt, the state=s discriminatory treatment of the Christian minority remained unaddressed, including the 
requirement that congregations secure presidential permission prior to constructing or repairing churches.  
Coptic Christians in southern Egypt continued to be targeted by armed Islamist militants; in February, eight young 
Copts were massacred inside a church, and in March, gunmen entered a village and methodically killed thirteen 
residents, nine of them Copts.  Armed opposition groups also invoked religion to kill civilians in Algeria and 
Israel. 

In Russia, Atraditional@ religions tried to protect their privileged position from the influx of Anew@ religious 
groups through a new law revoking almost all rights of religious groups that had been in Russia for fewer than 
fifteen years.  Macedonia proposed a similar law.  In Bulgaria, non-Orthodox Christian groups, including Jehovah=s 
Witnesses and World of Life, were refused official recognition and, along with Mormons, were the subject of 
public attacks and official discrimination.  The chief prosecutor also warned that certain Protestant churches 
would face revocation of their legal recognition if they continued to evangelize.  In Greece, the constitution gave 
only the Greek Orthodox church official status and prohibited proselytism. 

In Uzbekistan, the Muslim community faced official curbs on the use of loudspeakers for the call to prayer, 
steps to prevent female students from wearing Islamic headscarves in schools and colleges, and the closure of 
Islamic teaching establishments.  A Baptist teacher was also charged with conducting illegal church services 
(facing a possible three years in prison) and his congregation prevented from holding further meetings.  To stop 
proselytizing by predominately Protestant groups, the Uzbekistan authorities confiscated 25,000 copies of the New 
Testament in Uzbek translation. 

In Indonesia, the trial in October of a well-known Catholic priest and social activist in Jakarta on charges 
of harboring student radicals accused of subversion was widely interpreted as a government effort to brand 
opposition leaders in heavily Muslim Indonesia as non-Muslim.  The Iraqi government interfered with Shi=a religious 
observance at shrines in Karbala by blocking the annual pilgrimage to the tomb of Imam Husayn.           In 
Turkey, the military forced the ouster of the Islamic-led coalition government of Prime Minister Necmettin Erbakan 
and were threatening to outlaw his Welfare Party.  The Erbakan government=s stated offense, as alleged in the 
indictment to close the party, was attempting to allow a greater role for Islam in public life, such as allowing 
female civil servants to wear headscarves and, in the case of some party leaders, calling for the adoption of 
Islamic law (sharia). 

In Cuba, the government sentenced one leader of an independent Christian organization to four years in prison, 
in part, it appeared, for his unsuccessful attempts to obtain legal status for his organization. 

    
Attacks on Human Rights Monitors 

Because the revelation of a government=s human rights crimes can be deeply stigmatizing, some governments went 
to great lengths to silence the messenger, including murder.  In apparent retaliation for their work, fifteen 
human rights monitors in 1997 were killed, forcibly Adisappeared,@ or died in suspicious circumstances.  This was 
more than double the toll for 1996, with all but one of the victims in Colombia or Rwanda.  Many other human rights 



monitors faced detention and harassment. 
 
 
Killings in Colombia 
Colombian human rights activists suffered a wave of murders, with eight killed or Adisappeared@ in 1997, making the 
country one of the most dangerous places for human rights monitoring.  On May 19, Mario Calderón, an employee of 
the Center for Research and Popular Education (Centro de Investigación y Educación Popular, CINEP); Elsa Alvarado, 
his wife and a former CINEP employee; and Carlos Alvarado, Elsa=s father, were killed by masked gunmen in their 
Bogotá apartment, apparently in retaliation for their human rights work.  

Nazareno de Jesús Rivera, a member of the Segovia Human Rights Committee, was murdered on March 9.  The same 
day, colleague Jaime Ortiz Londoño was forcibly Adisappeared.@  On March 12, the Army=s Fourteenth Brigade 
displayed Rivera=s body to the press, falsely claimed that he was Aa guerrilla killed in action,@ and showed 
reporters Ortiz=s identity documents.  On March 23, a former member of the same group, Margarita Guzmán, was 
killed in her office, apparently for her work investigating Rivera=s death and Ortiz=s Adisappearance.@ 

Víctor Julio Garzón, the secretary general of an agrarian association and a well-known human rights 
defender, was killed by unidentified gunmen in his Bogotá office on March 7.  Garzón was a member of the Meta 
Civic Committee for Human Rights, which had been all but extinguished after its members were systematically killed. 
 Although international outrage followed the 1996 murder of Josué Giraldo, president of the Meta Civic Committee 
for Human Rights, no arrests were made in his case, which remained in preliminary investigation along with most 
other investigations into past killings of Colombian human rights monitors. 

