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Foreword

World Report 2018 is Human Rights Watch’s 28th annual review of human rights
practices around the globe. It summarizes key human rights issues in more than
90 countries and territories worldwide, drawing on events from late 2016
through November 2017.

In his keynote essay, “The Pushback Against the Populist Challenge,” Human
Rights Watch Executive Director Kenneth Roth says that the surge of authoritar-
ian populists appears less inevitable than it did a year ago. Then, there seemed
no stopping a series of politicians around the globe who claimed to speak for
“the people” but built followings by demonizing unpopular minorities, attacking
human rights principles, and fueling distrust of democratic institutions. Today, a
popular reaction in a broad range of countries, bolstered by some political lead-
ers with the courage to stand up for human rights, has left the fate of many of
these populist agendas more uncertain. “Where the pushback is strong, populist
advances have been limited,” Roth explains, “but where capitulation meets their
message of hate and exclusion, the populists flourish.”

Preoccupied with the internal domestic struggle over the populist agenda, many
of the world’s democracies, including the United States and the United King-
dom, have been less willing than before to promote human rights abroad. China
and Russia have sought to fill that leadership void by advancing an anti-rights
agenda. But several small and medium-sized governments, often backed by gal-
vanized publics, have also stepped into the breach. They include France, the
Netherlands, Canada, Belgium, Ireland, and even tiny Liechtenstein. Though
lacking the clout of the major powers, they have succeeded in building coali-
tions that exert serious pressure on the anti-rights agenda and in trumpeting the
advantages of governments that are accountable to their people rather than to
their officials’ empowerment and enrichment.

However, where other priorities stand in the way of a strong defense of human
rights, the populists and autocrats have flourished. Roth cites Egypt, Turkey,
Saudi Arabia, and Burma as examples of countries where a lack of international
pressure has enabled governments to crush domestic dissent and, at times, to
commit large-scale atrocities. “A fair assessment of global prospects for human
rights,” Roth concludes, “should induce concern rather than surrender—a call to
action rather than a cry of despair.” The populist surge is hardly inevitable and
can be reversed if governments and the public are willing to make the effort.

Vil
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The rest of the volume consists of individual country entries, each of which iden-
tifies significant human rights abuses, examines the freedom of local human
rights defenders to conduct their work, and surveys the response of key interna-
tional actors, such as the United Nations, European Union, African Union, United
States, China, and various regional and international organizations and institu-
tions.

The book reflects extensive investigative work that Human Rights Watch staff un-
dertook in 2017, usually in close partnership with human rights activists and
groups in the country in question. It also reflects the work of our advocacy team,
which monitors policy developments and strives to persuade governments and
international institutions to curb abuses and promote human rights. Human
Rights Watch publications, issued throughout the year, contain more detailed
accounts of many of the issues addressed in the brief summaries in this volume.
They can be found on the Human Rights Watch website, www.hrw.org.

As in past years, this report does not include a chapter on every country where
Human Rights Watch works, nor does it discuss every issue of importance. The
absence of a particular country or issue often simply reflects staffing or resource
limitations and should not be taken as commentary on the significance of the
problem. There are many serious human rights violations that Human Rights
Watch simply lacks the capacity to address.

The factors we considered in determining the focus of our work in 2017 (and
hence the content of this volume) include the number of people affected and the
severity of abuse, access to the country and the availability of information about
it, the susceptibility of abusive forces to influence, and the importance of ad-
dressing certain thematic concerns and of reinforcing the work of local rights or-
ganizations.

The World Report does not have separate chapters addressing our thematic work
but instead incorporates such material directly into the country entries. Please
consult the Human Rights Watch website for more detailed treatment of our work
on children’s rights; women’s rights; arms and military issues; business and
human rights; health and human rights; disability rights; the environment and
human rights; international justice; terrorism and counterterrorism; refugees
and displaced people; and lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people’s
rights; and for information about our international film festivals.
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The Pushback Against the Populist Challenge
By Kenneth Roth, Executive Director

The surge of authoritarian populists appears less inevitable than it did a year
ago. Then, there seemed no stopping a series of politicians around the globe
who claimed to speak for “the people” but built followings by demonizing un-
popular minorities, attacking human rights principles, and fueling distrust of
democratic institutions. Today, a popular reaction in a broad range of countries,
bolstered in some cases by political leaders with the courage to stand up for
human rights, has left the fate of many of these populist agendas more uncer-
tain. Where the pushback is strong, populist advances have been limited. But
where capitulation meets their message of hate and exclusion, the populists
flourish.

The playing out of this struggle has made many Western powers in particular
more inwardly oriented, leaving an increasingly fragmented world. With the
United States led by a president who displays a disturbing fondness for rights-
trampling strongmen, and the United Kingdom preoccupied by Brexit, two tradi-
tional if flawed defenders of human rights globally are often missing in action.

Buffeted by racist and anti-refugee political forces at home, Germany, France,
and their European Union partners have not always been willing to pick up the
slack. Democracies such as Australia, Brazil, Indonesia, Japan, and South Africa
have been heard actively defending human rights rarely, at best.

China and Russia have sought to take advantage of this vacuum. While focused
on quelling any possibility of domestic mass protest against slowing economies
and widespread official corruption, Presidents Xi Jinping and Vladimir Putin have
aggressively asserted an anti-rights agenda in multinational forums and forged
stronger alliances with repressive governments. Their avoidance of public over-
sight has attracted the admiration of Western populists and autocrats around
the world.

The retreat of many governments that might have championed human rights has
left an open field for murderous leaders and their enablers. Mass atrocities have
proliferated with near impunity in countries such as Yemen, Syria, Burma, and
South Sudan. International standards designed to prevent the most horrendous
abuses, and emerging institutions of judicial response such as the International
Criminal Court (ICC), are being challenged.
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In this hostile environment, a number of small and medium-sized countries have
begun to assume greater leadership roles. By building broad coalitions, they
have shown themselves capable of exerting serious pressure in defense of
human rights. In some cases, they have been backed by an increasingly mobi-
lized public. They cannot wholly substitute for the powers that have withdrawn,
but their emergence shows that the drive to defend human rights is alive and
well.

Responding to Populism

Real issues lie behind the surge of populism in many parts of the world: eco-
nomic dislocation and inequality caused by globalization, automation, and tech-
nological change; feared cultural shifts as the ease of transportation and
communication fuels migration from war, repression, poverty, and climate
change; societal divisions between cosmopolitan elites who welcome and bene-
fit from many of these changes and those who feel their lives have become more
precarious; and the traumatic drumbeat of terrorist attacks that demagogues use
to fuel xenophobia and Islamophobia.

Addressing these issues is not simple, but populists tend to respond less by pro-
posing genuine solutions than by scapegoating vulnerable minorities and disfa-
vored segments of society. The result has been a frontal assault on the values of
inclusivity, tolerance, and respect that lie at the heart of human rights. Indeed,
certain populists seem to relish breaking the taboos that embody these values.
Invoking their self-serving interpretation of the majority’s desires, these pop-
ulists seek to replace democratic rule—elected government limited by rights and
the rule of law—with unfettered majoritarianism.

Responding to this populist challenge requires not only addressing the legiti-
mate grievances that underlie it but also reaffirming the human rights principles
that populists reject. It requires trumpeting the advantages of governments that
are accountable to their people rather than to their officials’ empowerment and
enrichment. It requires demonstrating that all of our rights are at risk if we allow
governments to select which people deserve respect for their rights. It requires
reminding ordinary people that they need human rights as much as dissidents
and vulnerable groups.
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The willingness of democratic leaders to take on this challenge and champion
human rights has fluctuated. A year ago, as the populists seemed to have the
wind at their backs, few dared. But in the past year, that has begun to change, to
visible effect.

Defending Rights

France

France provided the most prominent turning point. In other European countries—
Austria and the Netherlands, foremost—centrist and center-right politicians com-
peted with populists by adopting many of their nativist positions. They hoped to
pre-empt the populists’ appeal but ended up reinforcing the populists’ message.

Emmanuel Macron took a different approach during his presidential campaign.
He openly embraced democratic principles, firmly rejecting the National Front’s
efforts to foment hatred against Muslims and immigrants. His resulting victory
and his party’s success in parliamentary elections showed that French voters
overwhelmingly reject the National Front’s divisive policies.

It remains to be seen how Macron governs. His move to make permanent many
troubling aspects of France’s emergency law was a disturbing early step. In for-
eign policy, he has shown leadership standing up to autocratic rule in Russia,
Turkey, and Venezuela, and a willingness to support stronger collective European
Union action against Poland’s and Hungary’s assault on rights. But he has been
reluctant to confront widespread abuses in China, Egypt, and Saudi Arabia. De-
spite this mixed record, he showed during his campaign that a vigorous defense
of democratic principles can attract broad public support.

United States

In reaction to the election of Donald Trump, the United States saw a broad reaf-
firmation of human rights from many quarters. Trump won the presidency with a
campaign of hatred against Mexican immigrants, Muslim refugees, and other
racial and ethnic minorities, and an evident disdain for women. A powerful re-
sponse came from civic groups, journalists, lawyers, judges, many members of
the public, and sometimes even elected members of Trump’s own party.

Trump was still able to take regressive steps by executive action—deporting
many people without regard to their deep ties to the United States, reviving a
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cruel and discredited policy of mass incarceration of criminal offenders, easing
oversight against police abuse, and restricting global funding for women’s repro-
ductive health.

But the resistance limited the harm that might have been done, most notably his
efforts to discriminate against Muslims seeking to visit or obtain asylum in the
United States, to undermine the right to health care in the US, to expel transgen-
der people from the military, and even, in some cases, to deport long-term resi-
dent immigrants.

Secretary of State Rex Tillerson largely rejected the promotion of human rights as
an element of US foreign policy while more broadly reducing the role of the US
abroad by presiding over an unprecedented dismantling of the State Depart-
ment. He refused to fill many senior posts, dismissed several veteran diplomats,
slashed the budget, and let the department drift. Many career diplomats and
mid-level officials resigned in despair.

But as Trump embraced one autocrat after another, some of the remaining State
Department officials, at times with Congressional support, did what they could
to prevent a complete abandonment of the human rights principles that have
played at least some role in guiding US foreign policy for four decades. They
made it possible for Washington to still occasionally play a useful role, such as
threatening targeted sanctions against the Burmese military officials behind the
ethnic cleansing of the Rohingya minority.

Germany

Germany over the past year made headlines when the Alternative for Germany
(AfD) became the first far-right party to enter its parliament in decades. That as-
cent cut into support for the ruling coalition including Chancellor Angela
Merkel’s Christian Democratic Union (CDU) party and complicated her task of
forming a new governing coalition. Merkel’s preoccupation with domestic poli-
tics, and her ongoing defense of her courageous 2015 decision to admit large
numbers of asylum seekers to Germany, have ironically deprived Europe of a
strong voice for the rights of refugees and immigrants—the most contentious
issue on the continent today. That also left Macron without his most obvious Eu-
ropean partner for resisting authoritarian populism.
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Yet the German election also presented a lesson in how to address the far right.
Beyond the economically depressed eastern parts of the country where wide-
spread racism and xenophobia has not been tackled since the fall of the Berlin
Wall, the AfD gained the most votes in wealthy Bavaria, where Merkel’s govern-
ing partner, the Christian Social Union, adopted far more of the AfD’s nativist po-
sitions than did Merkel’s CDU. Principled confrontation rather than calculated
emulation turned out to be the more effective response.

Poland and Hungary

Central Europe has become especially fertile ground for populists, as certain
leaders use fear of migration elsewhere in Europe to undermine checks and bal-
ances on their power at home. But there, too, the populists encountered resist-
ance.

In Poland, amid large public protests and strong international criticism including
from EU institutions, President Andrzej Duda vetoed the Polish government’s ini-
tial attempt to undermine judicial independence and the rule of law, although
the alternative he then advanced still fell short.

In Hungary, the threat of EU legal action—as well as international condemnation,
including from the United States—impeded the government’s plans to close Cen-
tral European University, a bastion of independent thought that stood in opposi-
tion to the “illiberal democracy” championed by Prime Minister Viktor Orban. In
the case of Poland at least, there is growing recognition in EU institutions and
some member states that its assaults on democratic rule pose a threat to the EU
itself. And given Poland’s and Hungary’s position as major beneficiaries of EU
funding, a debate is beginning on whether that aid should be linked to uphold-
ing the EU’s basic values.

Venezuela

In Latin America, President Nicolds Maduro continued to eviscerate Venezuela’s
democracy and economy under the guise of standing up for the little people and
against those whom he calls the imperialists. But as his rule became more brutal
and autocratic, his corrupt and incompetent management of the economy be-
came painfully apparent. This potentially wealthy nation was left destitute de-
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spite its vast oil reserves, with many people desperately searching for food and
medicine amid raging hyperinflation.

People took to the streets in large numbers to protest. Some officials defected
from his government. An unprecedented number of Latin American countries
shed their traditional reluctance to criticize a neighbor’s repression. Others fol-
lowed, including the EU.

Maduro managed to stay in office, due largely to the violent repression he was
willing to deploy. Taking advantage of a subservient Supreme Court and the Con-
stituent Assembly that he created to take over legislative powers from the oppo-
sition-controlled National Assembly, he carried out a brutal crackdown on
dissent. But as the Venezuelan people continue their descent into poverty and
misery, it is unclear how long they will let Maduro cling to power.

A Struggle Deserving Support

None of these examples of resistance to populist leaders is guaranteed success.
Once in office, populists have the considerable advantage of being able to har-
ness the power of the state. But the resistance shows that there is a struggle un-
derway, that many people will not sit quietly as autocrats attack their basic rights
and freedoms.

Populists and Autocrats Fill a Vacuum

By contrast, where domestic resistance was suppressed and international con-
cern lacking, the populists and other anti-rights forces prospered. President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, for example, decimated Turkey’s democratic system with
impunity, as the EU shifted its focus to enlisting his help to halt the flight of
refugees to Europe. President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi crushed public dissent in
Egypt with little interference from the US or the EU. They bought into his narra-
tive of combatting terrorism and ensuring stability, even though his ruthless sup-
pression of any Islamic option in the country’s political process was exactly what
militant Islamists wanted.

With a seeming green light from Western allies, Saudi Arabia’s new crown
prince, Mohamed bin Salman, led a coalition of Arab states in a war against
Houthi rebels and their allies in Yemen that involved bombing and blockading
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civilians, greatly aggravating the world’s largest humanitarian crisis. Concern
with stopping boat migration via Libya led the EU—particularly Italy—to train,
fund, and guide Libyan coast guards to do what no European ships could legally
do: forcibly return desperate migrants and refugees to hellish conditions of
forced labor, rape, and brutal mistreatment.

Putin’s efforts to repress opposition to his lengthening rule met little resistance
from foreign governments more focused on his conduct in Ukraine and Syria
than within Russia. Xi Jinping got away with little resistance to his imposition of
the most intense crackdown since the brutal smothering of the 1989 Tiananmen
Square democracy movement because other nations were afraid to jeopardize
lucrative Chinese contracts by standing up for the rights of the Chinese people.

Indeed, when there was little international pushback to their behavior at home,
repressive governments felt emboldened to manipulate and obstruct the interna-
tional institutions that can defend rights.

China detained its citizens who hoped to engage with United Nations bodies on
its rights abuse. Russia cast no less than 11 vetoes to block any attempt by the
UN Security Council to address Syrian government war crimes. Russia also
threatened to withdraw from a key European oversight body on human rights if it
maintained sanctions for the occupation of Crimea, while Azerbaijan bribed
some members of that body, and Turkey threatened to withhold its budgetary
contribution. Burundi threatened UN rights investigators themselves with retalia-
tion.

Burma and the Rohingya

The cost of not standing up to populist attacks on human rights was perhaps
starkest in Burma. Vitriolic nationalist rhetoric increasingly propagated by Bud-
dhist extremists, senior members of the Burmese military, and some members of
the civilian-led government helped to precipitate an ethnic cleansing campaign
against Rohingya Muslims, following a militant group’s attacks on security out-
posts. An army-led campaign of massacres, widespread rape, and mass arson in
at least 340 villages sent more than 640,000 Rohingya refugees fleeing for their
lives to neighboring Bangladesh. These are the very crimes that the international
community had pledged never again to tolerate.
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Yet the Western nations that had long taken an active interest in Burma were re-
luctant to act, even by imposing targeted financial and travel sanctions on the
army generals behind these crimes against humanity. In part, that reticence was
because of geopolitical competition with China for the Burmese government’s
favor.

Also playing a part was the undue deference given to Aung San Suu Kyi, Burma’s
de facto civilian leader, even though she has no real control over the military and
showed no willingness to pay the political price of defending an unpopular mi-
nority. The result was the fastest forced mass flight of people since the Rwandan
genocide, with little immediate hope of the Rohingyas’ safe and voluntary return,
or of bringing to justice the people behind the atrocities that sent them fleeing.

Ultimately, nations of the Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) called for a
special session of the UN Human Rights Council where they supported a resolu-
tion condemning Burma’s crimes against humanity. The effort was notable be-
cause it represented a rare instance in which OIC members backed a resolution
criticizing a particular country.

Pushing Back Can Work

Africa and the ICC

One of the most encouraging responses to anti-rights autocrats could be found
in Africa. The year was already notable for the toppling of two long-time tyrants.
Gambia’s President Yahya Jammeh lost a free and fair election to Adama Barrow,
and when he refused to accept the results, was eased out of office by the threat
of West African troops.

Zimbabwe’s President Robert Mugabe was ousted in a coup, though replaced by
his former deputy, Emmerson Mnangagwa, a military leader with his own long
record of abuse. Both countries saw large public protests against the long-serv-
ing tyrants.

Yet the African defense of rights was most impressive in response to populist at-
tacks on international justice. As recently as a year ago, many African leaders,
some with blood on their hands and fearing prosecution, were plotting a mass
exodus of their countries from membership in the International Criminal Court.
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Using populist rhetoric against what they claimed was neo-colonialism, they
sought to portray the ICC as anti-African because, having taken seriously crimes
against African people, it had concentrated its attention on the responsible
African leaders. (Its reach was also limited by the refusal of some governments
to ratify the ICC’s treaty and by the UN Security Council’s reluctance to refer other
situations for investigation).

But the mass exodus became a mass fizzle when only Burundi withdrew, in an
ultimately unsuccessful effort to halt ICC investigation of alleged crimes against
humanity committed under Pierre Nkurunziza as he violently extended his term
as president. Gambia reversed its announced withdrawal after President Barrow
took office. And the South African courts at least temporarily blocked President
Jacob Zuma’s attempt to withdraw after he was embarrassed for flouting a court
order to prevent Sudanese President Omar al-Bashir, facing ICC warrants, from
fleeing South Africa during a visit to avoid arrest.

An outpouring of popular support for the ICC by civic groups across Africa helped
to persuade most African governments to continue to stand behind the court.
The ICC prosecutor also sought to extend the court’s reach by asking its judges
for permission to investigate crimes by all sides in Afghanistan, including torture
committed there by US soldiers and intelligence agents with impunity.

The Big Role of Small States

The past year saw an impressive willingness by small and medium-sized states
to step into leadership roles when the major powers fell silent in the face of
mass atrocities or even obstructed efforts to address them.

This is hardly the first time that smaller states have taken the lead on rights is-
sues. The ICC, the Mine Ban Treaty, the Convention on Cluster Munitions, the Op-
tional Protocol on Child Soldiers, and the International Convention against
Enforced Disappearance were all secured largely by global coalitions of small
and medium-sized states operating without or despite the major powers. Yet the
willingness of these alternative voices to take center stage was particularly im-
portant in the past year as major powers largely walked off the stage or even
tried to upend it.
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Yemen

The effort at the UN Human Rights Council to open an independent international
investigation of abuses in Yemen was illustrative. A coalition of Arab states led
by Saudi Arabia pummeled Yemeni civilians; conducted airstrikes on homes,
markets and hospitals; and blockaded urgently needed humanitarian aid and
other goods. As a result, 7 million people faced starvation, and the country had
nearly 1 million suspected cases of cholera.

Opposing Houthi forces and their allies also used landmines, recruited child sol-
diers, and blocked aid. Despite this grave situation, the idea of an investigation
received at best lukewarm support from the United States, the United Kingdom,
and France, all major sellers of arms to Saudi Arabia. None was eager to take a
public stand. In that void, the Netherlands stepped in and took the lead, ulti-
mately joined by Canada, Belgium, Ireland, and Luxembourg.

The task was not easy. Saudi Arabia threatened to cut diplomatic and economic
ties with any nation that supported the investigation. Yet in part because of that
threat, and its implicit message that the wealthy should stand above scrutiny for
their atrocities, Saudi Arabia was forced to capitulate to a UN investigation once
it became clear it would most likely lose a contested vote. The hope now is that a
group of investigators looking over the shoulders of the combatants in Yemen
will compel better behavior.

Syria

In the case of Syria, Russia’s repeated vetoes and veto threats at the UN Security
Council, sometimes joined by China, barred the only immediately available route
to the International Criminal Court. Despite a growing international effort to dis-
courage use of the veto in situations of mass atrocities, Russia and China, as
well as the United States, have not signed on to these initiatives.

To break that stalemate, the idea was floated to circumvent the Security Coun-
cil’s veto system by seeking action in the UN General Assembly, where no state
has veto power. Leadership in this effort came from the tiny nation of Liechten-
stein, which built a broad coalition of governments. With their support, the Gen-
eral Assembly ended up voting 105 to 15 to establish a mechanism to collect
evidence and build cases for prosecution when venues ultimately become avail-
able—an important commitment to see justice done. It also opens the door to
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the General Assembly possibly creating a special tribunal for Syria should Russia
continue to block a path to justice at the ICC.

The importance of this accountability was illustrated by the Syrian government’s
ongoing use of banned nerve agents such as sarin despite having supposedly
relinquished all chemical weapons after its notorious August 2013 use of sarin in
Eastern Ghouta. Russia offered a cover story for an April 2017 episode in the
northwestern Syrian town of Khan Sheikhoun—that a Syrian conventional bomb
supposedly hit a rebel cache of sarin—but that theory was conclusively dis-
proved, so Russia responded by vetoing continuation of a UN investigation.
When a permanent member of the Security Council is willing to use its power to
cover the atrocities of an ally—in this case, while also providing military sup-
port—it is particularly important to explore alternative avenues for upholding the
most basic rights.

The Philippines

The Philippines presented an especially brazen and deadly example of a pop-
ulist challenge to human rights. As he had done previously as mayor of Davao
City, President Rodrigo Duterte took office encouraging the police to kill drug
suspects. The resulting epidemic of police shootings—often portrayed as
“shootouts” but repeatedly shown to be summary executions—had left more
than 12,000 people killed in the roughly year and a half since Duterte took office.
The vast majority of victims were young men from the slums of major cities—peo-
ple who elicited little sympathy among many Filipinos.

The ongoing territorial dispute among China, the United States, and the Philip-
pines over the South China Sea left little room for concern about executions.
Donald Trump, as he has elsewhere, seemed mainly to admire Duterte’s “strong-
man” qualities.

Instead, a major source of pressure to stop the slaughter came from a collection
of states led by Iceland that issued statements at the UN Human Rights Council.
Duterte tried to disparage these “bleeding hearts” but ended up, under pres-
sure, transferring authority to combat drugs, at least for a while, from the mur-
derous police to a far more law-respecting drug agency. When the police were
withdrawn from anti-drug operations, executions dropped precipitously.
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Women’s Rights

Several of today’s populists display a misogynist slant. In the past year, Russia
decriminalized certain acts of domestic violence. Poland, already possessing
one of the most restrictive abortion laws in Europe, is now limiting access to
emergency contraception.

Under Trump, the US government reintroduced an expanded “Global Gag Rule”
that vastly reduces funding for essential health care for women and girls abroad.

Yet there were rising voices in response. The Women’s March, convened initially
as an American response to the election of Trump, morphed into a global phe-
nomenon, with millions gathering in support of women’s human rights.

Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau and French President Macron both iden-
tified themselves as feminists, with Canada making the pursuit of gender equal-
ity a central part of its aid programs and France announcing new measures to
combat gender-based violence and sexual harassment. The Dutch, Belgian, and
Scandinavian governments led efforts to establish an international reproductive
rights fund to replace US funding lost through the Global Gag Rule, and Sweden
pursued a “feminist foreign policy” that prioritizes the rights of women and girls
in places such as Saudi Arabia.

Responding in large part to the campaigning of women’s rights activists, three
Middle Eastern and North African states—Tunisia, Jordan, and Lebanon—re-
pealed provisions in their penal codes that allowed rapists to escape punish-
ment by marrying their victims.

LGBT Rights

Sexual and gender minorities were a common target of governments seeking to
rally conservative backers, often as a diversion from governance failures.
Whether Putin in Russia, al-Sisi in Egypt, or Mugabe in Zimbabwe, leaders tried
to stoke moral panic for their own political gain against lesbian, gay, bisexual,
and transgender (LGBT) people. Police in Indonesia, Tanzania, and Azerbaijan
targeted LGBT people in public and raided private spaces with impunity.

Regardless of its form, heightened persecution of LGBT people is a good indica-
tion that the government is failing to deliver on public expectations. Yet the as-
sumption that persecution of LGBT people would inevitably meet with approval
is becoming less certain.
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Most Latin American countries have moved squarely into the pro-LGBT rights
camp in international forums, joining Japan along with many North American and
European countries. Mozambique, Belize, Nauru and the Seychelles have in re-
centyears all decriminalized same-sex conduct.

This pushback manifested itself even in Russia. The detention, torture, enforced
disappearance and murder of gay men by forces under Chechen President
Ramzan Kadyrov met such widespread outrage that Putin was compelled to rein
in his brutal ally, ending the purge in this southern Russian republic. Yet else-
where other priorities still sometimes got in the way, as in the response to anti-
LGBT crackdowns in Egypt, where donors seemed reluctant to raise the issue for
fear of offending a counterterrorism ally.

Time to Act, Not Despair

The central lesson of the past year is that despite the considerable headwinds,
the defense of human rights can succeed if the proper efforts are made. Pop-
ulists offer superficial answers to complex problems, but broad swathes of the
public, when reminded of the human rights principles at stake, can be convinced
to reject the populists’ scapegoating of unpopular minorities and their efforts to
undermine checks and balances against government abuse.

The inward orientation of Western powers wrought by the struggle over populism
has led to an increasingly fragmented world where mass atrocities are too often
left unchecked. Still, principled small and medium-sized countries can make a
difference when they join forces and act strategically.

A fair assessment of global prospects for human rights should induce concern
rather than surrender—a call to action rather than a cry of despair. As we enter
the 7oth anniversary year of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the chal-
lenge is to seize the considerable opportunities that remain to push back
against those who would reverse hard-fought progress.

Human rights standards provide guidance but become operational only with
champions among governments and ordinary people. Each of us has a part to
play. The past year shows that rights can be protected from populist assaults.
The challenge now is to strengthen that defense and reverse the populist surge.
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Afghanistan

Fighting between Afghan government and Taliban forces intensified through
2017, causing high numbers of civilian casualties. Principally in Nangarhar
province, government forces also battled the Islamic State of Khorason Province
(ISKP), the Afghan branch of the extremist group Islamic State (also known as
ISIS). A number of particularly deadly suicide attacks in urban areas, some
claimed by ISKP, killed and wounded more than 2,000 people across the coun-
try. A growing number of these attacks targeted Afghanistan’s Shia Hazara mi-
nority. Civilian casualties caused by government forces during ground fighting
declined; however, US forces expanded their use of airstrikes, including drones,
in military operations, causing increased civilian casualties.

Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF) continued to rely on irregular militia
forces, some of which killed and assaulted civilians. War crimes suspect Gulbud-
din Hekmatyar, one of several political figures accused of shelling Kabul during
the 1990s, returned to Kabul as part of a 2016 peace deal with the government;
clashes between his militia forces and rivals killed at least 20 civilians. Both the
Taliban and ANSF used schools for military purposes, which, together with coun-
trywide insecurity, deprived many children, especially girls, of access to educa-
tion.

The government made some progress in adopting legislation to curb torture, but
failed to prosecute serious offenders. Promised reforms to end the use of unsci-
entific and abusive “virginity examinations” for women taken into custody, and
the imprisonment of women for so-called morality crimes, did not materialize.
Only a fraction of the reported cases of violence against women resulted in pros-
ecutions. The government announced that district council and parliamentary
elections would be held in July 2018, three years behind schedule. However, po-
litical infighting and security concerns threatened to delay the vote.

Armed Conflict

The United Nations Assistance Mission to Afghanistan (UNAMA) documented
2,640 war-related civilian deaths and 5,379 injuries in the first nine months of
2017, a slight decrease over the same period in 2016. The Taliban and groups
claiming allegiance to ISKP were responsible for two-thirds of these. Civilian
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deaths and injuries by pro-government forces and their allies during ground en-
gagements declined; however, those from aerial operations by government and
international forces increased by 52 percent to 205 deaths and 261 injured.

Insurgent attacks in major cities caused hundreds of civilian deaths and injuries.
ISKP claimed responsibility for the March 8 attack on Kabul’s Daud Khan hospi-
tal, the main treatment center for wounded Afghan soldiers, that killed at least
30 and wounded dozens. In that attack, insurgents reportedly dressed as doc-
tors shot dead patients in their beds. The May 31 truck bomb that killed at least
92 and wounded more than 500 was the deadliest such attack ever in Kabul. Sui-
cide attackers targeted Shia mosques in Kabul and Herat, killing more than 100.

On August 3-5, local Taliban forces in Sar-i Pul province launched an assault on
the village of Mirza Olang, following weeks of fighting between insurgents and
Afghan Local Police (ALP) forces. According to UNAMA, the Taliban separated
women and children from men, and shot dead at least nine ALP and other pro-
government militia members, along with 27 male civilians; among them were
four boys ages 13 to 17, and 13 men over 60. They also killed one woman as she
was trying to flee. The commander responsible, a relative of the Taliban “shadow
governor,” had self-identified as being affiliated with ISKP.

The number of internally displaced persons (IDPs) who fled from their homes
due to the conflict surged as fighting intensified. More than 250,000 were dis-
placed in the first 10 months of 2017, bringing the nationwide total to at least 1.7
million people. Among the displaced were hundreds of thousands of refugees
coerced out of Pakistan with the support of the United Nations High Commis-
sioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in 2016. Attacks on civilians contributed to depres-
sion and other mental disabilities; Afghanistan has few community-based
mental health services to provide treatment.

Women’s and Girls’ Rights

On March 12, the Attorney General’s Office issued a report on prosecutions
under the Elimination of Violence against Women (EVAW) law revealing that me-
diation remains the preferred route for most prosecutors, which women are
often compelled to accept due to pressure from family and justice officials. Reg-
istered cases represent only a fraction of the actual crimes of violence against
women. In late 2016, the Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission
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(AIHRC) investigated 5,575 cases, noting that most cases of violence against
women go unreported. A long-standing effort to reform family law, including di-
vorce provisions, remained stalled.

On March 4, the revised penal code was adopted by presidential decree. It incor-
porated all the provisions of the EVAW law, while strengthening the definition of
rape. However, because a number of conservative members of parliament have
opposed the EVAW law, some activists campaigned to preserve the law in its
stand-alone form decreed in 2009. In response to their efforts, in August Presi-
dent Ghani ordered the Ministry of Justice to remove the EVAW chapter from the
new penal code. The controversial reversal has left the status of the law in limbo.

A long-promised plan by the Afghan government to implement UN Security Coun-
cil Resolution 1325, which calls for women’s equal participation in issues sur-
rounding peace and security, was further delayed during the year. The Kabul
Process peace talks in June included only two women among 47 government and
international representatives.

Deaths and injuries among women in the conflict increased sharply in 2017, with
298 deaths and 709 injured in the first nine months of the year. Most occurred as
a result of suicide bombings and aerial attacks.

Arbitrary Detention, Torture, and Discriminatory Practices

An April report by UNAMA documented the highest levels of torture of conflict-re-
lated detainees in police custody since 2010. The report singled out the Kanda-
har police for torturing 91 percent of detainees by forcibly pumping water into
their stomachs, crushing their testicles with clamps, suffocating them to the
point of losing consciousness, and applying electric current to their genitals.

In a significant sign of progress in curbing torture, the government in March en-
acted anti-torture legislation, as part of the new penal code. The law left out a
compensation system for victims of torture by state security forces, but in August
the cabinet approved an annex to provide for victim redress.

Although the Afghan Constitution prohibits torture, the new provisions expand
the definition in conformity with the UN Convention Against Torture, and create a
new monitoring body, the Commission Against Torture; however, as of December
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it was not clear whether this would include staff from the AIHRC. The government
did not prosecute any senior officials accused of torture.

In May, a report by the UN Committee Against Torture described “numerous and
credible allegations” of severe human rights abuses, including torture and extra-
judicial killings, and urged that all alleged perpetrators “be duly prosecuted and,
if found guilty, convicted with penalties that are commensurate with the grave
nature of their crimes.”

In January 2017, the Afghan attorney general ordered nine of First Vice President
Abdul Rashid Dostum’s guards to answer questions in connection with the ab-
duction, illegal imprisonment, and sexual assault of rival Uzbek politician
Ahmad Ischi. Dostum refused to allow his guards to report to the attorney gen-
eral, who then settled for interviewing seven of them on the premises of Dos-
tum’s compound. On November 1, seven of the bodyguards were convicted in
absentia of sexual assault and illegal imprisonment, and sentenced to five
years’ imprisonment. As of December 2017, none was in custody.

In Afghanistan, same-sex relations are punishable by 5 to 15 years in prison
under a law that bans all sex between individuals not married to each other.

Freedom of Expression

The year looked likely to surpass 2016 as the bloodiest since 2001 for Afghan
journalists, with 10 killed in the first six months of the year, most of them victims
of insurgent bombing attacks. Since January, the Afghan Journalists Safety Com-
mittee (AJSC) recorded 73 cases of violence and threats against journalists, in-
cluding deaths, detentions, beatings, and intimidation. Government officials
and security personnel were responsible for slightly more than half of the cases;
insurgent groups were responsible for the deaths of 10 journalists in suicide at-
tacks in Kabul and Khost.

Protests, Excessive Use of Force, and Freedom of Assembly

On June 2, civil society groups, political activists, and relatives of victims of the
May 31 truck bomb attack converged in central Kabul to protest deteriorating se-
curity conditions. Some participants threw stones at police, and the group in-
cluded some armed men among the crowd.
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Security forces, principally the presidential palace guard, used water cannons to
disperse the crowd, but then used live ammunition despite no real threat to pub-
lic safety—first firing guns over the heads of demonstrators, injuring some pro-
testers, then shooting into the crowd, killing seven. The government promised to
conduct an investigation. As of December, the results of this investigation had
not been made public.

The government subsequently accelerated its consideration of new legislation to
restrict demonstrations. The Law on Gatherings, Demonstrations and Strikes nar-
rows the definition of allowed venues for protests; prohibits “influential people”
from “politically intervening” in any kind of protest, without clearly defining
those terms; and limits protests only to those that have “reform objectives”
rather than criticism of government policies alone. Civil society groups con-
demned the law, which as of December, was pending before parliament.

Children’s Rights

Despite the fact that the government in 2016 criminalized military recruitment of
Afghans under 18 years old, the practice continued, most notably among the ALP
and pro-government militias. The AIHRC reported on increased recruitment by
groups affiliated with ISKP in Nangarhar. Both the ANSF and the Taliban contin-
ued to occupy or use schools for military purposes in contested areas, affecting
the access to education of thousands of children, especially girls.

Afghanistan’s new penal code criminalizes the sexual abuse of boys, known in
Afghanistan as bacha bazi.

Conflict-related deaths and injuries of children continued at high rates, with 689
deaths and 1,791 injuries in the first nine months of 2017. Almost half of the chil-
dren detained in relation to the conflict reported being tortured or mistreated.

Key International Actors

On August 22, US President Donald Trump outlined a new US strategy for the war
in Afghanistan, vowing to expand military operations to target criminal and ter-
rorist networks, pressure Pakistan to end support for Afghan insurgents, and set
no timetable for withdrawal.
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In September, the Trump administration reportedly was considering a CIA re-
quest to carry out covert drone strikes in Afghanistan; the US military has had ex-
clusive authority to carry out such strikes.

Trump authorized the deployment of an additional 3,900 troops, but the Pen-
tagon acknowledged that actual troop levels were already close to 11,000, signif-
icantly higher than the 8,000 previously reported. US airstrikes increased
through 2017, and the US provided Black Hawk helicopters and other equipment
to support expanded Afghan government air operations.

In September, diplomatic sources indicated that the US was supporting an
Afghan government initiative to create an additional village defense force, the
Afghan National Army Territorial Force. The force would reportedly absorb some
existing militias under army command, though it remained unclear how it would
avoid replicating the record of the abusive Afghan Local Police. The US military
command in Afghanistan also began classifying key data related to the develop-
ment of Afghan security forces, most of which has been public since 2008.

In February, the European Union (EU) signed a new agreement with Afghanistan
requiring it to accept rejected asylum seekers from Europe and undertake other
measures to reduce migration. The agreement also included EU support for de-
velopment, women’s rights, ending corruption, and electoral reform. In July, the
European Commission proposed a new EU strategy for Afghanistan, based on
these objectives. In May, NATO members agreed to provide Afghan security
forces with US$1 billion annually through 2020, and in November agreed to in-
crease their troop commitments by an additional 3,000.

On November 20, the prosecutor of the International Criminal Court (ICC) asked
the court’s judges for permission to open an investigation into possible war
crimes and crimes against humanity in Afghanistan committed by the Taliban
and affiliated forces, Afghan National Security Forces, and US armed forces and
the Central Intelligence Agency since May 1, 2003, when Afghanistan became a
member of the court. The ICC’s preliminary examination of allegations of serious
international crimes in Afghanistan began in 2007.
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Algeria

Despite constitutional amendments passed in 2016, Algerian authorities contin-
ued to resort in 2017 to criminal prosecutions for peaceful speech, using articles
in the penal code criminalizing “offending the president,” “insulting state offi-
cials,” and “denigrating Islam” as well as other articles on sharing “intelligence
with foreign powers.” They have also continued to ban demonstrations in Al-

giers.

President Abdelaziz Bouteflika was re-elected to a fourth five-year term in 2014,
despite being in visibly frail health. In legislative elections held on May 4, 2017,
the governing coalition, led by the National Liberation Front and the National
Rally for Democracy, maintained its majority.

Freedom of Assembly

Algerian authorities routinely violate the right to freedom of assembly, despite
constitutional guarantees of that right. The penal code punishes organizing or
participating in an unauthorized demonstration in a public place with up to one
year in prison (article 98). Authorities in Algiers, the capital, banned public
demonstrations indefinitely in 2001, when the country was under a state of
emergency. Authorities did not rescind the ban when they lifted the state of
emergency in 2011.

The ban on demonstrations in Algiers is strictly enforced by authorities, who mo-
bilize large numbers of police to thwart demonstrations and detain participants,
usually holding them for a few hours before releasing them.

For example, on September 6, 2017, dozens of protesters took to a square in cen-
tral Algiers wearing t-shirts with the words “Article 102,” referring to the constitu-
tional article that stipulates a president can be removed from office if he cannot

carry out his duties. At least six of them were detained for six hours before being
released without charge, according to local media.

Freedom of Association

In 2012, the government enacted Law 12-06, which requires all associations—in-
cluding those that had already successfully registered—to re-file registration ap-
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plications and obtain a registration receipt from the Interior Ministry before they
can operate legally, in a cumbersome procedure akin to a new registration.

To date, major human rights organization such as the Algerian League for Human
Rights (Ligue Algérienne des Droits de ’lHomme, LADDH) and Youth Action Rally
(Rassemblement Action Jeunesse, RAJ), and the Algerian division of Amnesty In-
ternational, which all submitted compliance applications in January 2014 as pro-
vided for by Law 12-06, have still not obtained a receipt certifying their legal
existence. Lack of a receipt means they are unable to open a bank account or
rent an office in their own name or hire a public hall for a meeting. Moreover,
members of an association that is “non-accredited, suspended, or dissolved”
risk prison sentences of up to six months for conducting activities in its name.

Authorities used the association law to deny registration to a charitable organi-
zation formed by members of Algeria’s tiny Ahmadiyya religious minority, basing
its refusal on language in the law that gives authorities broad leeway to deny au-
thorization if they deem that the content and objectives of a group’s activities vi-
olate Algeria’s “fundamental principles (constantes nationales) and values,
public order, public morals, and the applicable laws and regulations.”

Freedom of Speech

Since the 1990s, Algeria has seen a proliferation of privately owned newspapers
that enjoy a certain margin of freedom to criticize public figures and state poli-
cies. The 2014 Law on Audio-Visual Activities ended the formal state monopoly
on audiovisual media. However, repressive press laws, dependence on revenues
from public-sector advertising, and other factors limit press freedom. The Infor-
mation Code, adopted in 2012, states that news journalism is to be “a freely
practiced activity” as long as it respects “national identity, the cultural values of
society, national sovereignty and national unity, as well as the requirements of
national security, national defense, public order, and the country’s economic in-
terests, among others.”

In 2017, authorities prosecuted a number of Algerians for critical speech.

On August 9, 2016, an Algiers appeals court upheld a two-year prison sentence
for Mohamed Tamalt, a freelance journalist with dual Algerian and British nation-
ality, for a video he posted on Facebook featuring a poem deemed offensive to
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Algeria’s president. Tamalt died in prison on December 11, 2016, after staging a
hunger strike to protest his conviction. Authorities denied mistreatment but his
family insisted that negligence or mistreatment contributed to his death.

Algerian authorities also prosecuted Marzoug Touati, a blogger and editor of the
website Al-Hogra. Algerian security forces arrested Touati at his home in the
coastal city of Béjaia on January 18. According to his lawyer, security forces inter-
rogated Touati about a video that he published online on January 9 containing a
teleconferenced interview with an Israeli Foreign Ministry spokesman, who
stated that Israel has maintained a liaison office in Algiers since before 2000.

A court in Béjaia on January 22, 2017, ordered his pretrial detention on the
charge of “talking to the agents of a foreign power with the intention of causing
harm to Algeria’s army, diplomatic relations, and financial interests,” and “incit-
ing citizens to carry weapons and gather illegally.” He was still detained as of
December 2017 in Oued Ghir prison, awaiting trial.

Women’s Rights

Algeria’s constitution enshrines the principle of nondiscrimination based on
gender and requires the state to take positive action to ensure equality of rights
and duties of all citizens, men and women. In February 2016, parliament intro-
duced an article proclaiming that the “state works to attain parity between
women and men in the job market,” and “encourages the promotion of women
to positions of responsibility in public institutions and in businesses.”

In 2015, parliament adopted amendments to the penal code specifically crimi-
nalizing some forms of domestic violence. Assault against one’s spouse or for-
mer spouse can be punished by up to 20 years in prison, and the perpetrator can
face a life sentence for attacks resulting in death. The amendments also crimi-
nalize sexual harassment in public places.

Despite adoption of the law, Algeria has yet to adopt the more comprehensive
legal measures, such as protection orders to protect women from violence and
specific obligations on law enforcement to respond to domestic violence. The
law, moreover, makes women vulnerable to threats from the offender or rela-
tives, by including a provision that a pardon by the victim puts an end to prose-
cution.
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Algeria’s Family Code continues to discriminate against women despite some
amendments in 2005 that improved women’s access to divorce and child cus-
tody. Algeria also continues to retain article 326 in its penal code, which allows
anyone who abducts a minor to escape prosecution if they married their victim.

Freedom of Religion

More than 266 members of Algeria’s tiny Ahmadi minority have been prosecuted
since June 2016, and some imprisoned for up to six months. Senior government
officials have at times claimed that Ahmadis represent a threat to the majority
Sunni Muslim faith, and accused them of collusion with foreign powers.

Authorities charged them under one or more of the following charges: denigrat-
ing the dogma or precepts of Islam; participating in an unauthorized associa-
tion; collecting donations without a license; and possessing and distributing
documents from foreign sources that endanger national security. At least 20
have faced a charge of practicing religion in an unauthorized place of worship
under Algeria’s 2006 law governing non-Muslim religions, even though Ahmadis
consider themselves to be Muslim.

On September 13, 2017, the court of First Instance in Ain Tedles, Mostaganem,
sentenced Mohamed Fali, the president of the community, to a term of six
months in prison, suspended, and a fine.

Refugees and Migrants

From August to October 2017, authorities rounded up more than 3,000 sub-Saha-
ran migrants of different nationalities living in and around Algiers and bused
them 1,900 kilometers south to a camp in Tamanrasset, from which some were
bused into Niger.

Those forcibly transported to Tamanrasset included migrants who have lived and
worked for years in Algeria. Authorities then expelled several hundred to Niger.

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity

Algeria’s penal code criminalizes same sex relations with a prison sentence of
two months to two years. In 2015, several people were arrested for same-sex re-
lations but none were prosecuted.
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Activists state that during and after the 2014 presidential election, anti-LGBT
rhetoric from politicians and media led to increased harassment and violence,
leading many lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender community leaders to flee
the country. Activists have documented recent cases of violence on the grounds
of sexual orientation and gender identity within families, at universities, in the
streets, and in prisons.

Key International Actors

Algeria underwent its third Universal Periodic Review (UPR) at the United Nations
Human Rights Council (UNHRC), on May 8, 2017. Algeria received 229 recommen-
dations from states. Algeria failed to accept many of the most important recom-
mendations, related to the abolition of the death penalty, ratifying the Rome
Statute, decriminalizing same sex relations, and ending discrimination against
women, among others.

Algeria continued during 2017 its noncompliance with longstanding requests for
country visits by special procedures of the UNHRC including the special rappor-
teurs on torture, on human rights while countering terrorism, and on extrajudi-
cial, summary and arbitrary executions, and the Working Group on Enforced and
Involuntary Disappearances.

On April 2017, the special rapporteur on the right of everyone to the enjoyment of
the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health, released his re-
port on his 2016 visit to Algeria. While commending the government for improv-
ing basic health-related indicators, he also noted the prevalence of inequalities
and discrimination against certain population groups, such as people living with
HIV/AIDS, drugs users, men who have sex with men, migrants, and refugees and
called for the decriminalization of homosexuality and sex work.

The European Union and Algeria adopted their shared Partnership Priorities for
the period 2017-2020 at the Association Council of 13 March 2017. Strong em-
phasis was placed on the implementation of Algeria’s new constitution. Notably,
the EU pledged to assist Algeria in the areas of governance, democracy, promo-
tion and protection of fundamental rights—including labor rights—strengthening
the role of women in society, decentralization, judiciary, and civil society.

28



HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH

Angola

Angola elected a new president, Jodao Lourenco, in September, ending almost
four decades of José Eduardo Dos Santos’ repressive rule. Voting was peaceful,
but marred by severe restrictions on freedom of expression and assembly, and
limited access to information due to government repression and censorship in
state media and in private media outlets controlled by ruling party officials.

The new president pledged to govern for all Angolans, and combat two of the
country’s major problems: corruption and mismanagement of public funds. Se-
curity forces continued to use excessive force, intimidation and arbitrary deten-
tion against peaceful protesters. Freedom of the press was threatened after a
new media law was enacted, despite opposition from the journalist’s union and
other groups.