A government worker who was investigating links between the security forces and paramilitary groups, 
former Yondó, Antioquia, ombudsman Gustavo Núñez, was pulled from a public bus by paramilitaries near 
Barrancabermeja and killed on August 8. 

 
 

Killings in Rwanda 
In early February, five staff members of the U.N. Human Rights Field Office for Rwanda (UNHRFOR) were murdered in 
southwestern Rwanda by assailants who ambushed their vehicle.  Three of the five were Rwandan, Jean-Bosco 
Munyaneza, Aimable Nsensiyumvu, and Agripin Ngabo; one was Cambodian, Sastra Chim Chan; and one was British, 
Graham Turnbull.  Rwandan authorities attributed the attack to a band of insurgents, several of whom they said they 
had killed in an encounter soon after. 

In late January, a former judge and human rights activist, Innocent Murengezi, Adisappeared@ just after 
leaving court in Kigali.  He had been one of only three Rwandan lawyers willing to defend persons accused of 
genocide. 

 
Killing in Ethiopia 
The acting president of Ethiopia=s Teachers= Association (ETA), Assefa Maru,  was shot and killed by the police in 
early May.  He was also a member of the executive committee of the independent Ethiopian Human Rights Council.  
Maru was shot in the street on the way to his office.  Witnesses claimed that at least four police teams took 
part in the assassination.  

 
Violence and Threats to Safety 
Human rights defenders in Colombia were also the targets of threats and surveillance by members of the security 
forces.  Wilson Patiño, a human rights activist from Remedios, Antioquia, was forced to leave the area after armed 
men came to his home on March 20, apparently to kill him.  On May 24, Neftalí Vanegas Perea, a human rights 
defender in Ocaña, Norte de Santander, narrowly escaped an assassination attempt by armed men believed to be 



working in league with the security forces.  The offices of the Association of Family Members of the Detained and 
Disappeared (Asociación de Familiares de Detenidos y Desaparecidos, ASFADDES) were the target of a June 24 
bombing that destroyed the group=s archives.  Later, organization members in Medellín and Riosucio, Chocó, received 
several threats, including that of a telephone caller who claimed that Athe bomb was only a warning, so it would 
be better if you left the office.@  Two branch offices were later closed for fear of attacks, and the group=s 
president and her family were forced to leave the country for their safety. 

Other human rights workers in Colombia reported receiving threats related to their work.  After a series of 
massacres in the Middle Magdalena region, five human rights workers associated with the Regional Corporation for 
the Defense of Human Rights (Corporación Regional para la Defensa de los Derechos Humanos, CREDHOS) were 
informed that their names appeared on death lists being circulated by paramilitary groups.  In September, members 
of the Association for the Promotion of Social Alternatives (Asociación para la Promoción Social Alternativa, 
MINGA) said that suspicious men were watching their offices and were following the MINGA and ASFADDES members 
working there. 

Human rights advocate Francisco Soberón, head of Peru=s Pro-Human Rights Association (Asociación Pro-
Derechos Humanos, APRODEH), faced repeated anonymous death threats, apparently in retaliation for APRODEH=s 
defense of a respected judge facing arbitrary legal proceedings and a police whistle-blower facing persecution. 

In Bolivia, on January 25, National Police agents arrested Waldo Albarracín, president of the Permanent 
Assembly of Human Rights (Asamblea Permanente de Derechos Humanos, APDH), and reportedly tortured him for more 
than three hours.  The police agents reportedly beat Albarracín all over his body, including his genitalia, and 
subjected him to death threats and near-asphyxiation.  Albarracín was later hospitalized with serious wounds.   

In the eastern town of Kindu, Democratic Republic of Congo, the military commander ordered the closure of the 
premises of the rights group Haki Za Binadamu, after he received a letter in which the group denounced the 
unlawful detention of suspects in criminal and civil cases in a military camp.  Two of Haki=s workers were 
detained and tortured; one was left hospitalized and in a coma. 

After suffering enormous losses during the genocide, the five Rwandan human rights associations attempted to 
resume work but activists who criticized the authorities or urged the presumption of innocence for those accused 
of genocide were harassed and threatened.   