Freedom of Media

Angolan media remained largely controlled by the government and people linked
to the ruling party, the People’s Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA).
The government continued to restrict freedom of expression by censoring state-
run media and some private media controlled by ruling party officials, which re-
mained the only outlets with nationwide coverage. During the election
campaign, election observers from the African Union (AU), the Southern African
Development Community (SADC) and Angola’s journalists’ union criticized the
pro-ruling party coverage by state media.

With minimal debate, parliament on November 18, 2016, passed five laws that
limit freedom of expression, despite opposition from the journalist’s union and
other groups. The government referred to the laws as the Social Communication
Legislative Package (Pacote legislativo da comunicagdo social). These laws,
signed by then-President Jose Eduardo Dos Santos on January 23, are the press
law, television law, broadcast law, code of conduct law for journalists, and
statutes of the Angolan Regulatory Body for Social Communication (ERCA, Enti-
dade Reguladora da Comunicagdo Social Angolana).

The press law gives the Ministry of Social Communication the authority to over-
see how media organizations carry out editorial decisions, and to fine or sus-
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pend the activities of violators. It also criminalizes publication of a text or image
that is “offensive to individuals.” Under the Angolan penal code, defamation
and slander are punishable with fines and imprisonment for up to six months.
The journalists union challenged the law before the Constitutional Court. At time
of writing, the court had not ruled on the case.

Freedom of Assembly

Authorities continued to violate international human rights law by denying citi-
zens the right to peaceful protest. Security forces blocked peaceful anti-govern-
ment protests with intimidation, excessive force and arbitrary detention.

For example, on February 24, police blocked a protest in Luanda of about 15 peo-
ple who were calling for the resignation of the territorial administration minister,
Bornito de Sousa. On the same day, police broke up a peaceful protest and de-
tained two activists in Benguela Province who were also calling for the resigna-
tion of the minister. On April 19, a court in Luanda sentenced seven activists to
45 days in jail for resisting arrest during a protest against the voters registration
process ahead of the August elections. On June 24, authorities detained at least
18 members of the Lunda Tchokwe Protectorate Movement, who were protesting
for regional autonomy and an end to police brutality against movement activists.
Ahead of the August 23 election, the Ministry of the Interior banned all protests
by groups not contesting in the election, claiming that street protests planned by
activists posed a security risk.

In a rare show of tolerance, authorities on March 18 allowed a group of women to
protest against the criminalization of abortion. Authorities also allowed an op-
position party, National Union for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA),
protest march against what the party called irregularities in the election process.

Freedom of Association

On July 5, the Constitutional Court ruled that a presidential decree that imposed
severe restrictions on civil society groups violated the Angolan constitution. The
case was brought to the court by the Angolan Bar Association. The court ruled
that parliament, not the president, has constitutional authority to regulate non-
governmental organizations (NGOs).
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The decree 74/15 required NGOs to go through onerous registration processes,
including registering with multiple authorities, such as the Foreign Ministry, and
obtaining a “declaration of suitability.” It also allowed authorities to determine
the programs and projects that the organizations implemented. Enforcement of
the law in March 2015 led to several human rights groups facing difficulties ac-
cessing their bank accounts, as some banks demanded to see the required ap-
provals, even though the government was not issuing such documents.

Abortion Law

Women’s reproductive rights were threatened after parliament approved an
amendment to the abortion law on February 24, making all abortions illegal. As
part of the process of replacing Angola’s 1886 penal code, the government had
proposed a bill that would criminalize abortion, except in cases of rape, or when
the mother’s health is in danger.

However, parliament rejected that proposal and made abortion, without excep-
tions, illegal and punishable by 4-10 years’ imprisonment. Parliament passed
the first reading of the bill without any public consultations, and activists ac-
cused parliamentarians of ignoring their views. The final vote on the draft penal
code, which had been scheduled for March 23, was cancelled and the bill was
withdrawn pending further debate after women marched on the streets support-
ing the right to abortion. At time of writing, a new version of the abortion bill had
not been submitted to parliament.

Abuses by Security Forces

Security forces continued to use excessive force with impunity. Authorities re-
peatedly failed to investigate and prosecute officers who committed abuses. In
March, police beat activists with batons and set dogs on a peaceful protest, in-
juring at least four protesters. Responding to calls for the incident to be investi-
gated, a police spokesman said the use of police dogs was necessary because
the group was causing chaos.

In another incident in April, video footage showed a uniformed police officer in
Luanda beating a protester with a disability until he fell off his wheelchair. The
police then walked away from the scene, as a passersby struggled to lift the
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man. The video also showed officers pulling banners and leaflets from other pro-
testers with physical disabilities who gathered to protest inaccessible infrastruc-
ture and inequality. The police promised to investigate the incident, but at time
of writing had not published the results of the investigations. In June, at least
one person was reported killed, while 10 others were seriously injured when po-
lice fired into crowds of people protesting for the autonomy of the Lunda Chokwe
region, in Lunda Norte province.

Election Violence

Reports emerged of violent incidents ahead of the August 23 general election in-
volving members of the ruling MPLA and the main opposition party, UNITA. In
May, the governor of Benguela set up a commission of inquiry to investigate the
reports of political violence in the province.

On July 31, a senior UNITA official died and six people were injured when uniden-
tified men attacked them in Benguela. UNITA blamed MPLA supporters for the in-
cident. On September 15, during an election celebration, MPLA and UNITA
supporters clashed in the Bocoio region of Benguela Province. According to the
human rights group OMUNGA, several people were injured, houses and shops
were destroyed, and local residents hid in the bush for fear of fighting.

Key International Actors

Angola has formally presented its candidature to the United Nations Human
Rights Council for the 2018-2020 term. As part of the process, on April 19 it
pledged to maintain interaction with civil society to better advocate for the rights
of migrants; adopt a national human rights action plan; and reinforce efforts to
achieve its goals of advancing the democratic process and diversifying the econ-
omy.

Following the August elections, the European Union pledged to support future
electoral processes, including efforts to ensure equal access and equitable cov-
erage of all political parties in the media, and the reform of the electoral legisla-
tion in line with international principles of inclusiveness and transparency.

Both SADC and the AU expressed approval with the generally peaceful elections.
The two bodies advised the authorities to improve equitable coverage and ac-
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cess to public media by all political parties. SADC also urged the government to
improve the electoral framework in line with the Revised SADC Principles and
Guidelines Governing Democratic Elections, for example by assigning voter reg-
istration to the National Electoral Commission. Currently, the voter registration
process is organized by the Ministry of Territorial Administration.
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Argentina

Long-standing human rights problems in Argentina include police abuse, poor
prison conditions, endemic violence against women, restrictions on abortion,
difficulty accessing reproductive services, and obstacles keeping indigenous
people from enjoying the rights that Argentine and international law afford them.

Impunity for the 1994 bombing of the AMIA Jewish center in Buenos Aires,
vaguely defined criminal provisions that undermine free speech, and delays in
appointing permanent judges are serious concerns.

In 2017, Argentina created a federal agency to ensure access to official informa-
tion. Argentina continues to make significant progress protecting leshian, gay, bi-
sexual, and transgender (LGBT) rights and prosecuting officials for abuses
committed during the country’s last military dictatorship (1976-1983), although tri-
als have been delayed.

Confronting Past Abuses

As of November 2017, the Attorney General’s Office reported 2,971 people
charged, 818 convicted, and 99 acquitted of crimes allegedly committed by Ar-
gentina’s last military junta. Of 613 cases alleging crimes against humanity,
judges had issued rulings in 193.

Prosecutions were made possible by a series of actions taken in the early 2000s
by Congress, the Supreme Court, and federal judges annulling amnesty laws and
striking down pardons of former officials implicated in the crimes. As of Septem-
ber 2017, 125 people who were illegally taken from their parents as children dur-
ing the 1976-1983 dictatorship had been located. Many were reunited with their
families.

In May, the Supreme Court issued a controversial ruling on sentencing for crimes
against humanity committed during the last dictatorship. It ruled that Luis
Muina, convicted of torture and kidnappings committed in 1977, could benefit
from a 1994 law—known as the “2x1” Law, which aims to reduce the overuse of
pretrial detention and incentivize speedy trials for people in detention. The court
used provisions of the law to reduce his sentence from 13 to 9 years.
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In July, a criminal court in Mendoza province sentenced four people who served
as judges during the dictatorship to life in prison without possibility of parole for
committing crimes against humanity, including arbitrary arrests, torture, killings,
and enforced disappearances. Twenty-four military, police, and penitentiary
agents were also convicted.

The large number of victims, suspects, and cases make it difficult for prosecu-
tors and judges to bring those responsible to justice while respecting their due
process rights. The Attorney General’s Office reported in October that 533 pretrial
detainees and convicted prisoners were under house arrest, a right that Argen-
tine law provides to people older than 70. In 2016, the government said it would
not appeal judicial rulings granting house arrest to these detainees and con-
victed prisoners.

The fate of Jorge Julio Lépez, a torture victim who disappeared in 2006—a day
before he was due to attend the trial of one of his torturers—remained unknown.

Freedom of Expression

In January 2016, police detained Milagro Sala, a prominent social leader in
Jujuy province, in connection with her participation in street protests. Sala and
others had gathered in the provincial capital to protest a decree the governor
had issued purporting to regulate organizations like Sala’s, which implement
government-funded housing and other welfare programs.

Sala was charged with instigating protesters to commit crimes and with sedition.
Sala was also under investigation for alleged corruption. In July, she was trans-
ferred to house arrest, as mandated by precautionary measures that the Inter-
American Commission of Human Rights (IACHR) had issued in her favor, but was
returned to prison in October for allegedly failing to comply with the conditions
of her home arrest.

In April 2017, the Argentine government committed to reforming the criminal
code to modify and narrow the definition of sedition. However, it had yet to pres-
ent a formal proposal to Congress at time of writing.

Upon taking office, President Mauricio Macri adopted a temporary set of decrees
to regulate media, and created a new agency that reports to the Communications
Ministry to implement the new rules. In July 2016, the government said it was
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drafting a communications law that it claimed would respect free speech. At time
of writing, the law had not been presented to Congress. However, the new, sup-
posedly temporary agency that lacks structural independence from the executive
had already issued rulings regulating media.

In 2016, the Macri administration issued a resolution establishing transparent
criteria to prevent favoritism in government purchases of media advertising. In
August 2017, the president appointed the head of a national agency to ensure
public access to information held by government bodies, implementing a 2016
law approved by Congress. However, some provinces and municipalities still lack
such laws, undermining transparency.

Prison Conditions and Abuse

Overcrowding, ill-treatment by guards, inadequate facilities, and inmate violence
continue in Argentina’s prisons. The National Penitentiary Office, which Con-
gress created in 2003 to supervise federal prisons and protect detainees’ rights,
reported the violent deaths of eight federal prisoners between January and June
2017, although the statistics did not make clear the perpetrators. The office also
documented 300 alleged cases of torture or ill-treatment in federal prisons be-
tween January and May 2017, after 608 cases in 2016.

Police abuse remains a serious problem. Security forces occasionally employ ex-
cessive force against protesters, despite a 2011 commitment by authorities in at
least 19 of Argentina’s 23 provinces to ensure that force is used proportionately.

The Provincial Commission for Memory, an autonomous public body created by
the provincial legislature, reported that in 2016, one person a day either died in
detention—mostly due to preventable causes, in facilities that are often plagued
by poor medical treatment—or after being shot during clashes with police forces
in Buenos Aires province.

On August 1, Santiago Maldonado, a 28-year-old artisan, went missing while vis-
iting a Mapuche indigenous community in Cushamen, in the southern province
of Chubut. On August 14, according to media reports, two members of the Ma-
puche community declared before the judge investigating the case that they saw
the Gendarmerie—a federal security force—take Maldonado away from a demon-
stration. In October, his body was found near a river in the area. The judge inves-
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tigating the case said that initial results of Maldonado’s autopsy revealed he ap-
parently did not have injuries caused by third parties, and some forensic experts
reportedly claimed that his body had spent up to 60 days under the water. At
time of writing, the judge was still investigating the circumstances of his death.

Judicial and Prosecutorial Independence

The delayed appointment of permanent judges by the Council of the Judiciary
has led to temporary appointments of judges who lack security of tenure, which
the Supreme Court ruled in 2015 undermines judicial independence. As of No-
vember 2016, 254 of 979 lower-court judgeships remained vacant.

In 2017, President Macri asked Congress to initiate the process to remove Attor-
ney General Alejandra Gils Carbd, arguing she did not have the “moral authority”
required for the job. Other government officials, however, suggested it would be
possible to oust Gils Carb6 through an executive decree, so circumventing the
legal requirement of a political trial.

Impunity for the AMIA Bombing

Twenty-two years after the 1994 bombing of the Argentine Israelite Mutual Asso-
ciation (AMIA) in Buenos Aires that killed 85 people and injured more than 300,
no one has been convicted of the crime.

The investigation stalled when Iran, which Argentina’s judiciary suspects of or-
dering the attack, refused to allow Argentine investigators to interview Iranian
suspects in Argentina. In 2013, Argentina and Iran signed a memorandum of un-
derstanding (MOU) that allowed an international commission of jurists to review
evidence and question Iranian suspects—but only in Tehran—likely rendering
the interviews inadmissible in an Argentine court. A federal court declared the
MOU unconstitutional: the Macri administration said it would not appeal.

In August 2017, the government said it had asked Interpol to re-issue red no-
tices—a form of international arrest warrant—to detain several Iranians impli-
cated in the attack. In September, Vice-President Gabriela Michetti called on Iran
to collaborate with the investigations during her speech at the United Nations
General Assembly.
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In January 2015, Alberto Nisman, the prosecutor in charge of investigating the
bombing, was found dead in his home with a single gunshot wound to the head
and a pistol beside him matching the wound. His death came just days after he
had filed a criminal complaint accusing then-President Cristina Fernandez de
Kirchner and her foreign affairs minister of conspiring with Iran to undermine the
investigation.

Laterin 2015, a federal court dismissed Nisman’s complaint. However, following
an appeal by a federal prosecutor, in December 2016, the judiciary ordered the
case reopened. In October 2017, a judge requested that Fernandez de Kirchner
provide a statement on the case. As of September 2017, courts had not deter-
mined whether Nisman’s death was suicide or murder. A new Gendarmerie re-
port published that month stated Nisman had been murdered.

In 2015, a court began the trial of several officials—including former President
Carlos Menem, his head of intelligence, and a judge—for their alleged interfer-
ence with the initial investigation into the bombing. The trial continued at time
of writing.

Indigenous Rights

Indigenous people in Argentina face obstacles in accessing justice, land, educa-
tion, health care, and basic services. Argentina has failed to implement existing
laws to protect indigenous peoples’ right to free, prior, and informed consent
when the government adopts decisions that may affect their rights—a right pro-
vided for in international law.

A survey of indigenous lands, required by law, is being conducted, but slowly. In
November 2017, Congress approved a law extending the deadline for completing
the survey to 2021.

Women’s and Girls’ Rights

Abortion is illegal in Argentina, except in cases of rape or when the life of the
woman is at risk. But even in such cases, women and girls are sometimes sub-
ject to criminal prosecution for seeking abortions, and have trouble accessing
reproductive services, such as contraception and voluntary sterilization.

38



HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH

In 2017, “Belen,” a 27-year-old woman from Tucuman province who had been
sentenced to eight years in prison in 2016 for aggravated homicide after suffer-
ing a miscarriage, was acquitted and released.

Despite a 2009 law setting forth comprehensive measures to prevent and punish
violence against women, the unpunished killing of women remains a serious
concern. The National Registry of Femicides, administered by the Supreme Court,
reported 254 femicides—the violent killing of women based on their gender—but
only 22 convictions, in 2016.

In September 2017, Manuel Mansilla was found guilty of murdering his pregnant
girlfriend, 14-year-old Chiara Paez, and sentenced to 21 years in prison. Paez’s
killing sparked a massive movement to protest violence against women in the
country.

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity

In 2010, Argentina became the first Latin American country to legalize same-sex
marriage. The Civil Marriage Law allows same-sex couples to enter civil mar-
riages and affords them the same legal marital protections as opposite-sex cou-
ples, including adoption rights and pension benefits. Since 2010, local groups
report, more than 16,200 same-sex couples have married nationwide.

Key International Actors and Foreign Policy

In May, the UN Working Group on Arbitrary Detention (UNWAD), which had called
for Milagro Sala’s release arguing she had been arbitrarily detained, visited her
in jail. The IACHR did so in June, and later issued precautionary measures re-
questing that Argentine government ensure her safety. In November, the IACHR
sent the case to the Inter-American Court of Human Rights, arguing Argentina
had not complied with the precautionary measures it had issued in her favor.

In August, the UN Committee on Enforced Disappearances requested that Ar-
gentina adopt “an integral and exhaustive strategy” to find Santiago Maldonado.
Days later, the IACHR ordered Argentina to adopt all necessary measures to de-
termine his whereabouts.

In February 2017, the Argentine Supreme Court ruled that an Inter-American
Court’s decision on a specific case, while binding on Argentina, could not re-
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verse or overrule decisions by Argentine courts. The decision was related to a
2011 ruling by the Inter-American Court that established the state had violated
the right to free speech of two journalists who were fined after publishing infor-
mation of public interest.

President Macri has repeatedly and publicly criticized Venezuela’s poor human
rights record and called for the release of its political prisoners. His administration
has allowed Venezuelans to apply for the same permits to stay in Argentina that
are granted to residents of Mercosur member countries, despite Venezuela’s ex-
pulsion from the regional trade bloc. The number of Venezuelans moving legally to
Argentina has more than doubled every year since 2014, reaching 35,600 in May
2017.

In March, Argentina hosted delegations from 8o countries for the second inter-
national Safe Schools conference, taking stock of the implementation of commit-
ments contained in the Safe Schools Declaration to better protect schools from
attacks and military use during armed conflict.
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Armenia

Parliamentary elections, the first since the 2015 constitutional amendments
moving the country from a presidential to a parliamentary system, failed to im-
prove public confidence in the electoral system. The ruling Republican Party
dominated the polls amid reports of irregularities. Authorities failed to bring to
justice officials responsible for excessive use of force against protesters and
journalists, including during largely peaceful protests in Yerevan in July 2016.
The trials of 32 men accused of crimes committed during the violent takeover of
a police station in Yerevan, which prompted the protests, were ongoing at time
of writing. Four defendants have reported ill-treatment in detention.

Human rights defenders faced threats and harassment. Domestic violence per-
sists as a serious problem. The government introduced in parliament a draft law
on violence in the family, but women’s rights groups opposed it, fearing it em-
phasized keeping families together rather than protecting victims. Many children
with disabilities lack quality education and live in institutions separated from
their families.

The government overhauled the onerous system for prescribing and accessing
opioid pain medications. Discrimination against women and people with disabil-
ities, and based on sexual orientation and gender identity, persisted.

Parliamentary and Municipal Elections

International observers, led by the Organization for Security and Co-operation in
Europe (OSCE), concluded that the April parliamentary elections “were well ad-
ministered,” but the polls were “tainted by credible information about vote-buy-
ing, and pressure on civil servants and employees of private companies.” The
ruling party won the May Yerevan municipal elections amid low voter turnout and
reports of vote-buying and voter intimidation.

Harassment of Human Rights Defenders

In April, 30 public school and preschool principals filed lawsuits against the
nongovernmental organization (NGO) Union of Informed Citizens and its director
Daniel loannisyan, for allegedly damaging their honor and dignity. The NGO had
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published audio recordings they claimed showed several principals recruiting
supporters for the ruling party ahead of the parliamentary elections. The princi-
pals dropped the suit in July.

In June, Artur Sakunts, director of Helsinki Citizens’ Assembly Vanadzor Office,
reported death threats from a Facebook user, apparently in response to Sakunts’
Facebook post the same day criticizing the government. The General Prosecu-
tor’s Office opened an investigation 10 days later, but no charges had been
brought at time of writing.

Local rights groups continue to raise concerns about the harassment of, and
spurious criminal embezzlement charges against, Marina Poghosyan, whose or-
ganization, Veles, provides legal support to victims of predatory lenders, includ-
ing some with alleged links to local authorities.

Lack of Accountability for Abuses by Law Enforcement Officials

The government has failed to ensure full accountability for police violence
against largely peaceful protesters and journalists during protests in Yerevan in
July 2016. While some police officers faced disciplinary actions, no officials have
faced criminal charges.

At the same time, authorities aggressively prosecuted protest participants and
leaders. Courts convicted 22 people, sentencing 11 to prison terms of one to
three-and-a-half years. Seven others received conditional sentences, three were
fined, and one received both a conditional sentence and a fine. Most pleaded
guilty, for which they received a speedy trial or a lesser sentence. Charges in-
cluded using violence during mass disorder and interfering with the work of a
journalist. Trials of other protesters and protest organizers were ongoing.

Four men on trial for alleged crimes committed during the July 2016 armed
takeover of a Yerevan police station alleged that police beat them in the court
building in June. Officers removed the men from the courtroom after an argument
broke out between them and police. The men said police beat them in basement
holding cells. Authorities opened an investigation but no criminal charges have
been brought. Some officers alleged to have participated in the beatings re-
mained on duty in the courtroom.
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Attacks on and Harassment of Journalists

The Committee to Protect Freedom of Expression, a media freedom NGO, docu-
mented physical attacks and interference against journalists including during
the parliamentary and municipal elections.

On May 11, four officers entered the home of Arpi Makhsydyan, a journalist with
Civilnet.am, without a warrant, claiming they were searching for a criminal sus-
pect. Makhsudyan refused the search. Police later claimed they wanted only to
question her. Makhsudyan believes police sought to intimidate her for her criti-
cal journalism. She filed a complaint about police conduct, but authorities failed
to effectively investigate.

Palliative Care

In February, the government approved a National Strategy on Palliative Care and
an Action Plan, specifying much needed reforms for delivery of adequate pallia-
tive care to patients with life-threatening illnesses. Authorities registered oral
morphine in March, and in November overhauled onerous and time-consuming
prescription and procurement procedures for accessing it.

Children’s Rights

Thousands of children are placed in residential institutions due to disability or
poverty. Children can face neglect due to overcrowding. The government is trans-
forming some institutions to community centers and supporting family-based
care, but has not included children with disabilities equally. Children with dis-
abilities frequently remain in institutions as adults indefinitely, stripped of their
legal capacity.

Under law, education should be inclusive by 2025, with children with and with-
out disabilities studying together in community schools. Physical barriers and
lack of reasonable accommodations means children with disabilities may not al-
ways receive a quality education in many community schools. Many children
with disabilities remain segregated in special schools or isolated at home with
little or no education.
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Women’s Rights

The Coalition to Stop Violence against Women reported at least four women
killed by their partners or family members in the first half of 2017, and at least 50
killed between 2010 and 2017. The coalition received 5,299 calls about domestic
violence incidents through September 2017. In the same period, police received
602 complaints of various types of violence within the family and investigated
142 instances. Authorities brought criminal charges in 31 cases.

Several coalition activists and lawyers reported pressure and threats for their
work. Despite years of pressure from local women’s rights organizations, Arme-
nia has no law criminalizing domestic violence and has not joined the Council of
Europe’s Istanbul Convention on Prevention and Combating Violence against
Women and Domestic Violence.

In November, the government presented to parliament a draft law on prevention
of violence in the family and protections for victims. Women’s rights organiza-
tions opposed the law after the government introduced last minute changes,
without public discussion, on “restoring harmony in the family,” which they be-
lieve is designed to promote reconciliation and could undermine full protections
for victims.

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) people face harassment, discrim-
ination, and violence. The LGBT rights organization PINK Armenia documented
nine physical attacks based on sexual orientation or gender identity through Au-
gust. Officials opened investigations in several cases, but the law does not in-
clude anti-LGBT bias as an aggravating circumstance. Fear of discrimination and
public disclosure of their sexual orientation prevents many LGBT people from re-
porting crimes.

PINK Armenia Director Mamikon Hovsepyan reported a campaign of homophobic
Facebook posts in May, including calls to attack the office and staff, following
the Yerevan municipality’s controversial removal of LGBT-themed social adver-
tisements.

Days before the annual Golden Apricot International Film Festival in July, the
Union of Cinematographers of Armenia (UCA) denied the festival’s use of the
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main venue. The festival was unable to screen 4o films including two LGBT-
themed films. Although officially the UCA justified the refusal citing the death of
the UCA president more than a month earlier, local activists believe that inclu-
sion of films on LGBT prompted the denial.

Key International Actors

In November, Armenia and the European Union (EU) signed a Comprehensive
and Enhanced Partnership Agreement, aiming to strengthen political dialogue,
increase economic cooperation, and promote reforms, including on human
rights and the rule of law. Following the EU-Armenia Human Rights Dialogue in
May, the EU called for adoption of laws against domestic violence and discrimi-
nation, and for effective investigation and prosecution of crimes committed by
law enforcement.

Also in March, Armenia endorsed the Safe Schools Declaration, committing to do
more to protect students, teachers, and schools during times of armed conflict,
including through implementation and use of the Guidelines for Protecting
Schools and Universities from Military Use during Armed Conflict.

In a statement following his September visit, the United Nations special rappor-
teur on the right to health, Dainius Piras, said that Armenia’s approach to drug
control “remains punitive and restrictive undermining the right to health of peo-
ple who use drugs and of those in need of palliative care.”

Following its March review, the UN Committee on the Rights of Persons with Dis-
abilities commended the government’s commitment to inclusive education by
2025 and other steps, but raised concerns about lack of accessibility; discrimi-
nation; institutionalization of children with disabilities; neglect, inhuman treat-
ment, and deprivation of liberty of persons with disabilities in institutions;
deprivation of legal capacity; inadequate support for living independently in
communities; and barriers to accessing inclusive education.

The UN Committee against Torture’s January concluding observations noted
some improvements, but criticized excessive use of pretrial detention; lack of ef-
fective investigations into ill-treatment allegations; excessive use of force by po-
lice; violations of detainees’ rights; attacks on journalists; domestic violence;
and abuse of children in institutions.

46



HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH

In its November 2016 concluding observations, the UN Committee on the Elimi-
nation of All Forms of Discrimination against Women acknowledged some leg-
islative and policy improvements, but noted the lack of comprehensive
legislation on anti-discrimination and on preventing and prohibiting gender-
based violence; persistence of gender-based violence and underreporting of
crimes; and inadequate access to contraception and healthcare, among other
concerns.
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Australia

Despite a strong tradition of protecting civil and political rights, Australia has se-
rious unresolved human rights problems. Undeterred by repeated calls by the
United Nations to end offshore processing, Australia continued in 2017 to hold
asylum seekers who arrived by boat on Manus Island in Papua New Guinea and
on the island nation of Nauru, where conditions are abysmal.

Indigenous Australians are overrepresented in the criminal justice system. Half
the prison population has a disability, and inmates face violence, neglect, and
extended periods of isolation. Abuses in juvenile detention centers and over-
broad counterterrorism laws persist.

In October, United Nations member countries elected Australia to the UN Human
Rights Council (UNHRC) for a three-year period for the first time.

Asylum Seekers and Refugees

At time of writing, there were around 840 refugee and asylum seeker men in
Papua New Guinea and 1,100 men, women, and children on Nauru, transferred
by Australia. They are from countries including Afghanistan, Burma, Iran, Pak-
istan, Somalia, and Sudan, and most have been there for more than four years.
Many suffer from mental health conditions, exacerbated by years of detention
and uncertainty about their futures. At least nine refugees and asylum seekers
have died on Manus and Nauru—three due to suspected suicide—since Australia
introduced the offshore processing policy in 2013.

In September, the US accepted 54 refugees from Manus and Nauru, through a re-
settlement arrangement with Australia. Nauru and Papua New Guinea do not
offer refugees meaningful opportunities for local integration or adequate and
safe long-term settlement options.

These refugees and asylum seekers regularly endure violence, threats, and ha-
rassment from residents, with little protection from local authorities. Since June,
refugees and asylum seekers on Manus have faced increased violent attacks and
robberies by local men, with no police action. They endure unnecessary delays
in, and at times denial of, medical care, even for life threatening conditions. Aus-
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tralian and Nauru authorities have ignored doctors’ recommendations by block-
ing transfers to Australia for nearly 50 refugees and asylum seekers on Nauru.

Self-harm and suicide attempts are frequent. Two refugees with histories of men-
tal health conditions reportedly committed suicide on Manus in separate inci-
dents in 2017.

On October 31, the Australian and PNG governments closed the Manus Island re-
gional processing center, ostensibly to implement a 2016 PNG Supreme Court
ruling that detaining men at the main center was unconstitutional. Food, water,
and power were stopped and refugees and asylum seekers urged to move to
other less secure facilities in the main town.

For three weeks, hundreds of refugees and asylum seekers refused for to leave
the closed facility, terrified by escalating violence against them in the main town
and frustrated by the lack of a long-term solution to their predicament. Australia
will pay PNG A$250 million (US$192 million) for the next 12 months of opera-
tions to provide services to about 840 refugees and asylum seekers.

In September, the Australian government settled a class action lawsuit agreeing
to pay A$70 million (US$56 million) to men detained on Manus Island.

Reacting to a High Court challenge, in August the government introduced amend-
ments to the Border Force Act to reduce the threat of criminal charges against
service providers who speak out about abuse or neglect in offshore processing
centers.

Indigenous Rights

In May, over 250 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders from 13 regions met and
issued the “Uluru Statement from the Heart,” which urged constitutional re-
forms, including the establishment of a First Nations voice in the constitution
and a truth and justice commission. In October, Australia’s government formally
rejected the key recommendation of the Referendum Council to establish an In-
digenous advisory body to parliament.

Indigenous Australians are significantly overrepresented in the criminal justice
system, often for minor offenses like unpaid fines. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Is-
landers are 13 times more likely to be imprisoned than the rest of the Australian
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population. Aboriginal women are the fastest growing prisoner demographic in
Australia.

In December 2016, the Western Australian state coroner found that the 2014
death in custody of a 22-year-old Aboriginal woman, Ms. Dhu, was preventable,
and made a number of recommendations, including that Western Australia end
imprisonment for unpaid fines. At time of writing, Western Australia had yet to
implement the recommendation.

Children’s Rights

State inquiries have documented significant abuses against children in the crim-
inal justice system. Incarceration disproportionately affects indigenous children,
with a juvenile detention rate about 25 times the rate of non-indigenous youth.

In May, the Victorian Supreme Court ruled for the third time that detaining chil-
dren at Barwon adult prison was unlawful. The government moved children to
the maximum security prison following riot damage to a youth justice centerin
2016, and decided to reclassify a section of the prison as a “youth justice facil-
ity” just days after the Supreme Court ruled against this move. Some of the de-
tained children were as young as 15, and authorities isolated and handcuffed
them for extensive periods.

In July, the Western Australia inspector of custodial services found a substantial
increase in “critical incidents and self-harm” in a juvenile detention center. In
November, the Royal Commission into the Protection and Detention of Children
in the Northern Territory concluded that the territory’s youth detention centers
are “not fit foraccommodating, let alone rehabilitating” the children they lock
up, and called for their closure. The report recommended that the Northern Terri-
tory raise the minimum age of criminal responsibility from 10 to 12 years, and
that children below the age of 14 should only be detained for the most serious
offenses.

Terrorism and Counterterrorism

Since 2014, the Australian government has introduced several draconian coun-
terterrorism laws in response to the threat of “home-grown terrorism.” Support
for tough measures increased following a June siege in Brighton, in which a gun-
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man who pledged allegiance to the extremist group Islamic State (ISIS) and Al-
Qaeda killed a man and injured three police officers.

In July, Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull proposed new legislation that would
force tech companies to provide “appropriate assistance” to intelligence and
law enforcement agencies to access encrypted communications, which risks un-
dermining cybersecurity for all users. In December 2016, the government passed
legislation that allows a judge to authorize detention for offenders who have
served terrorism-related sentences but who pose an “unacceptable risk” of com-
mitting a serious offense if released.

In October, Australian authorities unveiled a proposal that would allow terrorism
suspects as young as 10 to be held for up to two weeks without charge.

Disability Rights

Over half the prison population has a physical, sensory, psychosocial (mental
health), or intellectual disability.

Human Rights Watch research in 14 prisons across Western Australia and
Queensland found that prisoners with disabilities experience bullying, harass-
ment, physical, and sexual violence from fellow prisoners and staff. Due to a lack
of staff sensitivity and training, prisoners with disabilities are frequently pun-
ished for behavior resulting from their disability and end up disproportionately
represented in punishment units.

In 2016, the UN Committee on the Rights of People with Disabilities reviewed a
communication against Australia concerning Marlon Noble who was incarcerated
for more than 10 years in a Western Australian Prison and declared unfit to stand
trial. The committee found that Noble could not exercise his right to due process
and was deprived of liberty without trial. It recommended an effective remedy
and to revoke the conditions attached to his release. The Western Australian
government acknowledged significant failures in the way Noble’s case was han-
dled, and released its review of the Mentally Impaired Defendants Act in April
2016. At time of writing, no reforms had been enacted.
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Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity

In 2017, the Turnbull government held a non-binding postal survey on same-sex
marriage. In November, Australians voted overwhelmingly in favor of marriage
equality, and parliament passed a marriage equality law in December.

Violence against Women

In February, UN Special Rapporteur on Violence Against Women Dubravka Si-
monovic¢ visited Australia. She expressed concern over inadequate policies to
protect Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women, and the plight of asylum
seekers and refugee women transferred from Nauru to Australia for medical
treatment, including women who were raped.

The Australian Human Rights Commission released a report on sexual assault at
Australian universities in August, finding 21 percent of students were sexually
harassed in a university setting in 2016.

Forced Labor

In August, Australia’s justice minister proposed legal reforms to require the
biggest companies in the country to report on practices to prevent forced labor in
their supply chains. At time of writing, the government was consulting stake-
holders on the proposal, which lacks meaningful due diligence requirements or
penalties for noncompliance.

Foreign Policy

Australia acted inconsistently and rarely showed leadership at the UN on human
rights issues relating to particular countries. During the year Australia rarely
raised human rights issues publicly in countries it works closely with on border
security or trade, such as China, Cambodia, and Vietnam, preferring to engage in
“quiet diplomacy.”

In October, Australia deepened diplomatic ties with Cambodia while ignoring its
sharp crackdown on civil and political rights. In November, it upgraded diplo-
matic relations with Vietnam despite its escalating crackdown on freedom of ex-
pression.
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In October, Australia was elected to the UNHRC. The government said it would
prioritize gender equality, freedom of expression, indigenous rights, good gover-
nance, and national human rights institutions, and that it would advocate for
global abolition of the death penalty.

Australia has shown little transparency as a member of the US-led coalition con-
ducting airstrikes against ISIS. In May, the Defense Department began releasing
reports on strikes by the Australian air force, but more detailed reporting on civil-
ian casualties in Iraq and Syria is needed. Australia has approved military ex-
ports to Saudi Arabia, despite concerns about alleged war crimes by the
Saudi-led coalition in Yemen. Australia has not released information on the
types or quantities of equipment sold.

Key International Actors

In 2017, the UN special rapporteur on the human rights of migrants; the Commit-
tee on Economic, Cultural and Social Rights; and the High Commissioner for
Refugees urged the Australian government to end offshore processing of asylum
seekers.

Following his visit to Australia in December 2016, UN Special Rapporteur on
Racism Mutuma Ruteere raised concerns that “xenophobic hate speech, includ-
ing by elected politicians” was on the rise in Australia. The UN Special Rappor-
teur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples Victoria Tauli-Corpuz said the “routine
detention of young Indigenous children” was the “most distressing aspect” of
her visit to Australia.

In February, the government announced it will ratify the Optional Protocol to the
Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or
Punishment (OPCAT) by the end of 2017. Under OPCAT, independent inspecting
bodies would monitor Australia’s prisons, and juvenile and immigration deten-
tion facilities.

In November, the UN Human Rights Committee expressed strong concern for
Australia’s human rights record in key areas, including refugees, indigenous
rights, lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) rights, and certain coun-
terterrorism measures. The committee urged Australia to end its offshore deten-
tion arrangements, and condemned the same-sex marriage postal survey as “not
an acceptable decision-making method.”
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Azerbaijan

The government intensified its crackdown against critics in 2017. Courts sen-
tenced at least 25 journalists and political and youth activists to long prison
terms in politically motivated, unfair trials. Dozens more were detained or are
under criminal investigation, face harassment and travel bans, or have fled. Dra-
conian laws and regulations impede independent groups’ work and ability to se-
cure funding. Torture and ill-treatment in custody persist. In a violent campaign,
police arrested and ill-treated dozens of gay men and transgender women.

Following years of scrutiny and several warnings, the Extractive Industries Trans-
parency Initiative (EITI), an international coalition promoting better governance
in resource-rich countries, suspended Azerbaijan for failing to ease restrictions
on civil society groups.

Prosecuting Government Critics

Authorities continued to use various criminal and administrative charges to stifle
critics.

In January, courts sentenced 18 people, including prominent religious scholar
Taleh Bagirzade, to long prison sentences following a trial marred by allegations
of torture and ill-treatment. Authorities arrested the men in November 2015, dur-
ing a raid in Nardaran, a Baku suburb known for its Shia religious conservatism
and criticism of government policies. Charges included murder, terrorism, incit-
ing religious hatred, organizing mass unrest, and illegal possession of weapons.

Also in January, a Baku court convicted youth activist Elgiz Gahraman, 31, to five-
and-a-half years in prison on bogus drug-related charges. After his August 2016
arrest, police did not inform Gahraman’s relatives of his whereabouts and de-
nied him access to his lawyer for days. During the trial, Gahraman alleged police
beat and threatened him with sexual assault to force him to confess to drug pos-
session. Authorities failed to effectively investigate the allegations.

Three members of the opposition Azerbaijan Popular Front Party (APFP) were
convicted during the year and at least nine were in prison on politically moti-
vated charges. In July, a court convicted Faig Amirli, an APFP member and finan-
cial director of the now-closed pro-opposition Azadlig newspaper, on bogus
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charges of inciting religious hatred and tax-evasion. He received a suspended
sentence. Fuad Ahmadli, a senior APFP member and social media activist, was
sentenced in June to four years in prison on spurious charges of misusing per-
sonal data. In January 2017, a Baku court convicted senior APFP member Fuad
Gahramanli to 10 years’ imprisonment for inciting religious and ethnic hatred; he
posted criticisms of the government on Facebook.

In May, authorities arrested APFP Deputy Chair Gozel Bayramli at the border with
Georgia and charged her with smuggling. She remained in pretrial custody at
time of writing.

Dozens of journalists and activists convicted in politically motivated trials re-
mained in prison. Among them was Ilgar Mammadov, leader of the pro-democ-
racy opposition movement Republican Alternative (REAL), imprisoned since
February 2013. He remained in prison despite a 2014 European Court of Human
Rights (ECtHR) judgment finding his imprisonment to be illegal, and repeated de-
mands by the Council of Europe to release him. In November, in a separate case,
the ECtHR found that Mammadov’s right to a fair trial had been violated. Others
behind bars include journalists Seymur Hazi and Nijat Aliyev; youth activists
Ilkin Rustemzadeh, Bayram Mammadov, and Murad Adilov; and opposition
politicians Mammad Ibrahim and Asif Yusifli.

None of the convictions of activists and journalists released in the last two years
were quashed and some face travel restrictions, including award-winning inves-
tigative journalist Khadija Ismayilova and human rights lawyer Intigam Aliyev.

Authorities harassed relatives of activists living in exile. In February, police de-
tained 12 relatives, including the two-year-old niece of Ordukhan Teymurkhan, a
video blogger and social media activist living in the Netherlands. Teymurkhan
recorded and published a call from a Baku police officer who blamed him for his
relatives’ detention. The next day the authorities released all of them except for
Teymurkhan’s older brother and adult nephew, who were sentenced to 30 days’
detention for allegedly disobeying police orders.

In June, Vidadi Isganderli, a government critic living in Georgia, reported that five
of his relatives were pressured to quit their jobs, apparently in retaliation for his
activism.
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In October, parliament adopted amendments banning lawyers without Bar mem-
bership from representing clients, likely to further limit the number of lawyers
willing to take on politically sensitive cases. Observers have criticized the Azer-
baijani Bar for lack of independence and its arbitrary powers to deny admissions
of new members.

Freedom of Media

Authorities continued to use bogus tax-related and other criminal charges to jail
critical journalists and bloggers. At least 10 remained in prison. In March, a court
sentenced Mehman Huseynov, a prominent journalist and blogger, to two years
in prison for allegedly defaming the staff of a police station. Huseynov had publi-
cized how several police officers arbitrarily detained and beat him in January.

A court sentenced Afgan Sadigov, the founder and editor-in-chief of AzelTV news
website operating in a southern Azerbaijani region, to two-and-a-half years in
prison in January on spurious hooliganism charges. Sadigov often reported on
allegations of embezzlement of social benefits by local authorities.

In May, unidentified people abducted journalist and political activist Afgan
Mukhtarli, in Georgia’s capital, Thilisi, and illegally brought him to Azerbaijan.
Azerbaijani authorities then charged Mukhtarli with unlawful border crossing,
smuggling, and resisting a representative of authority. Mukhtarli had lived in
exile since 2015 out of fears for his security. He remained in custody in Baku at
time of writing.

Also in May, police arrested Aziz Orujov, director of the Kanal13 online television
channel, and sentenced him to 30 days’ detention for allegedly resisting police.
During his detention, authorities brought criminal tax-related charges against
him. At time of writing Orujov remained in pretrial custody.

Authorities arrested Mehman Aliyev, director of Turan News Agency, the coun-
try’s one independent news agency, in August on spurious criminal charges, but
dropped the case in November.

In May, the government permanently blocked prominent independent and oppo-
sition media outlets’ websites, including Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty’s Azer-
baijani Service, the opposition newspaper Azadlig, and Berlin-based Meydan TV,
claiming national security threats. Parliament passed laws tightening control
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over online media in March, and in June increased the maximum punishment for
“insulting the honor and dignity of the president” to five years’ imprisonment.

Freedom of Association

Azerbaijan maintains highly restrictive and punitive regulations on nongovern-
mental organizations (NGOs), making it almost impossible for independent
groups to fund and carry out their work. In January, under pressure from EITI, the
Cabinet of Ministers adopted changes to certain regulations on international
donor funding and grant agreement registration. The revisions did not eliminate
the authorities’ discretion to arbitrarily deny grant registration or the entrenched
legal barriers to NGOs’ operations.

Authorities continued to freeze the bank accounts of at least a dozen NGOs
working on human rights and government accountability; the groups suspended
their work or operated in exile. Some local groups involved in EITl gained access
to their previously blocked accounts. Several NGO leaders continued to face
travel bans, harassment, and interrogations.

Ill-Treatment in Detention

Torture and other ill-treatment continued with impunity. At the January trial of
those arrested in November 2015 in Nardaran, 17 men made credible allegations
of ill-treatment in detention to coerce confessions and testimony against others.
The men alleged that officers at the Interior Ministry Organized Crime Unit head-
quarters placed sacks on their heads, handcuffed them, and beat them with
truncheons, including on their genitals and the soles of their feet. Some also
said that officials used electric shocks on them and threatened to rape their
wives or sisters. The men also alleged that police beat and kicked them in a po-
lice van upon detention. Authorities failed to effectively investigate the allega-
tions.

In early January, several plainclothes officers attacked journalist Mehman
Huseynov in downtown Baku. They bound his eyes and mouth, forced a bag over
his head, used an electroshock weapon on his groin, and punched him before
detaining him. The next day, a court found Huseynov guilty of disobeying police
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orders and fined him. After Huseynov publicized the abuse, a court convicted
him to two years’ imprisonment for defamation.

In an open letter posted on social media by his lawyer, activist Giyas Ibrahimov,
serving a 10-year prison sentence since May 2016 for political graffiti, alleged
guards chained his hands behind his back, beat and swore at him, and arbitrar-
ily placed him in solitary confinement for 15 days in June. Authorities failed to
conduct an effective investigation.

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity

In September, authorities detained dozens of people presumed to be gay or bi-
sexual, as well as transgender women, on dubious disobedience charges. Police
ill-treated many to coerce bribes and information about other gay men. Following
unfair trials, they were either sentenced for up to 30 days’ detention or released
after they paid a fine. Authorities failed to investigate the allegations of torture
and ill-treatment made by many of them during the appeal hearings.

Key International Actors

The United States, European Union, and Azerbaijan’s other bilateral and interna-
tional partners continued to criticize the government’s targeting of critics, but
failed to effectively leverage their relationships with the government to secure
meaningful rights improvements.

President Ilham Aliyev visited Brussels in February to inaugurate talks on a new
EU-Azerbaijan partnership agreement to enhance political and economic ties.
The EU failed to condition negotiations on the release of unjustly imprisoned
journalists and activists, and an end to restrictions on NGOs.

AJune European Parliament resolution condemned the abduction of Afgan
Mukhtarli and urged Azerbaijan’s authorities to release him and others detained
on politically motivated charges.

In March, the EITl suspended Azerbaijan’s membership for failing to comply with
the group’s civil society requirements. The government responded by withdraw-
ing. While international financial institutions, like the World Bank, pledged sup-
port for EITI, they continued to fund extractives projects despite the
government’s failure to implement reforms required by EITI.
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In June, the US expressed concern about the abduction and arrest of Afgan
Mukhtarli as well as the arrest of APFP Deputy Chair Gozal Bayramli, and called
on the government to release “all those incarcerated for exercising their funda-
mental freedoms.”

In October, the Council of Europe’s Committee of Ministers took the unprece-
dented decision to trigger infringement proceedings against Azerbaijan for fail-
ure to implement the European Court judgement on llgar Mammadov.

Also in October, the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe adopted
two strongly worded resolutions, urging Azerbaijan to cease its unrelenting
crackdown against critics.

In June, the Open Government Partnership, a voluntary initiative promoting gov-
ernment transparency and accountability, extended Azerbaijan’s inactive status
due to “unresolved constraints on the operating environment for NGOs.”
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Bahrain

Bahrain’s human rights situation continued to worsen in 2017. Authorities shut
down the country’s only independent newspaper and the leading secular-left op-
position political society. The country’s preeminent human rights defender re-
mained in prison on speech charges. The government, ending a de facto
moratorium on use of the death penalty, executed three people in January fol-
lowing unfair trials, despite their alleging that they had been tortured and their
confessions coerced.

The government reversed two of the few substantive recommendations of the
Bahrain Independent Commission of Inquiry (BICI) that it had previously imple-
mented. In January, authorities restored arrest and investigation powers to the
National Security Agency, despite its record of torture and abuse, and in April,
King Hamad bin Isa Al Khalifa signed legislation authorizing trial of civilians be-
fore military courts.

Bahrain continued to deny access to special procedures of the Office of the UN
High Commissioner for Human Rights, including the special rapporteur for tor-
ture. Authorities prevented dozens of rights advocates from traveling to Geneva
ahead of Bahrain’s third Universal Periodic Review (UPR) in May and the regular
UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC) session in September.

Freedom of Expression, Association, and Peaceful Assembly

On July 10, a court sentenced Nabeel Rajab, head of the Bahrain Center for
Human Rights, to two years for “disseminating false news, statements and ru-
mors ... that would undermine [Bahrain’s] prestige and status,” in relation to
media interviews he gave in 2015. He faced 15 years in prison in a separate case
for “insulting public authorities [the Interior Ministry],” “insulting a foreign coun-
try [Saudi Arabia],” and “spreading false rumors in time of war,” in connection
with tweets criticizing alleged torture and Bahrain’s participation in the Saudi

Arabi-led military operations in Yemen.