A pattern of state-tolerated intimidation of civil liberties lawyers and other political activists continued in 
Andhra Pradesh, India, where the state government was engaged in a longstanding conflict with armed Maoist 
groups collectively known as Naxalites.  In April and May a group calling itself the AGreen Tigers@Ca reportedly 
fictitious name used by a police counterinsurgency unitCclaimed responsibility for assaults on two senior members 
of the Andhra Pradesh Civil Liberties Committee (APCLC) and a protest singer, and threatened to attack four other 
prominent civil liberties activists.   

In September, a police official entered the offices of the South Asia Human Rights Documentation Centre 
(SAHRC) in New Delhi and questioned the director, Ravi Nair, about the group=s activities. When Nair requested that 
the official provide proper identification, he left.  Nair later received a call from the deputy commissioner of 
police who threatened to arrest him and give him Aspecial treatment@ if he did not cooperate.       

In October, R. N. Kumar, an activist from the Committee for Initiative and Action in Punjab, received anonymous 
death threats over the telephone.  Kumar had been instrumental in bringing about investigations into the 
Adisappearances@ of more than 980 people in Punjab between 1984 and 1994.  Also in October, Babloo Singh 
Loitongbam of the Committee on Human Rights in Manipur was interrogated by police in Imphal, Manipur, after he 
criticized India=s human rights record before the U.N. Human Rights Committee in July.  

In Pakistan, human rights activists continued to receive more threats from religious groups than from 
government agents.  Asma Jahangir, a prominent human rights lawyer and chairperson for the Human Rights 
Commission of Pakistan, continued to receive threats from religious organizations opposed to the Lahore High 
Court=s decision in the Saima Waheed case, which upheld the validity of this twenty-two-year-old Pakistani woman=s 



marriage in the face of a challenge from her father.   
Several members of the Belarusian Helsinki Committee (BHC) were arrested during demonstrations in March, 

April, and June.  One of them was acquitted in court while the others received warnings, fines, or sentences of 
administrative detention.  Police beat up two monitors of the organization during demonstrations on March 14 and 
April 2.  The BHC came under renewed attack on October 20, when three men who identified themselves as Ayoung 
Belarusian patriots@ assaulted and threatened twenty-one-year-old Nadezhda Zhukova, a trial and demonstration 
observer, as she left the Leninsky District Court.  

 
Arrests, Detentions and Mistreatment  
In late 1996 and 1997, local authorities in the Russian provinces arrested at least four human rights activists and 
brought charges against them for such things as libel, contempt of court, making death or other threats, and 
having sexual intercourse with a minor.  All activists had provided free legal advice to people in their regions 
and acted as public defenders at court hearings. 

In Kyrgyzstan, the Yntymak Society, an organization that advances the housing concerns of migrant workers in 
Bishkek, came under attack by the government following peaceful demonstrations outside a government building.  
On July 7, twelve demonstrators, including human rights activist Tursunbek Akhunov, were arrested by police while 
picketing the building. 

On March 14, a three-judge panel found the Turkish translator and publisher of a 1995 Human Rights Watch 
report on arms transfers to and human rights violations in Turkey, Erturul Kürkçü and Ayenur Zarakol, guilty of 
the charge of defamation.  The court gave Kürkçü a ten-month prison sentence, suspended for two years, and fined 
Zarakol 1.5 million Turkish Lira, about $7.50. 

In May, Dr. Tufan Kose was found guilty of Anegligence in denouncing a crime@ and Mustafa Cinkilic, a lawyer, 
was acquitted of Adisobeying the orders of authorities.@  The case against both men, representatives of the Human 
Rights Foundation of Turkey, Adana branch, stemmed from their refusal to provide authorities with the names and 
records of 167 victims of torture who sought treatment in Adana. 

In Indonesia, on March 22, the police and military broke up the national meeting of Indonesia=s largest human 
rights organization, the Indonesian Legal Aid Foundation (Yayasan Lembaga Bantuan Hukum Indonesia, YLBHI) at the 
Graha Asri Hotel in Bandung, West Java, on the grounds that YLBHI had not applied for an official permit to hold 
the meeting.  Two local organizers, Wirawan and Hemasari, as well as the hotel manager, were taken to the local 
police station in Cidadap (Kapolsek) and later transferred to the regional police office (Kapolwiltabes) in 
Bandung, where they were interrogated. 

Khemaïs Ksila, a vice president of the Tunisian Human Rights League, was arrested on September 29, the day he 
launched a well-publicized hunger strike to dramatize the price he himself had paid for his human rights work: 
dismissal from his public-sector job, a ban on his travel abroad, and police surveillance.  He was accused of 
Adisseminating false news@ and inciting others to disturb the public order, and was still in detention as of early 
November. 