On June 4, the Information Affairs Ministry ordered the suspension of Al Wasat,
Bahrain’s only independent newspaper, ostensibly for a column about unrest in
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the Hoceima region of Morocco. On June 24, the newspaper’s board told employ-
ees that the suspension forced the termination of their contracts.

On May 31, the High Civil Court, acting on the request of the government, dis-
solved the secular-left National Democratic Action Society (Wa’ad). The govern-
ment charged Wa’ad with “incitement of acts of terrorism and promoting violent
and forceful overthrow of the political regime,” because the group condemned
the January execution of three men on terrorism charges, calling them “martyrs,”
and for expressing solidarity with “a banned organization,” referring to Al-
Wefaq, the country’s largest opposition society, which authorities had similarly
dissolved in July 2016.

On June 6, Bahraini authorities declared that it would be a crime punishable by
up to five years in prison to express “sympathy” with Qatar or criticize Bahrain’s
decision to break relations with that country and, together with Saudi Arabia, the
United Arab Emirates, and Egypt, impose economic and movement restrictions.

In late April and again in late September, authorities summoned more than 20
rights activists, lawyers, and political opposition figures for questioning on
charges of taking part in illegal gatherings. This restriction effectively placed
these individuals under a travel ban, ensured that they could not go to Geneva
for meetings in connection with Bahrain’s third UPR at the UNHRC, which started
on May 1, and the regular session of the Human Rights Council in September.

According to the London-based Bahrain Institute for Rights and Democracy
(BIRD), as of late October authorities had stripped 105 persons of Bahraini citi-
zenship, bringing the total since 2012 to 455.

Security Forces

The government on January 5 restored arrest and detention authority to the Na-
tional Security Agency (NSA), an intelligence agency. The decision reversed one
of the few significant security sector reforms authorities had taken in line with a
recommendation of the BICI, which had concluded that the NSA “followed a sys-
tematic practice of physical and psychological mistreatment, which in many
cases amounted to torture.”

King Hamad in April ratified a constitutional amendment giving military courts
jurisdiction over civilians. The last time Bahraini military courts prosecuted civil-
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ians was in the aftermath of large anti-government protests in 2011, when they
convicted some 300 people of political crimes. The explanatory note accompany-
ing the February vote in the Council of Representatives approving the amend-
ment said that it was needed to “make the military justice system flexible and
speedy in investigating and sentencing.”

On May 23, security forces appeared to have used excessive deadly force in a
raid on a sit-in protest in the village of Diraz that left five demonstrators killed
and dozens wounded. The sit-in had been in place since June 2016 outside the
home of Sheikh Isa Qassim, widely regarded as the spiritual leader of the Al-
Wefaq opposition group, after authorities had revoked his citizenship. The gov-
ernment said the objective was to “apprehend terrorists operating in the area
and clear illegal roadblocks and obstructions.”

Sayed Alawi, an employee of the state telecommunications company Batelco,
was subjected to enforced disappearance when authorities arrested him on Oc-
tober 24, 2016. For several weeks, family members went from one security office
to another, following instructions from officials, but was never able to make con-
tact with him except for three brief phone calls about six weeks apart between
late November 2016 and late February 2017, and a fourth call of about one
minute on July 27.

The family submitted numerous complaints to the Interior Ministry’s Ombuds-
man Office and Special Investigations Unit, and the Office of the Pubic Prosecu-
tor. On September 11, the Ombudsman Office responded to an inquiry about the
state of its investigation, saying that Allawi “had been transferred to be under
the responsibility of another authority which is out of the Ombudsman’s remit.”
On October 22, the official news agency announced that Allawi along with three
others was in military custody and would face trial before a military court on ter-
rorism-related charges.

Death Penalty

On January 15, Bahrain ended a de facto moratorium since 2010 on executions
when authorities carried out death sentences against Sami Mushaima, 42, Ali al-
Singace, 21, and Abbas al-Sameea, 27. The men alleged they had been tortured
and that their lawyers did not have access to all their hearings and could not
cross-examine prosecution witnesses.
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Mohamed Ramadan and Husain Ali Moosa remained on death row following a
decision of the First Supreme Criminal High Appellate court in May 2015 uphold-
ing their death sentences for killing a policeman, despite their claims that their
confessions had been coerced. On June 6, the Fourth Higher Criminal Court sen-
tenced to death Sayed Ahmed al-Abbar, 21, and Husain Ali Mohamed, 20, in con-
nection with an attack on a military patrol vehicle and the reported death of a
security officer.

Human Rights Defenders

Conditions of Nabeel Rajab’s ongoing detention appeared at times to amount to
arbitrary punishment. Authorities repeatedly denied him bail or release follow-
ing his re-arrest in June 2016 on speech charges, although he posed no risk to
himself or others, or risk of flight. He was kept in solitary confinement for signifi-
cant periods of time. This denial of liberty also came despite medical conditions
that required his prolonged hospitalization and repeated postponements of
hearings. Rajab’s family said that on one occasion authorities returned him to
his jail cell two days after an operation, contrary to medical advice. On Novem-
ber 22, the High Criminal Court in Manama upheld a two-year prison sentence
against Rajab, in relation to TV interviews from 2015 and 2016, accusing him of
“disseminating false news, statements and rumors about the internal situation
in the kingdom that would undermine its prestige and status.”

Authorities at Bahrain International Airport interrogated human rights activist
Ebtisam al-Sayegh in March, after she returned from meetings in conjunction
with the UNHRC in Geneva. In May, following another interrogation, she alleged
that NSA officers had subjected her to physical, verbal, and sexual abuse.
Shortly before midnight on July 3 armed and masked men in civilian cars raided
her home and arrested her again. Authorities charged al-Sayegh on July 18 with
supporting terrorist activities, under the country’s anti-terrorism law. According
to Dublin-based Front Line Defenders, inmates at the Isa Town Women’s Prison
reported seeing her there with evident injuries, including a neck brace. Al-
Sayegh was provisionally released from detention on October 22 but authorities
made no announcement about the status of the charges against her.

On October 30, a criminal court in Manama sentenced three relatives of human
rights defender Sayed al-Wadaei to three years in prison on dubious terrorism-
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related charges, despite due process violations and allegations of ill-treatment
and coerced confessions. Targeting family members to silence activists amounts
to collective punishment.

Women’s Rights, Gender Identity, and Sexual Orientation

Law 19/2009 regulates personal status matters only in Sunni religious courts, so
that Shia women are not covered by a codified personal status law. Both Sunni
and Shia women face discrimination in the right to divorce and other matters.

Adultery and sexual relations outside marriage are criminalized. No law pro-
hibits discrimination on the grounds of gender, gender identity, or sexual orien-
tation.

Key International Actors

Bahrain continued to participate in the Saudi Arabia-led coalition military opera-
tions in Yemen.

US President Donald Trump, in a May meeting, told King Hamad that “there won’t
be any strain [in relations] with this administration.” On September 8, the State
Department announced it had approved a $2.78 billion sale of F-16V aircraft and
other military equipment, a sale previously held up for unspecified human rights
concerns. On August 15, in remarks on the release of the 2016 International Reli-
gious Freedom Report, Secretary of State Tillerson said, “Bahrain must stop dis-
criminating against the Shia communities.”

On July 10, the State Department criticized the sentencing of Nabeel Rajab and
called for his release. The European Union, Germany, and Norway also criticized
Rajab’s sentencing; the United Kingdom failed to do so.

UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein, in his Septem-
ber 11 address to the 36th session of the Human Rights Council, decried the “ar-
rests, intimidation, travel bans and closure order, with increasing reports of
torture” in Bahrain, saying that “democratic space in the country has essentially
been shut down” and “no public relations campaign can paper over the viola-
tions being inflicted on the people of Bahrain.” The UN Committee against Tor-
ture, in its observations on Bahrain’s second and third periodic reports,
expressed concern over “numerous and consistent allegations of widespread
torture” and “the climate of impunity which seems to prevail.”
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Bangladesh

Beginning in late August, Bangladesh received a massive influx of over 630,000
Rohingya refugees escaping a campaign of ethnic cleansing by the Burmese mili-
tary after a militant attack in Rakhine State, Burma. Bangladesh sought urgent
international humanitarian assistance to provide for the refugees.

Authorities failed to hold security forces responsible for serious human rights vi-
olations including secret detentions, enforced disappearances, torture, and ex-
trajudicial killings.

Bangladesh took a massive step backward on women’s and girls’ rights in 2017,
passing legislation in February permitting girls under 18 years old to marry under
“special circumstances,” eliminating the minimum age for marriages in this ex-
ception.

In response to protests in December 2016 by garment workers seeking higher
wages, factory owners dismissed over 1,500 workers and authorities arrested 38
union leaders and workers on unsubstantiated criminal charges.

Refugees

After an August 25 attack by the Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army on police posts
in northern Rakhine State, the Burmese military began a catastrophic and sys-
tematic campaign of ethnic cleansing, carrying out armed attacks on Rohingya
Muslim villagers, raping and sexually assaulting women and girls, and torching
entire villages.

The over 630,000 Rohingya refugees created an unprecedented strain on
Bangladesh’s already meager resources. Humanitarian workers have struggled
to meet needs in sprawling informal and formal refugee camps.

Bangladesh called for international pressure to ensure the swift return of
refugees to their homes in Burma. In November, Burma and Bangladesh an-
nounced an agreement to repatriate the Rohingya refugees. However, at time of
writing, serious concerns remained about the proposed repatriation process, in-
cluding when and where the refugees would be resettled, if returns would be vol-
untary, the documentation required, freedom of movement, and the state of
“temporary camps” called for as part of the resettlement process.
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Security Force Abuse and Impunity

Bangladesh security forces—particularly the Detective Branch of the police,
Bangladesh Border Guards (BGB), the Directorate General Forces Inspectorate
(DGFI), and the Rapid Action Battalion (RAB)—have a long history of enjoying im-
punity for serious violations including arbitrary arrests, torture, enforced disap-
pearances, and extrajudicial killings, a pattern that did not abate in 2017.

Law enforcement authorities continued to arrest opposition activists and mili-
tant suspects, holding them in secret detention for long periods before produc-
ing some in court. Several others, according to security forces, were killed in
“gunfights,” leading to concerns over extrajudicial killings. At time of writing,
scores remained victims of enforced disappearances.

Freedom of Expression and Attacks on Civil Society

Civil society groups faced pressure from both state and non-state actors, includ-
ing death threats and attacks from extremist groups, and escalating harassment
and surveillance by security forces. In June 2017, Islamist leaders threatened to
“break every bone” of Sultana Kamal, a prominent Bangladeshi lawyer and
rights activist, after she publicly opposed their campaign to dismantle a statue
of Lady Justice outside the Supreme Court on the grounds that it constituted
“idolatry,” violating Islamic tenets.

Freedom of expression was severely limited as authorities used overly broad
laws to stifle dissent or perceived criticism. The government continued to use
Section 57 of the Information and Communications Technology Act (ICT Act) to
punish critics. The draft Digital Securities Act, designed to replace section 57,
proposed even harsher penalties for vaguely defined crimes under national se-
curity, defamation, and “hurting religious feelings.”

In 2017, there were at least 30 assaults on journalists, including the February
murder of Abdul Hakim Shimul, a reporter for the daily Samakal newspaper,
while he covered political unrest in Shahjadpur. In August, the journalist Abdul
Latif Morol was arrested for satirical reporting of the death of a goat on Face-
book. In early September, police detained two Burmese journalists reporting on
the Rohingya crisis and held them for a week before releasing them on bail. After
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significant international pressure, authorities dropped the charges on October
17 and allowed the two to return home.

The Foreign Donation (Voluntary Activities) Regulation Act to control nongovern-
mental organizations (NGOs) further hindered freedoms of expression and asso-
ciation. The Distortion of the History of Bangladesh Liberation War Crimes Act
provides forimprisonment and fines if details of the 1971 war of independence
are debated or disputed.

Minorities

Sporadic attacks and threats against religious minorities continued in 2017. In
mid-November, a mob of nearly 20,000 looted and burned down over 30 homes
in the majority-Hindu Thakurpara village in Rangpur Sadar, in response to rumors
that a villager had published a Facebook post defaming the Prophet Muhammad.

Indigenous groups in the Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT) have for decades faced dis-
crimination, forced displacement, assaults, evictions, and destruction of prop-
erty by both Bangladeshi security forces and Bengali settlers from the mainland.
In June, Bengali rioters burned 100 indigenous homes in Longadu, reportedly
while army and police looked on.

Environment

Bangladesh again failed to address its decades-long problem of arsenic in drink-
ing water, with the World Health Organization estimating that 40 million people
in the country are affected by arsenic poisoning. In February, three United Na-
tions special rapporteurs published a joint letter raising their concerns which
they had sent to the government the previous year, and to which the government
had not responded.

In 2017, the government finally began to relocate about a third of the approxi-
mately 300 tanneries out of Hazaribagh, a residential area of Dhaka, to a dedi-
cated industrial zone in Savar just outside the capital. The tanneries produce
environmentally hazardous waste containing chemicals such as sulfur, ammo-
nium, and chromium. However, many continue to operate in Hazaribagh, in con-
travention of multiple High Court orders, most recently in March. In November,
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the government announced that the move to Savar had been delayed again and
would not be completed until 2019.

The Hill Tracts region suffered massive landslides in mid-June after several days
of heavy rainfall, killing more than 160 people and displacing thousands. Envi-
ronmental activists blamed decades of unregulated settlement and deforesta-
tion due to poor enforcement of existing laws.

The government pushed forward with plans for the controversial India-backed
Rampal coal power plant in 2017, despite significant concerns about air and
water pollution, and risk to the Sundarbans mangrove forest, a UNESCO world
heritage site.

Labor Rights

Bangladeshi authorities failed to implement their commitments under the Sus-
tainability Compact in 2017, including amendments to the labor laws governing
Export Processing Zones to bring them in line with international standards. In
general, factory officials were not held accountable for attacks, threats, and re-
taliation against workers, particularly those involved with unions.

From December 2016 to February 2017, the government and garment manufactur-
ers cracked down on workers for demanding higher wages, dismissing workers
and arresting union leaders based on vague or repealed offenses from the dra-
conian Special Powers Act of 1974.

Although the global garment union IndustriALL, the government, and the gar-
ment manufacturers’ association reached an agreement in February after signifi-
cant international and corporate pressure to release the 34 workers and union
leaders, they continued to face criminal cases.

The Alliance for Bangladesh Worker Safety, a platform of North American retail-
ers that sets timeframes and accountability for safety inspections and training
programs, announced in 2017 that it would not extend its tenure after mid-2018.
The Accord on Fire and Building Safety in Bangladesh, a European counterpart,
decided to extend its tenure until 2021. Both were set up in the aftermath of the
Rana Plaza building collapse in 2013 that killed more than 1,000 workers.
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Women’s and Girls’ Rights

With among the highest rates of early marriage in the world, the government had
pledged to end marriage of children younger than 15 by 2021, and marriage
younger than 18 by 2041. However, in February 2017, the government greatly un-
dermined progress toward these goals by approving a law that permits girls
under age 18 to marry under “special circumstances,” such as “accidental” or
“illegal pregnancy,” with permission from their parents and a court. There is no
age limit to how early girls can marry under this exception.

Stalking, sexual harassment, and violence against women and girls continued in
2017. In Bogra, a city in north Bangladesh, a university student accused Tufan
Sarkar, a trade union leader linked to the ruling Awami League, of abducting and
raping herinJuly. In an attempt to silence the victim, Sarkar picked up her and
her mother, tortured them for hours, and then tonsured their heads, sparking
widespread public outrage and protests in the city. Police arrested Sarkar, his
wife, and several associates two weeks later, and filed charges in October.

Also in July, a student leader, and apparent repeat offender at Sirajganj Govern-
ment College publicly harassed and assaulted a student because she protested
against his repeated threats to sexually assault her. He was later arrested on as-
sault charges.

Indigenous women and girls faced multiple forms of discrimination due to their
gender, indigenous identity, and socio-economic status and were especially vul-
nerable to sexual and gender-based violence.

Overseas Workers

Millions of Bangladeshis work abroad, sending home remittances worth billions
of dollars. In 2017, 100,000 women migrated overseas, mostly to Gulf countries,
for domestic work. Many Bangladeshi migrant workers have reported being de-
prived of food and forced to endure psychological, physical, and sexual abuse.
In some cases, such abuses amounted to forced labor or trafficking.

Bangladesh has set a minimum salary for domestic workers in the Gulf equiva-
lent to roughly US$200 per month, the lowest minimum salary of all sending
countries. Its regional embassies do not provide adequate protection and assis-
tance to many Bangladeshi nationals there.
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Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity

Although the government took some steps in recent years, such as declaring
legal recognition of a third gender category for hijras, policy implementation re-
mains weak and sexual and gender minorities remained under constant pressure
and threat.

The government twice rejected recommendations during its Universal Periodic
Review at the UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC) to repeal the colonial-era law
forbidding same-sex conduct. In May, the Rapid Action Battalion raided a gather-
ing in Dhaka, arresting 28 men and publicly accusing them of homosexuality and
drug possession, flouting privacy rights.

Key International Actors

The UN secretary-general and the UN High Commissioner for Refugees de-
nounced the “ethnic cleansing” campaign in Burma against the Rohingya. Sev-
eral governments pledged aid to assist the refugees, but humanitarian agencies
asked for more. In December, Bangladesh sponsored a special session of the
UNHRC to bring attention to the plight of Rohingya in Burma.

India and the United States remained largely silent on the country’s human
rights record in their public statements in 2017, save in relation to the Burmese
Rohingya refugee crisis, when they expressed support for Bangladesh’s efforts
in dealing with the massive influx of refugees. However, the US did allocate $32
million in humanitarian aid for Rohingya in Bangladesh.

The UK government raised some concerns about the rights situation in
Bangladesh, but without sufficient vigour or consistency, and preferred private
statements to strong statements of public concern. In November, UK Prime Min-
ister Theresa May publicly condemned the ethnic cleansing of the Rohingya and
pledged to work with Bangladesh and other regional partners to deal with the
crisis.

In February and March respectively, the UN Working Group on Enforced or Invol-
untary Disappearances and the Human Rights Committee raised concerns about
the increasing number of enforced disappearances and the lack of investigations
and accountability. The Bangladeshi government ignored the statements, as well
as repeated requests for visits by UN special rapporteurs and the Office of the
High Commissioner for Human Rights.
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Belarus

The government continued its crackdown on civil society in 2017. Authorities car-
ried out the broadest wave of arrests of peaceful protesters since 2010. For the
first time in 10 years, authorities registered a political opposition movement, but
restrictive legislation continues to prevent rights groups from registering and op-
erating freely. No new political party has been able to register since 2000.

Belarus remains the only European country to use the death penalty and in 2017
authorities made no efforts towards its abolition.

European governments and institutions continued to strengthen relations with
Belarus despite a lack of tangible rights improvements.

In July, a vaguely worded law on “protecting children from information harmful
for their health and development” entered into force. These provisions may be
used to restrict dissemination of neutral or positive information about lesbian,
gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) people as “discrediting the institution of
the family.”

Death Penalty

In November 2016 and April 2017 respectively, authorities executed Henadz
Yakavitski and Siarhei Vostrykau, both sentenced to death in 2016. Kiryl Kaza-
chok and Aliaksei Mikhalenya were sentenced to death on murder charges in De-
cember 2016 and in March 2017, respectively. Kazachok did not appeal.
Mikhalenya’s sentence was upheld on appeal in June. Ihar Hershankou and
Siamion Berazhnou were sentenced to death in July 2017 on fraud and murder
charges. Both were appealing at time of writing.

Freedom Day Crackdown, Freedom of Assembly

February and March were marked by mass demonstrations in 13 Belarusian
cities, protesting a new tax on the unemployed. Peaceful protests also took
place on March 25, Freedom Day, the anniversary of the creation of the Belaru-
sian People’s Republicin 1918, and continued the following day.

Police arbitrarily detained at least 700 people in connection with the protests,
including about 100 journalists and 60 human rights activists. Police punched,

72



HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH

kicked, and clubbed many of the detainees. At least 177 people were charged
with fabricated offenses, such as hooliganism or participating in unsanctioned
protests, and sentenced to fines or up to 25 days’ detention, following pro forma
administrative court hearings. Many did not have access to lawyers and could
not call defense witnesses.

Also in March, authorities arrested 35 people on criminal charges of “organizing
mass riots” for the Freedom Day protests. Authorities obstructed their access to
legal counsel. In April, authorities also charged 20 of those detained with “orga-
nizing an unlawful armed group.” In June, authorities closed the rioting case due
to lack of evidence, and released those who had been charged only with rioting.
Also in June, authorities released all suspects in the case of “organizing an ille-
gal armed group” on their own recognizance, but they continued to face charges.
Some of the suspects are former members of White Legion, a disbanded nation-
alist organization.

In April, a Minsk court canceled the suspension of an earlier prison sentence
against activist Dzmitry Paliyenka and ordered him to serve 18 months. The court
said he had violated the terms of his suspended sentence by committing several
administrative violations. In 2016, police detained Paliyenka for taking part in
the apolitical Critical Mass cycling protest. After a flawed trial, a court handed
him a suspended two-year prison sentence on trumped-up charges of spreading
pornography and violence against a police officer.

Human Rights Defenders

Hours before the March 25 protest, police in Minsk raided the Human Rights Cen-
ter “Viasna,” detaining 58 people. A Viasna lawyer had to be hospitalized for a
concussion he sustained due to police mistreatment. Authorities refused to
open an investigation.

Also in March, authorities arrested five activists from Viasna and the Belarusian
Helsinki Committee while they monitored peaceful protests, and charged them
with participating in an unauthorized gathering. All were sentenced to up to 15
days of detention.

In April, a Minsk court fined Viasna member Tatsiana Reviaka for disorderly con-
duct and disobeying police during the March 26 rally.
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Also in April, a court in Vitebsk sentenced Pavel Levinau to 15 days’ detention for
participation in an unauthorized rally that he was monitoring. Levinau had noti-
fied local authorities in advance of his intention to monitor the gathering as a
member of the Belarusian Helsinki Committee.

Freedom of Association

Laws and regulations governing public association remain restrictive, preventing
human rights groups or political opposition movements from registering and op-
erating freely. Involvement in a non-registered organization is a criminal offense.
Most registration rejections are based on arbitrary bureaucratic pretenses.

In January, the founders of the Solidarity Committee for the Support of Entrepre-
neurship, which seeks to protect entrepreneurship and promote dialogue be-
tween authorities and entrepreneurs, appealed to the Supreme Court against the
Justice Ministry’s refusal to register the group. In February, the court upheld the
ministry’s refusal. Authorities had refused to register the group twice in 2016.

In August, authorities for the second time denied registration to Gender Partner-
ship, a group that promotes gender equality, citing minor errors in registration
documents.

In a positive development, in May, authorities registered Tell the Truth, an oppo-
sition movement that had repeatedly tried to register since 2010, making it the
first political opposition group able to register in 10 years.

In August, the authorities charged staff of two independent trade unions, the
Radio and Electronic Industry Workers’ Union (REPAM) and the Belarusian Inde-
pendent Trade Union of Miners (BITU), on suspicion of large-scale tax evasion.
Henadz Fiadynich, leader of REPAM, was released on his own recognizance. lhar
Komlik, the union’s accountant, remained in custody at time of writing. Local
and international human rights groups said the charges were part of authorities’
harassment against the unions and their leaders in retaliation for their criticism
of the presidential decree imposing a tax on the unemployed, and taking part in
the March demonstrations.
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Freedom of Expression and Attacks on Journalists

Between March and August, authorities detained at least 100 journalists, mostly
while they were reporting on street protests, and sentenced at least 10 to up to
15 days’ detention on trumped-up charges. Police beat six of them.

Authorities also prosecuted 20 journalists, for a total of 35 cases, for cooperat-
ing with unregistered foreign media, an increase since last year. All resulted in
significant, sometimes repeated, fines.

On March 31, police searched the Minsk offices of Poland-based Belsat televi-
sion, and seized the channel’s equipment. The channel was able to continue op-
erating, but the equipment was not returned. By October 2017, the total amount
of fines imposed on Belsat journalists had exceeded US$11,000, according to
the Belarusian Association of Journalists.

In December 2016, authorities arrested three bloggers with the Russian-lan-
guage websites Regnum, Lenta.ru and EADaily, on charges of inciting extremism
and sowing social discord between Russia and Belarus. All are in custody, pend-
ing investigation.

In July, authorities charged Ihar Pastnou, a psychiatrist in Vitebsk known for criti-
cizing local officials, with making a knowingly false accusation of a crime, after
he wrote on his social media page about beatings in one of the Vitebsk pretrial
detention centers. Pastnou was at liberty pending investigation at time of writ-

ing.

Asylum Policy

Belarus failed to provide meaningful protection to hundreds of asylum seekers,
mostly from the Russian republic of Chechnya, who arrived in Belarus with the
aim of crossing the border into Poland and requesting asylum. Belarus lacks a
functioning asylum system. During 2017 it returned at least two asylum seekers
from Chechnya back to Russia, which authorities view as a safe country of origin,
putting them at grave risk of ill-treatment.
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Key International Actors

In July, the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) Parlia-
mentary Assembly held its 26th Annual Session in Minsk.

The government continued to refuse to cooperate with United Nations Special
Rapporteur on Belarus Miklos Haraszti, appointed in 2012. Haraszti visited
Minsk in July at the invitation of the OSCE. In June, Haraszti issued a report on
the human rights situation in Belarus, pointing out the “cyclical” nature of the
repression of human rights and underscoring the vital importance of interna-
tional scrutiny on Belarus. In June, the UN Human Rights Council extended Ha-
raszti’s mandate for another year.

In October 2016, the European Olympic Committees selected Minsk to host the
second European Games, to be held in June 2019. The decision sparked concern
about Belarus’ long record of rights abuses, especially on media freedoms, in
connection with major sporting events.

A rapporteur of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe (PACE) vis-
ited Belarus in March. In its April resolution, the PACE condemned the March es-
calation of violence, and urged Belarus to respect freedoms of assembly,
association, and expression.

In June, Belarus submitted a report to the UN Human Rights Committee for the
first time since 1996.

In November 2016, in its concluding observations to Belarus’ eighth periodic re-
port to the UN Committee on Elimination of Discrimination against Women, the
committee noted the need to adopt anti-discrimination legislation, and to review
registration requirements for nongovernmental organizations working on human
rights issues.

In November 2016, Belarus ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons
with Disabilities.
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Bolivia

Impunity for violent crime and human rights violations remains a serious prob-
lem in Bolivia. The administration of President Evo Morales has created a hostile
environment for human rights defenders that undermines their ability to work in-
dependently.

Despite recent legal reforms, extensive use of pretrial detention—combined with
trial delays—undermine defendants’ rights and contribute to prison overcrowd-
ing. Threats to judicial independence, violence against women, and child labor
are other major concerns.

In September 2017, supporters of President Morales in the Plurinational Assem-
bly —the national legislature—brought a lawsuit to the Constitutional Court seek-
ing to abrogate the constitution’s one-time re-election limit, which would allow
him to run for a fourth term. Partly due to a 2013 Constitutional Court ruling,
President Morales has been able to run in three consecutive presidential elec-
tions, all of which he won. In February 2016, voters had rejected a national refer-
endum that would have changed the constitution to allow him to run a fourth
time.

Impunity for Abuses and Violent Crime

Bolivia has prosecuted only a few of the officials responsible for human rights vi-
olations committed under authoritarian governments from 1964-1982, partly be-
cause the armed forces have at times refused to give information to judicial
authorities about the fate of people killed or forcibly disappeared.

In August, the government established a truth commission to carry out non-judi-
cial investigations of grave human rights abuses committed between 1964-1982,
and the commander-in-chief of Bolivian armed forces, Gen. Luis Orlando Arifiez,
said that the military would fully cooperate. The commission can provide infor-
mation for judges to convict those responsible.

Impunity has led to mob attacks, or lynchings, of alleged criminals. In May, a
mob in the eastern city of San Julian entered a courtroom where a judge was
questioning an alleged killer of a local woman, dragged the suspect outside,
killed him, and hanged him in a tree. Many such lynchings go unpunished.
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Judicial Independence

The government has sought to reform the Bolivian justice system, which has
been plagued by corruption, delays, and political interference for years. While re-
forms are certainly called for, current efforts pose a serious risk to judicial inde-
pendence in the country.

In June 2016, members of the three branches of government, as well as civil soci-
ety groups and other stakeholders, discussed proposals during a “National Jus-
tice Summit.” The summit’s recommendations included reforming the selection
process for high court judges, creating a new body to supervise judges, and as-
sessing the work of current judges and prosecutors.

In January 2017, Congress created a commission to oversee implementing the
recommendations. The commission has broad powers, including “controlling”
the appointment of new judges and carrying out “all other actions necessary” to
implement the recommendations. Five of the commission’s nine members are
either supporters of Morales in the Plurinational Assembly or government offi-
cials directly appointed by him.

In December 2016, government supporters in the Plurinational Assembly sus-
pended four of the five members of the Magistrate’s Council—the body in charge
of appointing and removing judges—arguing that they had illegally named a
judge to replace another judge who had been appointed but not sworn in. Faced
with possible removal from office, three of them resigned in April.

In May, the Magistrate’s Council new members ruled that all the judges who were
appointed before the 2009 constitution was enacted were to be considered tran-
sitory and could be summarily removed by the council. That same month, the
council summarily removed 88 judges.

At time of writing, voters were scheduled to elect high court judges in December
2017. Voters will choose judges from lists created by the Plurinational Assembly,
where the Morales administration has a two-thirds majority.

In September, President Morales said in an interview that judicial independence
was a “US doctrine” in the “service of the empire.”

78



HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH

Due Process and Prison Conditions

Around 68 percent of inmates in Bolivian prisons have not been convicted of a
crime. Extended pretrial detention and trial delays overcrowd prisons and lead to
poor conditions. As of December 2016, more than 15,000 inmates were packed
into prisons built to hold a maximum of around 5,000.

Presidential decrees adopted between 2012 and 2017 allow the president to re-

duce the sentences of those convicted of minor crimes and pardon those held in
pretrial detention for minor crimes. As of December 2016, more than 5,800 peo-
ple had benefited from such pardons, according to official figures.

At time of writing, the Plurinational Assembly was discussing a government-
sponsored criminal reform which would shorten the maximum periods of pretrial
detention and limit the cases in which judges can apply it.

The Attorney General’s Office has repeatedly used a 2010 anti-corruption law to
prosecute alleged crimes committed before the law was enacted. International
human rights law, however, prohibits such retroactive application of changes to
criminal law, unless doing so is beneficial to the defendant.

In October 2016, the Attorney General’s Office used the law to charge business-
man and opposition leader Samuel Doria Medina with “anti-economic conduct”
for allegedly transferring US$21 million from the government to a private founda-
tion, when he was minister of planning in 1992. In January 2017, the Supreme
Court rejected a request by the Attorney General’s Office that Doria be held in
pretrial detention, but ordered that he appear before prosecutors every month
and forbade him from leaving the country.

At time of writing, Jorge “Tuto” Quiroga, former president of Bolivia and current
opposition leader, was also being prosecuted for “anti-economic conduct.”

Prosecutors argued that officials in his administration negatively impacted the
“interests of the state” by signing four oil agreements with foreign companies.

Human Rights Defenders

Human rights defenders continue to face harassment, including from govern-
ment officials, which undermines their ability to work independently.
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A'law and decree that President Morales signed in 2013 grant the government
broad powers to dissolve civil society organizations. Under the decree, any gov-
ernment office may request that the Ministry of Autonomy revoke the permit of a
nongovernmental organization (NGO) if it performs activities other than those
listed in its bylaws, or if the organization’s legal representative is criminally pun-
ished for carrying out activities that “undermine security or public order.”

The decree also allows the Plurinational Assembly to request the revocation of

an NGO’s permit in cases of “necessity or public interest.” These measures give
the government inappropriately wide latitude to interfere with the operation of

independent civil society groups.

Bolivian officials have repeatedly accused rights groups of engaging in an inter-
national conspiracy against the government, but have failed to present evidence
to support such claims. In August 2017, for example, President Morales accused
“some NGOs and foundations” of being “instruments of the empire to loot and
intervene [in] countries”—a reference to the United States.

Freedom of Expression

While public debate is robust, the Morales administration periodically lashes out
against journalists, accusing them, without presenting evidence, of publishing
what it calls lies and politically motivated distortions. The government has re-
peatedly accused media of participating in an international conspiracy against
Bolivia and the president.

Bolivia lacks transparent criteria for using government funds to purchase media
advertisements—an important source of media revenue—and some media out-
lets have accused the government of discriminating against those who criticize
government officials by withholding advertising from them. In May 2017, Presi-
dent Morales said that media outlets that did not receive government advertise-
ments were those that “lie, insult, slander, and discredit authorities.”

Indigenous Rights

The 2009 constitution includes comprehensive guarantees for indigenous
groups’ rights to collective land titling, intercultural education, prior consultation
on development projects, and protection of indigenous justice systems.
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Indigenous peoples’ right to free, prior, and informed consent (FPIC) regarding
legislative or administrative measures that may affect them is not fully embodied
in Bolivian legislation. A current mining law limits FPIC to the exploitation phase
of land concessions, but international standards call for FPIC through all stages
of projects that impact on indigenous peoples’ rights over land and natural re-
sources.

In May 2017, President Morales signed a bill that authorizes the building of a
highway in the Isiboro Secure National Park and Indigenous Territory (known as
“TIPNIS™). The law is based on a 2012 consultation with local indigenous groups,
which some rights groups say was not fully free nor fair.

Gender-Based Violence and Reproductive Rights

Women and girls in Bolivia remain at high risk of gender-based violence, despite
a 2013 law that sets forth comprehensive measures to prevent and prosecute vi-
olence against women. The law created the crime of “femicide” (the killing of a
woman in certain circumstances, including of domestic violence) and called for
the establishment of shelters for women, as well as special prosecutors and
courts for gender-based crimes.

The Attorney General’s Office reported 74 “femicides” in Bolivia from January-
September 2016.

Women and girls face numerous obstacles to accessing reproductive health
products, contraceptives, and services.

Under Bolivian law, abortion is not a crime when the pregnancy is due to rape or
if the procedure is necessary to protect the life or health of a pregnant women. At
time of writing, the Plurinational Assembly was discussing a government-spon-
sored criminal reform that would significantly ease abortion restrictions. Under
the bill, abortion would be fully decriminalized for girls. Women would be al-
lowed to end pregnancies in a range of circumstances, including if their lives or
health are at risk, if the pregnancy is due to rape, and if the fetus suffers severe
conditions not compatible with life outside the womb.
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Child Labor

In 2014, the Plurinational Assembly adopted legislation allowing children as
young as 10 to work in activities that are not deemed “dangerous” or “un-
healthy.” The law contravenes international standards and makes Bolivia the
first country in the world to legalize employment at such a young age. Under the
law, the government had to carry out a census by July 2016 to identify the num-
ber of Bolivian children under 14 who are working. At time of writing, the census
had yet to take place. The latest national census on child labor, from 2008, indi-
cated that some 850,000 children under 17 were working in Bolivia.

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity

In May 2016, the Plurinational Assembly passed a bill that allows people to re-
vise the gender noted on their identification documents without prior judicial
approval.

In December 2016 a transgender woman, Luna, obtained her new birth certifi-
cate reflecting her identity as a woman. She married her husband on December
30, 2016, becoming the first transgender woman in Bolivia to legally marry a per-
son of the same biological sex. However, in November, the Constitutional Court
ruled that revision of gender did not grant the right to marry a person of the
same biological sex.

Same-sex couples are not allowed to marry or engage in civil unions. Bolivia’s
2009 constitution defines marriage as the union of a man and a woman.

Key International Actors

In May, the Office of the US Trade Representative announced that it would initi-
ate a review of whether Bolivia’s child labor legislation disqualifies the country
from a trade preference program that eliminates duties on certain products im-
ported to the US.

The Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) in Bolivia
was expected to close at the end of 2017, following the government’s decision
not to renew the 2007 agreement with it to establish an office in the country.

As a member of the UN Human Rights Council, Bolivia has regularly voted to pre-
vent scrutiny of human rights violations, opposing resolutions spotlighting
abuses in Syria, Burundi, and Iran.
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Bosnia and Herzegovina

There was little visible progress on human rights during 2017. Authorities failed
yet again to end structural and political discrimination against Jews, Roma, and
other minorities. There was limited progress towards accountability for war
crimes in domestic courts. Journalists remain vulnerable to intimidation and
threats. Lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) people face hate speech
and threats. More than 98,000 people remain displaced from their original
homes, despite the fact that conflict ended more than 20 years ago.

Ethnic and Religious Discrimination

2017 marked another year in which the government and assembly failed to make
progress amending the constitution to eliminate ethnic and religious discrimina-
tion in candidacy for the national tripartite presidency and the House of Peoples,
despite a further pledge to do so by January 2017.

Currently, the constitution permits candidates for these institutions only from
one of the three main ethnic groups—Bosniaks, Serbs, and Croats, thereby ex-
cluding Jews, Roma, and other minorities from political office. The European
Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) ruled in 2009 and 2016 that the arrangements vi-
olate the European Convention on Human Rights.

Asylum Seekers and Internally Displaced Persons

According to the Ministry for Human Rights and Refugees, the official number of
internally displaced persons (IDPs) at the end of October was 98,574. By mid-No-
vember, 39 internally displaced families (107 individuals) and 16 refugee fami-
lies (56 individuals) had returned to their pre-war homes since January,
according to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR).

By mid-November, Bosnia and Herzegovina had registered 211 asylum applica-
tions and granted four people subsidiary protection. No one had been granted
refugee status at time of writing. Most asylum seekers came from Syria, Pak-
istan, and Afghanistan.
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Accountability for War Crimes
There was slow progress in prosecuting war crimes in domestic courts.

The goal to finish the most complex cases in the War Crimes Chamber of the
State Court by the end of 2015 has not been reached.

Between January and November 2017, the State Court War Crimes Chamber deliv-
ered 37 verdicts, 20 of them appeals. Out of 37 verdicts, the court reached seven
acquittals, 22 convictions, and eight partial acquittals. The total number of final
judgments since the court became fully operational in 2005 stands at 188.

Areportin June by the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe
(OSCE) Mission to Bosnia and Herzegovina identified progress made by national
courts in addressing conflict-related sexual violence stemming from the 1992-
1995 armed conflict in Bosnia and Herzegovina.

Between 2004 and 2016, 116 such cases were completed across all jurisdictions
in the country. As of the end of 2016, 58 cases involving conflict-related sexual
violence were ongoing in courts, and 128 cases remained under investigation.
Many survivors have not accessed needed medical or psychosocial care, or fi-
nancial compensation and support, in part due to lack of a comprehensive repa-
rations scheme for wartime sexual violence.

Between September 2016 and September 2017, the cantonal courts issued 28
verdicts (11 acquittals, 17 convictions) in relation to 67 defendants. The district
courts reached four verdicts (one acquittal and one conviction) in relation to
nine people in the same period.

In January 2017, the State Court of Bosnia and Herzegovina confirmed the indict-
ment against Boro Milojica and Zelislav Rivic. They are accused of participating
in crimes against humanity in 1992 as members of Bosnian Serb forces, includ-
ing widespread and systematic attacks on civilians in Prijedor and the murder
and persecution of Bosniak, Croat, and Romani civilians.

In September 2017, the Prosecutor’s Office of Bosnia and Herzegovina issued an
indictment against Serbian national Nenad Bubalo for crimes against humanity
over the killing and persecution of civilians in the Bihac municipality area in

1992, while serving as an officer in Bosnian Serb forces. The indictment was for-
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warded to the Court of Bosnia and Herzegovina, which had yet to confirm it at
time of writing.

Cross appeals against the conviction and sentence filed in April 2016 by lawyers
for Bosnian Serb wartime President Radovan Karadzic and prosecutors at the In-
ternational Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), in relation to his
March 2016 conviction for genocide, crimes against humanity and war crimes,
were pending at time of writing.

On November 22, 2017, the ICTY convicted former Commander of the Republika
Srpska Army, Ratko Mladic, of genocide in Srebrenica, war crimes and crimes
against humanity in Bosnia, and sentenced him to life in prison.

Human Rights Defenders and Civil Society

Between January and September 2017, Civil Rights Defenders, an interna-
tional nongovernmental organization (NGO), documented an increased
amount of freedom of assembly violations in Bosnia and Herzegovina. The
most serious breach was the violent dispersal of a demonstration in Krus-
cica, where locals were protesting the building of a river dam.

Freedom of Media

Journalists continue to work in an environment where threats and intimidation
are common. The national journalists’ association BH Novinari registered, in the
first nine months of 2017, 45 cases involving assault on media freedom and ex-
pression, including nine physical attacks, seven death threats and six other
threats, and two cases of defamation. The state response remains inadequate.
Police investigations into attacks take too long and only rarely lead to criminal
proceedings. Although the total number of cases of assaults declined, the num-
ber of physical attacks and death threats rose slightly compared to 2016. The dif-
ficult climate for journalists was also underlined in an August 2017 report by the
Institution of Human Rights Ombudsman of Bosnia and Herzegovina, which rec-
ommended stronger criminal sanctions and training for police, prosecutors, and
judges to tackle attacks on journalists.
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Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity

Between January and September 2017, Sarajevo Open Centre, an LGBT rights or-
ganization, documented 39 cases of hate speech, mostly on social networks and
online portals, seven cases of discrimination, and 23 cases of hate crimes to-
wards LGBT people. These cases included eight cases of illegal imprisonment
and forced conversion therapies by family members, five cases of homophobic
and transphobic violence in schools (of which three were committed against
children), and 10 threats of violence, physical, verbal and psychological vio-
lence, or blackmail. The reaction of police and public authorities to these inci-
dents was generally inadequate.

Key International Actors

In its annual Human Rights Report published in March, the US Department of
State highlighted the issue of child marriage in certain Romani communities in
Bosnia and Herzegovina, affecting girls between the ages of 12 and 14, and the
lack of government programs to tackle these issues. It noted that violence
against women remains widespread and police response is inadequate. The re-
port identified conditions in the country’s prisons as harsh and sometimes life-
threatening.

In July, the European Union (EU) delegation to Bosnia and Herzegovina ex-
pressed concerns over threats against journalists in Banja Luka and Sarajevo,
and called for full investigations in such cases.

In its concluding observations adopted in May, the United Nations Committee
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities expressed concerns over the lack of a
human rights-based concept of disability in Bosnia and Herzegovina’s entities
and cantons. The committee expressed concern at the lack of efforts to bring
existing legislation in line with the Disability Rights Convention, and the exclu-
sion of persons with disabilities from public life, especially women with dis-
abilities.

In its concluding observations in April, the Human Rights Committee renewed
its concern over the slow pace of accountability for war crimes in domestic
courts, noting the failure to meet the goals in the National War Crimes Strategy
to conclude most complex cases by the end of 2015.
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In a November report, Council of Europe Commissioner for Human Rights Nils
MuiZniek expressed dismay that generations of children have been educated
in segregated schools with little or no interaction with children from other eth-
nic groups. He also expressed concern over the low number of domestically
prosecuted war-related crimes of sexual violence, and called on authorities to
step up efforts in prosecuting war crimes.
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Brazil

Chronic problems plague Brazil’s criminal justice system, including unlawful po-
lice killings and mistreatment of detainees. In Rio de Janeiro, killings by police
are approaching record levels. In January 2017, more than 120 inmates were
killed in gang-related violence.

Domestic violence remained widespread; thousands of cases each year are not
properly investigated.

Thousands of Venezuelans poured into Brazil, fleeing repression and seeking
food and medication. In response, Brazil facilitated residency permits for them,
while it called for the re-establishment of democracy in Venezuela.

Public Security and Police Conduct

Widespread violence, often perpetrated by criminal gangs, plagues many Brazil-
ian cities. Abuses by police, including extrajudicial executions, contribute to a
cycle of violence, undermining public security and endangering the lives of po-
lice officers. In 2016, 437 police officers were killed in Brazil, the vast majority of
them while off-duty, according to official data compiled by the nonprofit Brazil-
ian Forum on Public Security.

Police officers, including off-duty officers, killed 4,224 people in 2016, about 26
percent more than in 2015, according to the Brazilian Forum on Public Security.

After a two-year decline in killings by on-duty police officers in the state of Sao
Paulo, the 494 killings from January to September represented a 19 percent rise
from the same period in 2016. On-duty police officers in Rio de Janeiro killed 712
people from January to August, a 30 percent rise from the same period in 2016.

While some police killings result from legitimate use of force, others do not.
Human Rights Watch has documented scores of cases in the past decade where
there was credible evidence of an extrajudicial execution or a cover-up that were
not properly investigated or prosecuted.

In Pard, police killed 10 farmers in May. Officers said they were responding to an
attack, but witnesses and forensic data provide credible evidence that they exe-
cuted the victims.
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In July, the government deployed thousands of armed forces personnel in Rio de
Janeiro to assist with policing. In October, Congress approved a bill, promoted by
the army, that will shield soldiers accused of unlawful killings of civilians from
prosecution in civilian courts, moving such trials to military courts. Under inter-
national norms, extrajudicial executions and other grave human rights violations
should be tried in civilian courts.

Prison Conditions, Torture, and Ill-Treatment of Detainees

In January, more than 650,000 adults were behind bars in Brazil, according to
the National Council of Justice. The latest official data about overcrowding, from
2014, showed facilities housing 67 percent more inmates than they were de-
signed to hold.

Overcrowding and understaffing make it impossible for prison authorities to
maintain control within many prisons, leaving detainees vulnerable to violence.
In January, more than 120 inmates died in three states, allegedly as a result of
gang violence. Another 22 inmates had already been killed in October 2016.

Health and legal services are deficient in many prisons, and only a small per-
centage of inmates have access to educational and work opportunities. Pretrial
detainees are routinely held with convicted prisoners, in violation of interna-
tional standards and Brazilian law

Judges in only about 40 percent of jurisdictions see detainees promptly after ar-
rest, as required by international law, according to the nonprofit Institute for the
Defense of the Right to Defense. Such “custody hearings” help judges determine
who should be in preventive detention and who should be set free pending trial.
In the absence of custody hearings, detainees often wait many months to see a
judge for the first time; 34 percent of people in Brazilian prisons were awaiting
trial in January. At time of writing, Congress was examining a bill to make custody
hearings mandatory countrywide.

Such hearings have the potential to be a powerful weapon against police abuse
of detainees because they allow judges to detect mistreatment soon after arrest.
In Sao Paulo, however, a 2017 report by the nonprofit Conectas found that
judges, prosecutors, and public defenders failed to ensure the proper investiga-
tion of allegations of mistreatment in hundreds of custody hearings.
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Children’s Rights

Brazil’s juvenile detention facilities were built to house about 19,400 children
and young adults but held at least 24,000 in October 2016. These figures do not
include the capacity of facilities and the number of detainees in six states, about
which the federal government had no data.

In June, nine children were killed by other children in severely overcrowded de-
tention facilities in Paraiba and Pernambuco. The National Council of Human
Rights reported 40 children killed in confinement in Pernambuco from 2012 to
2016. The report did not make clear the assailants.