In Algeria, the office of lawyer Mohamed Tahri, whose clients included relatives of Adisappeared@ persons, 
suffered a suspicious burglary during the weekend of June 12-13, in which the only items missing were personal 
documents and correspondence with clients.  The break-in occurred only days after Tahri was featured speaking 
about human rights in Le Monde (Paris) and on French television.  On October 20, Tahri was arrested and held for 
seven hours after demonstrating in Algiers with about fifty women seeking information on missing relatives.  

Rachid Mesli, an Algiers lawyer who had been openly helpful to Amnesty International (AI) during and since 
its 1996 mission to Algeria, was sentenced after an unfair trial to three years in prison, on charges of 
Aencouraging@ and Aproviding apologetics@ for Aterrorism.@  During his initial interrogation and trial, the judge 
questioned Mesli about his contacts with AI. 

On July 27, Israel renewed for six months the administrative detention of Sha=wan Jabarin, fieldwork 



coordinator at Al-Haq, the Palestinian human rights organization.  He had been held off and on for a total of 
nearly five years since 1989, all of that time without charge or trial. 

On October 26, Palestinian security forces arrested Khaled Amayreh, a journalist and human rights activist, 
after he published a report on the torture of Hamas detainees in a Palestinian Authority center near Hebron.  
Amayreh said later that he was held for almost two days and verbally abused by Jibril Rajoub, head of the 
Preventive Security Service in the West Bank.  He was released without charge. 

Odilia Collazo Valdés, president of Cuba=s Human Rights Party (Partido Pro Derechos Humanos, PPDH), suffered 
repeated arrests during 1997, as did other PPDH members, including Maité Moya Gómez and Jorge Luis Rodríguez.  On 
October 23, a Cuban court in Santa Clara convicted eleven members of the PPDH of Aassociation to commit criminal 
acts@ and Adisobedience,@ with sentences ranging from one year of house arrest (one woman) to one-and-one-half 
years in prison or work camp (for nine).  René Gómez Manzano, an attorney with the Agromontista Current 
(Corriente Agromontista), a legal defense group, and leader of the Internal Dissidents= Working Group, remained in 
detention in mid-November. 

In Syria, five activivsts from the Committee for the Defense of Freedom and Human Rights continued to serve 
prison sentences of up to ten years.  Roberto Monte, a human rights activist who worked in the state of Rio 
Grande do Norte, Brazil, was sued for defamation for accusations he made against a high-ranking police official.   

Seven human rights activists in the Dominican Republic complained of police harassment in October and 
November, apparently linked to a national strike.  In early November, Danilo de la Cruz, a member of the Dominican 
Committee for Human Rights (Comité Dominicano de Derechos Humanos, CDDH) who police had fired on in 1996, was 
detained and held incommunicado for over one week.  During that time, police repeatedly interrogated him about the 
activities of CDDH and tortured him by beating him, handcuffing him to a metal tube, and refusing to provide him 
with sufficient food or water. 

In China, Liu Nianchun, a principal sponsor of the League for the Protection of the Rights of the Working 
People; Zhou Guoqiang, a labor rights activist and lawyer; and Gao Feng, a religious dissident, had their sentences 
extended (288 days for Zhou and 216 for the others) for failure to reform.  All three were serving labor 
reeducation sentences in Shuanghe Labor Camp in Heilongjiang province, although by October Luu had been 
transferred to an unknown location.  When Liu protested and began a hunger strike on May 22, he was thrown 
into a small dark punishment cell, denied sufficient water, and tortured with electric shocks.  He was extremely 
ill with a blocked intestine, swollen lymph nodes, and mouth ulcers, and had lost over forty pounds, but prison 
authorities ignored his requests for medical treatment 

Also in China, it became known in January 1997 that five dissidents from Guiyang had received lengthy 
sentences.  A verdict dated May 27, 1996 listed sentences for Chen Xi, Liao Shuangyuan, Huang Yanming, Lu 
Yongxiang, and Zeng Ning ranging from two to ten years= imprisonment for Aorganizing and leading a 
counterrevolutionary group,@ participating in such a group, and engaging in counterrevolutionary propaganda and 
incitement.  Seven others, Xu Guoping, Wang Jun, Hu Kangwei, Chen Zongqing, Yi Hua, Tao Yuping, and Wang 
Quanzheng, have been detained since 1995 in the same case and are not known to have been tried.  In May 1995, Chen 
Xi initiated an AOpen Letter to the Communist Party Central Committee@ which advocated democratic reform, 
respect for human rights, and release of political prisoners. Liao signed the petition, while Huang and Lu 
distributed it. 
 