Investigations by the National Mechanism for the Prevention and Combatting of
Torture and Human Rights Watch found scores of cases of mistreatment of chil-
dren by staff and police in various states. Abuses are often not properly investi-
gated or punished. An exception was the conviction in August of 12 staff
members for torturing 85 children in Sao Paulo. Despite substantial forensic and
video evidence, the case did not come to trial until 12 years after the abuse.

Instead of promoting rehabilitation and education, the physical infrastructure of
juvenile detention facilities fosters isolation and punishment. Some children
and young adults in the state of Ceara have no access to educational activities
and are locked in their rooms most, if not all, day, as documented by Human
Rights Watch.

At time of writing, Brazil’s Congress was examining a bill to raise the maximum
time of internment for children from 3 to 10 years—which would aggravate over-
crowding—and a constitutional amendment to allow 16 and 17 year olds accused
of serious crimes to be tried and punished as adults, in violation of international
norms.

Freedom of Expression

In December 2016, a panel of the Superior Justice Court ruled that a legal provi-
sion that punishes the “disrespecting” of public officials (desacato) with up to
two years in prison violated freedom of expression and should be voided. But in
May, the full criminal section of the court reversed that decision.
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In Rio de Janeiro, where the armed forces have been deployed repeatedly to pa-
trol the streets, scores of civilians have been tried in military courts for allegedly
disrespecting soldiers under a desacato provision in the Military Criminal Code.
Military Police forces have abused the provision to quell criticism, including in
cases in which they detained artists during performances or people who had
posted critical comments online.

Military police officers face broad restrictions on their own freedom of speech.
State disciplinary codes and the military criminal code subject officers to expul-
sion from the force and prison sentences for offenses such as criticizing a supe-
rior officer or a government decision. Some commanders use those norms to
impose disproportionate punishments on officers who advocate for police re-
form or voice complaints.

Women'’s and Girls’ Rights

Abortion is legal in Brazil only in cases of rape, when necessary to save a
woman’s life, or when the fetus suffers from anencephaly, a fatal congenital
brain disorder.

Women and girls who abort pregnancies illegally not only risk injury and death
but face sentences of up to three years in prison, while people convicted of per-
forming unlawful abortions face up to four years. An estimated 416,000 Brazilian
women had abortions in 2015, according to a survey. The Ministry of Health told
Human Rights Watch that doctors administered only 1,667 legal abortions that
year.

The Supreme Court is examining two petitions to decriminalize abortion. In April,
Human Rights Watch submitted expert briefs in support of both cases. In Novem-
ber, a congressional committee approved a bill that would prohibit abortion
under any circumstances.

An outbreak of the Zika virus in 2015 had particularly harmful impacts on women
and girls. When a pregnant woman is infected, Zika can cause problems with
fetal development, including microcephaly—underdevelopment of the brain. In-
adequate investment in water and sanitation infrastructure, as well as limited re-
productive health information and services, worsened the Zika outbreak, and
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leave Brazilians vulnerable to future outbreaks. Children with Zika syndrome
need additional state support.

Implementation of Brazil’s anti-domestic violence legislation, the 2006 “Maria
da Penha” law, is lagging. Specialized women’s police stations have insufficient
staff, are mostly closed during evenings and on weekends, and remain concen-
trated in major cities. Thousands of cases each year are never properly investi-
gated, according to available data.

Unchecked domestic abuse typically escalates and may lead to death. In 2016,
4,657 women were killed in Brazil, according to official data compiled by the
Brazilian Forum on Public Security. A 2013 study estimated that the attacker was
a partner, former partner, or relative in half of all cases of killings of women.

Disability Rights

In January 2016, a disability rights law came into effect, requiring public agen-
cies to prioritize people with disabilities when providing services related to
health, education, work, housing, culture, and sport.

In March 2016, a new civil procedure code revoked recently enacted provisions
that guaranteed legal capacity for all persons with disabilities and mandated a
move to systems of supported decision-making. Another bill under discussion
would reinstate full legal guardianship in the country, a major setback for dis-
ability rights as it would impede certain people with disabilities from making
their own decisions about their lives, such as where to live, with whom, whether
to marry or have children, and whether to vote.

Migrants, Refugees, and Asylum Seekers

In May, Brazil approved a new migration law that grants non-citizen immigrants
equal access to public services, including education and health, and the right to
join unions. The law allows the government to provide humanitarian visas to
people from countries suffering “serious or imminent institutional instability,
armed conflict, great calamity, an environmental disaster, or serious violation of
human rights or international humanitarian law.”

A humanitarian crisis in Venezuela has launched thousands of people across the
border to Brazil. From January to June, 7,600 Venezuelans requested asylum in
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Brazil, compared with 55 in all of 2013, according to government data. Brazil
granted asylum to 14 Venezuelans in 2016, and denied it to 28, with the rest of
cases still pending. From January to September 2017, Brazil did not make any de-
cision on asylum applications from Venezuelans.

In March, Brazil approved a resolution allowing Venezuelans to apply for a two-
year residency permit. In August, a federal judge exempted poor Venezuelans
from paying the US$100 application fee, which had prevented many from re-
qguesting a permit.

Sexual Orientation and Gender ldentity

The national Human Rights Ombudsman’s Office received 725 complaints of vio-
lence, discrimination, and other abuses against leshian, gay, bisexual, and
transgender (LGBT) people in the first half of 2017.

In February, men shouting homophobic insults beat, shot, and stoned to death
Dandara dos Santos, a 42-year-old transgender person in the state of Ceara. A
witness said he called the police twice during the attack. Police have not ex-
plained their delayed response. Police detained several suspects only after a
video of the beating—apparently recorded by one of the aggressors—appeared
on social media.

In September, a federal judge overruled a 1999 decision by the Federal Council
of Psychology that banned conversion therapy—the attempt to change an indi-
vidual’s sexual orientation. The council appealed.

Labor Rights

In 2016, the Ministry of Labor identified 885 cases of workers subjected to abu-
sive conditions that under Brazilian law rise to the level of “slave-like,” such as
forced labor or degrading working conditions. While the number is lower than in
previous years, the ministry conducted 25 percent fewer inspections. From De-
cember 2014 to December 2016, it imposed penalties on 250 companies for em-
ploying people in “slave-like” conditions.

In October 2017, the ministry issued a resolution that redefined “slave-like” con-
ditions to apply only in circumstances when workers’ freedom of movement is re-
stricted. It also required that police participate in inspections and that the
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minister approve the publication of the names of companies penalized. A week
later, a Supreme Court justice ruled the resolution was unconstitutional and sus-
pended it until the full court decides on the issue.

Environment and Land-Related Conflicts

Violence against rural activists and indigenous leaders involved in conflicts over
land continued to climb. In 2016, 61 people involved in land conflicts died vio-
lently, the highest yearly number since 2003, and from January to October 2017,
64 were killed, according to the Pastoral Land Commission of the Catholic
Church. Among those were nine rural workers killed in April in the state of Mato
Grosso. Prosecutors assert a logger ordered the crimes to expel them from the
land.

In 2016, 12 indigenous people were killed as a result of land conflicts, according
to the Pastoral Land Commission. Prosecutors were investigating reports that il-
legal miners killed at least 10 members of a remote Amazon tribe in August.

The government almost halved the budget for Funai, the agency charged with
protecting indigenous people, and maintained that indigenous people who were
not occupying their lands in 1988, when the constitution was promulgated,
should lose their right to those lands, a position opposed by the Federal Prose-
cutor’s Office.

A federal law approved in July would grant titles to people occupying land ille-
gally in the Amazon forest. Environmental and landless peasant organizations
opposed it, arguing it would benefit large landowners and illegal loggers. The
Federal Prosecutor’s Office concurred, warning that the law could also increase
the number of killings as a result of land conflicts, and petitioned the Supreme
Court to declare it unconstitutional.

In May, a parliamentary inquiry commission dominated by the agribusiness cau-
cus urged federal authorities to prosecute 67 indigenous leaders, anthropolo-
gists, public servants, and members of NGOs defending indigenous rights for
alleged fraud, land invasion, and belonging to a criminal organization. At time of
writing, federal authorities had not taken up that proposal.

In June, four rapporteurs from the United Nations and the Inter-American Com-
mission on Human Rights (IACHR) stated that “indigenous and environmental
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rights are under attack” in Brazil. The government called the rapporteurs’ allega-
tions “groundless.”

Confronting Military-Era Abuses

The perpetrators of human rights abuses during military rule from 1964 to 1985
continue to be shielded from justice by a 1979 amnesty law that the Supreme
Court upheld in 2010, a decision that the Inter-American Court of Human Rights
quickly ruled violated Brazil’s obligations under international law.

Since 2012, federal prosecutors have charged more than 40 former military offi-
cers and other agents of the dictatorship with killings, kidnappings, and other
serious human rights abuses. Lower courts dismissed most of the cases, while
the Supreme Court halted two, pending its re-examination of the validity of the
amnesty law.

In May, the Inter-American Court of Human Rights held a hearing in the case of
journalist Vladimir Herzog, who was tortured and killed by state agents in 1975.
The court will have to address the amnesty law again when it decides the Herzog
case.

Key International Actors

In May, as part of the Universal Periodic Review (UPR), UN member states made
246 recommendations to improve Brazil’s human rights record. They highlighted
prison and police abuses, and the violation of rights of indigenous people and
women, among other issues.

Foreign Policy

The Brazilian government condemned violations of human rights in Venezuela
and called for the reestablishment of democracy. In August, Brazil and the other
founding members of the South American trading bloc Mercosur suspended
Venezuela from the group for “breaking democratic order.”

A Saudi-led coalition used Brazilian-made cluster munitions in Yemen on at least
four occasions, the latest in February 2017, killing two civilians and wounding at
least 12. Cluster munitions are prohibited by a 2008 treaty joined by 102 coun-
tries, but not by Brazil.
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Burma

Burma’s stalled democratic transition gave way to a massive human rights and
humanitarian crisis starting in August 2017, when the military launched a large-
scale ethnic cleansing campaign against the Rohingya Muslim population in
Rakhine State. By November, over 625,000 Rohingya had fled to neighboring
Bangladesh to escape mass killings, sexual violence, arson, and other abuses
amounting to crimes against humanity by the security forces.

2017 marked the country’s first full year under the democratically elected civilian
government led by the National League for Democracy (NLD) and de facto civilian
leader Aung San Suu Kyi. The NLD-led government took some positive steps, in-
cluding ratifying the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights, engaging in some efforts to resolve past land confiscation cases, and en-
acting minor reforms to laws regulating speech and assembly. However, the gov-
ernment increasingly used repressive laws to prosecute journalists, activists,
and critics for peaceful expression deemed critical of the government or military.

Despite the appearance of civilian rule, the military remained the primary power-
holder in the country. It continued to block efforts to amend the 2008 constitu-
tion, which allows the armed forces to retain authority over national security and
public administration through control of the defense, home affairs, and border
affairs ministries. The constitutional provision allowing the military to appoint 25
percent of parliamentary seats affords it an effective veto over constitutional
amendments.

The peace process with ethnic armed groups made no meaningful progress.
Fighting intensified in Kachin and northern Shan States, resulting in an increase
in forced displacement and other abuses against civilians, primarily by govern-
ment forces.

Crimes Against Humanity and Ethnic Cleansing of Rohingya

On August 25, in response to coordinated attacks on security force outposts
northern Rakhine State by militants from the Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army
(ARSA), security forces launched a large-scale military operation against the Ro-
hingya Muslim population.
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Military units, assisted by ethnic Rakhine militias, attacked Rohingya villages
and committed massacres, widespread rape, arbitrary detention, and mass
arson. Some Rohingya who fled were killed or maimed by landmines laid by sol-
diers on paths near the Bangladesh-Burma border. Satellite imagery showed
that more than 340 primarily Rohingya villages were either substantially or com-
pletely destroyed.

Prior to August 25, the total Rohingya population in Burma was estimated to be
more than 1 million, though precise figures do not exist as the Rohingya were ex-
cluded from the 2014 census. An estimated 120,000 Rohingya remain internally
displaced in central Rakhine State from waves of violence in 2012. The military
and government have denied that the Rohingya are a distinct ethnic group, ef-
fectively denying them citizenship, and calling them “Bengali” instead of “Ro-
hingya” to label them as foreigners.

The military and government appointed multiple investigative commissions on
the 2016-2017 violence, but each engaged in whitewashing, denying any unlaw-
ful killings. The Burmese government repeatedly stated it would not grant access
to members of a United Nations Fact-Finding Mission, created by the UN Human
Rights Council (UNHRC) in March 2017 following attacks on the Rohingya in late
2016.

In December 2017, the UN General Assembly passed a resolution urging Burma
to give the mission full, unrestricted, and unmonitored access. The government
denied access to affected areas in Rakhine State to independent journalists and
human rights monitors. It also continued to heavily restrict access to humanitar-
ian agencies, compounding the already-dire humanitarian conditions that inter-
nally displaced persons (IDPs) and other residents face.

Ethnic Conflicts and Forced Displacement

As the peace process stalled, fighting between the military and ethnic armed
groups continued over the year in Kachin and northern Shan States, with civil-
ians endangered by indiscriminate attacks, forced displacement, and blockage
of aid by the government. Approximately 100,000 civilians remain displaced in
camps in the region, many near areas of active conflict, heightening their vulner-
ability.
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In March, fighting broke out in the Kokang region of Shan State when the Myan-
mar National Democratic Alliance Army (MNDAA) attacked military posts and
casinos in Laukkai. Over 20,000 temporarily fled across the border into China,
and about 10,000 were displaced to central Burma. In June, fighting escalated in
Tanai township in Kachin State, displacing thousands. Sporadic fighting in Chin
State with the Arakan Army, comprised of ethnic Rakhine Buddhists, endangered
civilians, forcing hundreds from their homes.

Reports rose of injuries and deaths caused by landmines, used by both govern-
ment and ethnic armed forces. Landmine casualties in Burma over the past
decade are the third highest in the world. Both government and ethnic armed
groups unlawfully recruited children for their forces. The government did not ad-
equately or effectively investigate alleged abuses by military personnelin con-
flict areas.

Attacks on Free Expression and Media

The government increased its use of overly broad and vaguely worded laws to
detain, arrest, and imprison individuals for peaceful expression. Activists and
journalists reported an increase in surveillance, threats, and intimidation by se-
curity personnel or their agents. The rise in prosecutions of journalists has had a
chilling effect on the country’s media.

Prosecutions for critiques of government or military officials have surged since
the NLD took office. Over 9o cases have been filed under section 66(d) of the
2013 Telecommunications Act, a vaguely worded law that criminalizes broad cat-
egories of online speech, with over 20 journalists among those charged.

In September, after parliament rejected a proposal to remove the law’s criminal
penalty, President Htin Kyaw signed into law amendments to the act that re-
duced the maximum prison sentence from three to two years and allowed for
bail, but the majority of problematic provisions were retained.

In January 2017, the army filed defamation charges under section 500 of the
penal code against nine students who performed a satirical play about armed
conflict at a peace assembly in Irrawaddy Region. A local human rights defender
was charged under section 66(d) in June for streaming a video of the play on
Facebook. The chief editor of Myanmar Now, Swe Win, was arrested in July under
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section 66(d) for a Facebook post criticizing extremist Buddhist monk Wirathu.
He was released on bail but has faced extensive pretrial delays.

Khaing Myo Htun, an environmental rights activist, was sentenced to 18 months
in prison in October for violating sections 505(b) and (c) of the penal code,
which criminalizes speech that is likely to cause fear or harm and incites classes
or groups to commit offenses against each other. He had been detained since
July 2016 for helping prepare a statement released by the Arakan Liberation
Party, of which he was the deputy spokesperson, accusing the military of rights
violations.

The Voice newspaper’s chief editor Kyaw Min Swe and columnist Kyaw Zwa Naing
were arrested in June under section 25(b) of the 2014 Media Law and section
66(d) of the Telecommunications Act for an article satirizing a military propa-
ganda film, despite having printed an apology in May. Later that month, three
journalists—Aye Nai and Pyae Phone Naing from the Democratic Voice of Burma
(DVB), and Lawi Weng from The Irrawaddy—were detained under section 17(1) of
the 1908 Unlawful Associations Act while reporting on an event organized by the
Ta’ang National Liberation Army (TNLA), an ethnic armed group, in northern Shan
State. After a domestic and international outcry, the charges were dropped.

The government has long used the Unlawful Associations Act to restrict freedom
of association and detain peaceful activists. In October, authorities sentenced
two Kachin Baptist community leaders, Dumdaw Nawng Lat and Langjaw Gam
Seng, to four years and two years in prison, respectively, under section 17(1). The
two men were charged with allegedly supporting the Kachin Independence Army
(KIA) after they assisted journalists documenting military damage to civilian
areas in northern Shan State.

Despite changes to the Peaceful Assembly and Peaceful Procession Act, the right
to protest is still limited. In October, the law was amended to remove the re-
quirement of government consent to hold an assembly or processions, yet it re-
tains several provisions that fail to meet international standards. The police
announced in November a total ban on all public assemblies in 11 major town-
ships in Rangoon.

A new privacy law enacted in March includes vague provisions on surveillance
and data protection.
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Freedom of Religion

Religious minorities, including Hindus, Christians, and Muslims, continue to
face threats and persecution in a country that is approximately 88 percent Bud-
dhist. Religious activities are often tightly regulated and authorities threaten to
fine orimprison those who conduct organized prayers in their homes.

In May, authorities sent a letter to a Christian man in Rangoon, warning him not
to continue to pray in his home with others without first receiving approval from
authorities. In Sagaing Region, a Buddhist mob attacked Christian worshippers,
destroying homes and personal property.

The government took increasing action against Buddhist monks and organiza-
tions that used extremist and ultranationalist rhetoric. In May, the government
banned the use of the name and logos of the Buddhist-monk-led Ma Ba Tha, or
Association for the Protection of Race and Religion. Some but not all branches of
the organization complied. A well-known extremist monk, Wirathu, was banned
from public speaking for one year, but has on occasion violated the order with-
out consequences.

In April, a mob of about 50 to 100 Buddhist ultranationalists put pressure on
local officials and police in Rangoon’s Thaketa township to close two Islamic
schools. The authorities carried out the mob’s demand and have not reopened
the schools, denying several hundred students access to education. Following
the closures, local officials charged seven Muslims who participated in a public
prayer session on May 31. They faced up to six months in jail for holding public
prayers under the Ward or Village Tract Administration Law.

Human Rights Defenders

Accountability for attacks on human rights defenders remains impeded by the
country’s weak rule of law, corrupt judiciary, and unwillingness to prosecute
members of the security forces.

On January 29, Ko Ni, a prominent Muslim lawyer and senior NLD advisor, was

shot and killed outside the Rangoon airport. Ko Ni, a longtime advocate for inter-
faith dialogue and democratic reform, had been a proponent of controversial leg-
islation including a hate speech bill and constitutional amendments. Authorities
arrested four suspects, but have not apprehended the individual alleged to have
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engineered the attack. Aung San Suu Kyi was widely criticized for her silence
after the killing.

Three recent murders of environmental defenders—rights activist Naw Chit
Pandaing and investigative journalist Soe Moe Tun in late 2016, and community
leader Lung Jarm Phe in February 2017—remain unsolved.

On November 1, a land rights defender in northern Shan State, Htay Aung, was
killed by a mob while on his way to discuss a dispute over confiscated land.

Land Rights and Government Land Seizures

The government took several steps toward reforming land laws that provide weak
land tenure security for farmers and toward resolving decades-old claims of land
confiscation that occurred under military rule.

However, progress was limited as attempts to reform laws and land governance
structures failed to provide additional protections for landholders and did not in-
corporate provisions of the 2016 National Land Use Policy. Farmers faced threats
and arrests for protesting about unresolved land confiscation claims. Poor re-
dress mechanisms left many without a livelihood or compensation and facing in-
creased barriers to health care and education.

Human Trafficking

Human trafficking remained a serious problem in several areas, particularly in
the north where armed conflict and widespread displacement exacerbated finan-
cial instability. Women and girls in Kachin and Shan States who went to China in
search of work faced abuses. Many women and girls were sold to Chinese fami-
lies as “brides” and often faced horrific abuses including being locked up, sub-
jected to sexual slavery, forced to bear children of their “husbands” by rape, and
forcibly separated from their children. The Burmese government put few mea-
sures in place to protect women and girls from these abuses or assist women
and girls who escaped or sought to do so.
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Key International Actors

China continued to strengthen its ties with Burma, shielding the Burmese gov-
ernment from concerted international action and scrutiny over the Rohingya cri-
sis. Large-scale infrastructure projects ramped up under China’s “One Belt, One
Road” initiative, including an eastern seaport development that offers strategic
access to the Indian Ocean.

China attempted to play a larger role in Burma’s peace process through ties to
ethnic armed groups on the border. In November, China served as a mediator for
talks between Burma and Bangladesh on the return of Rohingya refugees, but
the resulting agreement failed to meet international standards for the protection
and respect of rights of refugees.

Burma’s civilian government continued to receive strong backing from Western
donors, who remained hopeful about the reform process yet concerned about
weak governance and the increased role and stature of the military.

In response to the Rohingya crisis, in September the UN Security Council held its
first open discussion of the situation in Burma in eight years. A draft Security
Council resolution was blocked by a veto threat from China. Instead, in Novem-
ber it adopted a Presidential Statement expressing grave concern over reports of
human rights violations in Rakhine State by Burma’s security forces and calling
on Burma to cooperate with UN investigative bodies.

In December, the UN General Assembly adopted a resolution drafted by the Or-
ganisation of Islamic Cooperation (0IC) and co-sponsored by a broad cross-re-
gional coalition that called for an end to military operations, unhindered access
for humanitarian assistance and actors, the voluntary and sustainable return of
refugees to their original places, accountability for violations and abuses, and
full respect for the “human rights and fundamental freedoms” of the Rohingya
population, including full citizenship. The resolution also requested the appoint-
ment of a special envoy to Burma.

In December, the UNHRC held a special session condemning the violations, urg-
ing the government to grant access to the council-created Fact-Finding Mission,
and calling on the government to address root causes, such as statelessness
and the denial of citizenship to Rohingya. The council said that returns should
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be safe, voluntary, dignified, and in accordance with international law, and re-
quested additional reporting by the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights.

While Burma faced widespread international condemnation for the military’s
ethnic cleansing of the Rohingya, concrete action was less forthcoming. In Sep-
tember, the United Kingdom announced it was halting all engagement programs
with the Burmese military. In October, the European Union suspended invita-
tions to senior military officers and undertook a review of defense cooperation.
The United States ceased consideration of travel waivers for current and former
senior military officials and rescinded invitations for senior military officials to
attend US-sponsored events. In October, citing the crisis in Rakhine State, the
World Bank announced it would delay a loan for US$200 million, its first direct fi-
nancial assistance to the government’s budget since the institution suspended
its lending to the country in the late 1980s.

The US government removed Burma from its annual list of governments using
child soldiers, despite documentation of ongoing recruitment. Burma remains
on the UN’s annual “list of shame” for the military’s use and recruitment of child
soldiers. The US also upgraded Burma’s designation in its global Trafficking in
Persons (TIP) Report, despite continued violations and weak efforts by the gov-
ernment to end trafficking and punish those responsible.
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Burundi

The political and human rights crisis that began in Burundi in April 2015, when
President Pierre Nkurunziza announced that he would run for a disputed third
term, continued through 2017, as government forces targeted real and perceived
opponents with near total impunity. Security forces and intelligence services—
often collaborating with members of the ruling party’s youth league, known as
the Imbonerakure—were responsible for numerous killings, disappearances, ab-
ductions, acts of torture, rapes, and arbitrary arrests. Unknown assailants car-
ried out grenade and other attacks, killing or injuring many people.

In September, a United Nations Commission of Inquiry, established by the
Human Rights Council a year earlier, said it had “reasonable grounds to believe
that crimes against humanity have been committed in Burundi since April 2015.”
During its session later that month, the council extended the commission’s man-
date for one year, but Burundi continues to refuse any form of cooperation with
the commission. In October, judges of the International Criminal Court (ICC) au-
thorized an investigation into crimes committed in Burundi since April 2015.

Also in October, Burundi’s government adopted a plan to revise the constitution
to allow President Nkurunziza to stand for two new seven-year terms. If passed
by a vote in parliament or national referendum, Nkurunziza could possibly stay
in power until 2034.

Killings, Rapes, and Other Abuses by Security Forces and
Ruling Party Youth

The violence in 2017 claimed scores of lives, according to Burundian and interna-
tional human rights organizations. Dead bodies of people killed in unknown cir-
cumstances were regularly found across the country.

The Commission of Inquiry confirmed “the persistence of extrajudicial execu-
tions, arbitrary arrests and detentions, enforced disappearances, torture and
cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment and sexual violence in Burundi since
April 2015,” blaming most violations on members of the intelligence services,
the police, the army, and the youth league of the ruling party. The commission
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indicated that “some violations have been committed in a more clandestine, but
equally brutal, manner since 2016.”

The Commission of Inquiry collected several testimonies suggesting that “intelli-
gence agents or members of the police” were involved in the disappearance of
Oscar Ntasano, a former senator, in Bujumbura on April 21, 2017.

Human Rights Watch documented how in 2015 and 2016, members of the Imbon-
erakure and police—sometimes armed with guns, sticks, or knives—raped
women whose male family members were perceived to be government oppo-
nents. In some cases, Imbonerakure threatened or attacked the male relative be-
fore raping the woman. Women often continued to receive threats after being
raped. Human Rights Watch received credible reports that these abuses contin-
ued in 2017.

In early April, a video emerged showing about 200 members of the Imboner-
akure gathered in northern Burundi, singing songs encouraging the rape of polit-
ical opponents or their relatives. Incitement to hatred, violence, and rape,
particularly by the Imbonerakure, has become common in Burundi, almost al-
ways without condemnation by authorities.

Security forces arrested, ill-treated, and illegally detained many opposition party
members. Some detainees were held incommunicado in unknown locations.
Several activists of the Movement for Solidarity and Democracy (Mouvement
pour la solidarité et la démocratie, MSD) and National Liberation Forces (Forces
nationales de libération, FNL) opposition parties were arrested in June. In early
April, the government had suspended the MSD for six months and shut down its
offices.

On January 24, unknown men attacked Camp Mukoni, a military base in Bu-
rundi’s eastern Muyinga province. Seven soldiers, twelve civilians, and one po-
liceman arrested after the attack were sentenced to heavy prison terms.
Intelligence agents badly beat and tortured many defendants during interroga-
tions, witnesses told Human Rights Watch.
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Abuses by Opposition Armed Groups and Unknown Actors

Several grenade attacks took place in bars and elsewhere across Burundi in
2017, killing and injuring many, including children. The identity of the perpetra-
tors was often unknown.

The UN Commission of Inquiry found that “human rights abuses were also com-
mitted by armed opposition groups [since April 2015], but these proved difficult
to document.” Emmanuel Niyonkuru, minister of water, environment, land man-
agement, and urban planning, was killed on January 1. The commission was “un-
able to establish” who was responsible for this and several other
“assassinations.”

Refugees

The number of Burundian refugees remained high in 2017, despite claims from
the Burundian government that the country was “peaceful.” More than 400,000
Burundians who fled the country since 2015 remained abroad at time of writing,
most in Tanzania, Rwanda, Uganda, and the Democratic Republic of Congo.

In September 2017, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) started
repatriating hundreds of Burundian refugees back home from neighboring Tanza-
nia. At least 12,000 Burundian refugees signed up for voluntary repatriation,
sometimes because of the dire conditions in the refugee camps in Tanzania,
while more than 234,000 refugees stayed in Tanzania.

On September 15, alleged members of the Congolese security forces used exces-
sive force to quash a protest in Kamanyola, South Kivu province, in eastern
Congo, killing around 40 Burundian refugees and wounding more than 100 oth-
ers.

Civil Society and Media

Most leading civil society activists and many independent journalists remained
in exile, after repeated government threats in 2015 and arrest warrants against

several of them, and after the Interior Minister banned or suspended 10 civil so-
ciety organizations that had spoken out against government abuses in October
2016.
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In January, two new laws allowed for increased control by authorities over the ac-
tivities and resources of Burundian and foreign nongovernmental organizations.
On January 3, authorities banned the Ligue Iteka, a prominent Burundian human
rights organization.

On June 13, security forces arrested three members of Parole et Action pour le
Réveil des Consciences et ’Evolution des Mentalités (PARCEM), one of the few
remaining independent nongovernmental organizations in the country, while
they were organizing a workshop on arbitrary arrests in Muramvya province.

The national intelligence agency detained Aimé Gatore, Emmanuel Nshimiri-
mana, and Marius Nizigama from June 17 to 27, before they were transferred to
Mpimba prison, in Bujumbura, and later to Muramvya prison, around 30 kilome-
ters away from the capital. They remained in detention at time of writing,
charged with “threatening state security.”

Germain Rukuki, a human rights defender and former treasurer of Action by
Christians for the Abolition of Torture (Action des Chrétiens pour ’Abolition de la
Torture, ACAT) in Burundi, one of the banned organizations, has been detained
since July 13 and faces several charges, including “rebellion.” On August 25, UN
experts called for Rukuki’s release, adding that the charges against him formed
“part of an overall context of threats and harassment against human rights de-
fenders in Burundi.”

Authorities continued to severely restrict media space in Burundi. Radio
Publique Africaine, Radio Bonesha, and Radio-Television Renaissance—all pri-
vate radio stations that the government had closed following an attempted coup
d’état in May 2015—remained off the air at time of writing.

Other media were allowed to operate in 2017, but faced grave restrictions on
their activities. On April 5, intelligence agents interrogated Joseph Nsabiyabandi,
the editor-in-chief of Radio Isanganiro, another privately owned radio station,
about his alleged collaboration with Burundian radios operating in exile in
Rwanda. He was later criticized for having “incited the opinion and the popula-
tion to revolt.” Radio Isanganiro had been closed in May 2015, and then allowed
by authorities to re-open in February 2016, after it signed an “ethical charter”
with the Burundian National Communications Council, in which it committed to a
“balanced and objective” editorial line, respectful of the “country’s security.”
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National and International Justice

Impunity for serious crimes committed in Burundi remains the norm. The justice
system is manipulated by ruling party and intelligence officials and judicial pro-
cedures are routinely flouted.

Burundi became the first country to withdraw from the ICC on October 27, 2017.
Two days earlier, ICC judges had authorized an investigation into crimes commit-
ted in the country since April 2015. The judges found that Burundi’s withdrawal
does not affect the court’s jurisdiction over crimes committed while the country
was a member.

Discriminatory Laws

Since April 2009, Burundi has criminalized consensual same-sex conduct. Arti-
cle 567 of the penal code, which penalizes consensual same-sex sexual relations
by adults with up to two years in prison, violates the rights to privacy and free-
dom from discrimination. These rights are protected by Burundi’s Constitution
and enshrined in its international treaty commitments.

In May 2017, President Nkurunziza signed into law new regulations requiring un-
married couples to legalize their relationships through church or state registra-
tions. In November, a new decree banned women from drumming and limited all
“cultural shows” to official ceremonies authorized by the Ministry of Culture.

Key International Actors

There was little progress in regional and international efforts to broker a dia-
logue between Burundian political actors, facilitated by former Tanzanian Presi-
dent Benjamin Mkapa. Most major donors have suspended direct budgetary
support to the Burundian government, but some maintained humanitarian assis-
tance. The US and the European Union maintained targeted sanctions on several
senior Burundian officials and opposition leaders.

In addition to renewing the mandate of the Commission of Inquiry, the UN
Human Rights Council also adopted another resolution on Burundi, on Septem-
ber 28, presented by the African Group, dispatching a mission of three experts to
gather information on abuses to share with local judicial authorities.
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In August, the UN Security Council said it remained “alarmed by the increasing
numbers of refugees outside the country and disturbed by reports of torture,
forced disappearances, and extra-judicial killings, as well as by the persisting
political impasse in the country and the attendant serious humanitarian conse-
quences.”

A July 2016 Security Council resolution authorizing 228 UN police officers to de-
ploy to the country was not implemented in 2017 due to continued rejection by
Burundian authorities.
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Cambodia

The civil and political rights environment in Cambodia markedly deteriorated in
2017 as the government arrested the leader of Cambodia’s political opposition
on dubious charges of treason; dissolved the main opposition party and banned
over 100 members from political activity; intensified the misuse of the justice
system to prosecute political opposition and human rights activists; and forced
several independent media outlets to close.

Authorities have detained at least 35 opposition and civil society leaders since
July 2015, many of whom have been prosecuted and convicted in summary trials
that failed to meet international standards. At least 19 remained in detention at
time of writing.

The ruling Cambodia People’s Party (CPP), which controls the country’s security
services and courts, has led the crackdown that began in 2016 and is likely moti-
vated by Prime Minister Hun Sen’s anxiety about national elections scheduled
forJuly 29, 2018. The arbitrary arrests and other abuses appear aimed at pre-
venting a victory by the opposition Cambodia National Rescue Party (CNRP),
which made electoral gains during the 2013 national elections and the 2017
commune elections. Because of the dissolution of the CNRP in November, there
will be no major opposition party to contest the CPP in the 2018 elections.

Throughout 2017 the government continued to deny Cambodians the right to free
speech and peaceful assembly by suppressing protests and issuing a series of
bans on gatherings and processions. Cambodia’s anti-corruption authorities,
rather than conducting investigations into suspicious government concessions
and the questionable wealth of senior CPP leaders and their families, instead
carried out politically motivated investigations of the CNRP and other organiza-
tions critical of the government.

Attacks on Political Opposition

CNRP leader Sam Rainsy remained in exile in 2017 to avoid a two-year prison
sentence stemming from a politically motivated criminal defamation charge from
2008.
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On September 3, the government arrested CNRP’s leader Kem Sokha on charges
of treason. Kem Sokha, who had assumed leadership of the party after Sam
Rainsy’s exile and resignation, had already faced de facto house arrest in 2016
in a separate politically motivated case.

Several other elected opposition leaders, including parliamentarian Um Sam An,
Senator Hong Sok Hour, Senator Thak Lany, and Commune Councilor Seang Chet,
remained in detention after politically motivated prosecutions.

Commune elections on June 4 featured threats and harassment of the opposition
and civil society groups. Prior to the election, Interior Ministry Gen. Khieu
Sopheak acknowledged pre-election harassment of nongovernmental organiza-
tions (NGOs) and said the Interior Ministry had started an investigation “be-
cause we wanted to threaten those organizations to be scared.”

Although voting day was peaceful, the overarching dynamic of the elections were
unfair, with unequal media access for opposition parties, bias toward the CPP in
electoral institutions, and lack of independent and impartial dispute resolution
mechanisms.

The government used increasingly threatening political rhetoric throughout the
year, including repeated threats of violence, to intimidate dissidents and civil
society groups, especially in the lead-up to the commune elections. Prime Minis-
ter Hun Sen and other leaders repeated claims that any election victory by the
opposition would lead to “civil war,” and threatened to use violence against
those who “protest” or seek a “color revolution,” a term authorities use to por-
tray peaceful dissent as an attempted overthrow of the state.

In May 2017, Hun Sen stated he would be “willing to eliminate 100 to 200 peo-
ple” to protect “national security,” and suggested opposition members “prepare
their coffins.” On August 2, Minister of Social Affairs Vong Sauth said that pro-
testers who dispute the 2018 election results will be “hit with the bottom end of
bamboo poles”—a reference to a torture technique used during the Khmer
Rouge regime. After Kem Sokha’s arrest, CPP officials insisted he had conspired
with the United States to overthrow the government, citing US capacity-building
support for political parties—support that was also given to the CPP.

The national assembly passed two rounds of repressive amendments to Cambo-
dia’s Law on Political Parties. The amendments empower authorities to dissolve
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political parties and ban party leaders from political activity without holding
hearings and or an appeal process. The amendments also contain numerous re-
strictions that appear to have been tailored to use against the CNRP, most no-
tably provisions that compel political parties to distance themselves from
members who have been convicted of a criminal charge.

In October, Hun Sen used these provisions in a case brought in the Supreme
Court to dissolve the CNRP. On November 16, the Supreme Court, chaired by a
judge who is also a central committee member of the ruling CPP, dissolved the
CNRP and banned 118 CNRP members of parliament and party officials from po-
litical activity for five years.

Freedom of Media

Cambodia’s General Department of Taxation, on the pretext of an unpaid tax bill,
forced the independent Cambodia Daily newspaper to close on September 4,
and brought tax-related criminal charges against its owners. At time of writing,
two of its reporters were also being investigated for baseless charges of “incite-
ment.”

The government also cracked down heavily on independent radio in September,
revoking the license of Mohanokor Radio and its affiliates, which broadcast
Voice of America (VOA) and Radio Free Asia (RFA), and closing the independent
radio station Voice of Democracy (VOD).

Authorities also forced the closure of RFA’s bureau, and in November, a court
charged two journalists with espionage for filing news reports for RFA. Other
radio stations broadcasting VOA or RFA have come under pressure from the gov-
ernment and stopped broadcasting in August. Almost all domestic broadcast
media is now under government control.

Attacks on Civil Society

For most of 2017, the government detained four senior staff members of the Cam-
bodian Human Rights and Development Association (ADHOC) and a former
ADHOC staff member serving as deputy secretary-general of the National Elec-
tion Committee (NEC). The group, commonly referred to as the “ADHOC Five,”
were arrested in 2016 on politically motived charges and held in pretrial deten-
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tion for 427 days until their release in June. Each faces 5 to 10 years in prison if
convicted.

Authorities continued to detain the land rights activist and women’s rights de-
fender Tep Vanny, who was arrested on August 15, 2016, during a “Black Mon-
day” protest calling for the release of the ADHOC Five. After her arrest,
authorities reactivated an old case against her stemming from a 2013 protest,
and in February sentenced her to 30 months in prison. Authorities also contin-
ued to prosecute several other spurious legal cases against her.

In July, authorities announced an investigation into two groups that were moni-
toring the commune election. The government alleged that the groups violated
the vague and undefined concept of “political neutrality” in Cambodia’s Law on
Associations and Non-Government Organizations (LANGO), which allows for the
dissolution or denial of registration of NGOs, and had failed to register under
LANGO.

On August 23, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs ordered the closure of the US-
funded NGO National Democratic Institute (NDI), and expulsion of its non-Cam-
bodian staff, citing LANGO and the 1997 Tax Law.

Throughout the year, authorities harassed Mother Nature, an environmental
group, arrested members on spurious charges of incitement and making unau-
thorized recordings, and forced the group to deregister as an NGO in September.
In October, the government suspended the registration for another NGO critical
of the government, Equitable Cambodia, along with the Federation of Cambo-
dian Intellectuals and Students.

Impunity

A suspect was convicted in March in the July 10, 2016 murder of prominent politi-
cal commentator Kem Ley, in proceedings that were highly flawed and did little
to dispel concerns of government involvement in the killing. Kem Ley was killed
five days after a Cambodian general publicly called on Cambodian armed forces
to “eliminate and dispose of” anyone “fomenting social turmoil.” Kem Ley had
been a frequent critic of Hun Sen and, in the months before his killing, had given
several media interviews in which he referenced the vast wealth of Hun Sen’s
family.
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The convicted suspect, Oeuth Ang, was tried and sentenced to life imprisonment
after proceedings that ignored improbabilities and inconsistencies in his confes-
sion and shortcomings in the investigation.

In June, Hun Sen brought a civil charge of defamation against another political
commentator, Kim Sok, for suggesting that CPP authorities were behind the
killing and authorities filed a criminal charge of incitement against him. In Au-
gust, Kim Sok was sentenced to a year-and-a-half in prison and ordered to pay
Hun Sen US$200,000. Opposition Senator Thak Lany was also convicted in ab-
sentia for similar offenses after commenting on the Kem Lay case.

Labor Rights

Authorities carried out questionable legal investigations into trade unions under
Cambodia’s Trade Union Law, which has prevented some unions from legally
registering and excluded them from collective bargaining and formally advocat-
ing for rights and improved working conditions.

Key International Actors

China, Vietnam, and South Korea were key investors in 2017. China, Japan, and
the European Union were Cambodia’s leading providers of development-related
assistance. The United States, once a key donor, is now regularly criticized by
the Cambodian government as a hostile foreign power.

The United Nations Human Rights Council passed a resolution in September re-
newing the mandate of the UN special rapporteur on the situation of human
rights in Cambodia for two years and requesting that the UN secretary-general re-
port to the Human Rights Council in March 2018, ahead of Cambodia’s national
elections.
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Canada

Canada is a vibrant multiethnic democracy that enjoys a global reputation as a
defender of human rights. Despite a strong record on core civil and political
rights protections guaranteed by the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms,
the government of Prime Minister Justin Trudeau faces longstanding human
rights challenges. Many of these relate to the rights of Indigenous peoples, in-
cluding violations of their right to safe drinking water and police abuse of Indige-
nous women. Canada also grapples with serious human rights issues relating to
detention, including the placement of children in immigration detention.

Indigenous Rights

The government has yet to pay adequate attention to systemic poverty, housing,
water, sanitation, healthcare, and education problems in Indigenous communi-
ties, particularly those in remote and rural areas. The United Nations Committee
on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination in September urged the government
to remedy what it found were persistent violations of the rights of Indigenous
peoples.

Inadequate access to clean, safe, drinking water continues to pose a major pub-
lic health concern in many Indigenous communities. The poor quality of water on
First Nations reserves has a serious impact on health and hygiene, especially for
high-risk individuals—children, elders, and people with disabilities.

In March, Canada provided an update on progress toward meeting Prime Minis-
ter Trudeau’s commitment to end drinking water advisories in First Nations in
five years, and committed to taking a new approach to fixing the drinking water
crisis, including an online resource for tracking the number of advisories to in-
crease transparency in its progress. At time of writing, the process to adopt safe
drinking water regulations had stalled, with the largest First Nations organization
in the country calling for the problematic law enabling regulations to be re-
pealed.

Many residents of Grassy Narrows and Wabaseemoong (Whitedog), two First Na-
tions communities along the English-Wabigoon River in northwestern Ontario,
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continue to live with mercury poisoning due to contamination from a now-closed
chemical plant upstream in Dryden.

While the Ontario Environment Ministry said it was unaware of the contamina-
tion until 2016, a confidential report made public in October noted that provin-
cial officials were told in the 1990s that the site was contaminated and that
some groundwater samples taken at the site in recent years still show high lev-
els of mercury.

The Prime Minister’s Office announced in January 2017 that it would tackle the
mercury contamination “once and for all,” although the prime minister subse-
quently claimed it was a provincial issue. Federal and provincial-level responses
to residents’ health needs and the wider environmental contamination have
been woefully inadequate, although the Ontario government pledged CAN$85
million in mid-2017 towards cleaning the river.

Violence against Indigenous Women and Girls

Indigenous women and girls are more vulnerable to violence than their non-In-
digenous counterparts in every province and territory of Canada. While Indige-
nous women only make up 4.3 percent of the female population, they account
for 16 percent of the total female homicides and 11.3 percent of missing women
in the country.

In its 2015 inquiry into the murders and disappearances of Indigenous women
and girls, the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights affirmed that racial
discrimination and socio-economic marginalization were root causes of the vio-
lence.

In September 2016, the Canadian government launched a two-year national in-
quiry into missing and murdered Indigenous women and girls. The inquiry is
tasked with examining the root causes and institutional responses to high levels
of violence.

Human Rights Watch and other groups have called on the national inquiry to
closely examine how policing failures are contributing to Indigenous women’s
vulnerability to violence. To date, Canada has made only limited progress to en-
sure that police are accountable for these policing failures. Lack of accountabil-
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ity for policing abuses against Indigenous women exacerbates long-standing
tensions between police and Indigenous communities in Canada.

Children in Immigration Detention

Canada’s federal government and the Canada Border Services Agency (CBSA)
have shown willingness to reform the immigration detention system and have
taken steps to address systemic issues within the immigration detention sys-
tem. However, Canadian law and policy do not prohibit immigration detention of
children and do not limit how long children can be held in immigration deten-
tion.

Human Rights Watch and other groups have called on Canadian authorities to
ensure that children and families with children are not detained solely because
of their immigration status; develop strong policies and guidelines about how
the various alternatives to detention should be used; and review their practices
to ensure that they are reflecting the best interests of the child in all decisions
that affect them.

Mining Industry Abuses

Canada’s status as home to more than half of the world’s mining companies and
its dominant position in mining investment abroad create a key opportunity for
the government to exercise global leadership on the human rights challenges
that arise in the extractives context.

However, no Canadian law provides a mechanism to allow Canadian authorities
to exercise meaningful scrutiny and oversight of the human rights impact of
Canadian extractive companies operating overseas, or the extent to which those
companies respect human rights in their operations. On these issues, Canadian
companies operating overseas generally only must comply with the laws and reg-
ulations of the countries in which they work. This often means the baris set far
too low.

To date, victims of human rights abuses associated with Canadian mining com-
panies operating abroad have had limited redress in Canada. However, in a po-
tentially ground-breaking decision in November, the British Columbia Court of

Appeal ruled that a civil claim against the Canadian firm, Nevsun Resources, for
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alleged used of forced labor at an Eritrean mine could be heard in Canada.

Human Rights Watch and other groups have called on the government to estab-
lish an ombudsperson’s office with a mandate to independently investigate and
publicly report on complaints related to human rights issues involving Canadian
mining companies. This would help strengthen the mining industry’s human
rights practices consistent with UN Human Rights Committee’s recommenda-
tions to Canada to both establish an independent mechanism to investigate ex-
tractives companies operating abroad and a legal framework of remedy for
abuses suffered by affected communities.

Counterterrorism

In June, following a comprehensive national security review, the Trudeau govern-
ment introduced Bill C-59 to address the human rights shortcomings in the coun-
try’s Anti-Terrorism Act of 2015 (formerly Bill C-51).

The bill introduces some important reforms, such as increasing oversight over
the security and intelligence agencies. But a coalition of Canadian civil society
organizations voiced concerns in September that the proposed legislation does
not provide the fundamental change needed to undo C-51’s legacy, for example
by substantially curtailing CSIS powers to disrupt a vast array of activities in the
name of security, and ensure that human rights is at the core of Canada’s na-
tional security framework.

In June, the Trudeau government overturned a previous government law that
made it possible to strip dual citizens of their Canadian nationality if convicted
of terrorism, treason, or espionage.

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity

Prime Minister Trudeau’s government has taken significant steps domestically to
advance the rights of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) people, in-
cluding passing legislation to protect transgender people from discrimination
and creating a non-binary gender option on passports.

In June, Bill C-16 received royal assent amending the Canadian Human Rights Act
to add gender identity and gender expression to the list of prohibited grounds of
discrimination. The bill also amends the criminal code to extend protection
against hate propaganda to any section of the public that is distinguished by
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gender identity or expression while deeming that any offence motivated by bias,
prejudice, or hate based on gender identity and expression as an aggravating
circumstance in sentencing.

In November, Prime Minister Trudeau apologized to members of the LGBT com-
munity for actions the government took through the late 1980s against thou-
sands of workers in the military and the Canadian public service. The
government also announced in May that it would pardon and expunge records
for any Canadians who were charged, and who still have on their records, crimi-
nal offences that are no longer on the books.

Foreign Policy

In her first major foreign policy address, Minister of Foreign Affairs Chrystia Free-
land in June articulated the government’s view that there is a need to renew and

strengthen the postwar multilateral order and reaffirmed Canada’s “unshakeable
commitment to pluralism, human rights and the rule of law.”

In September, Canada joined a successful Dutch-sponsored initiative at the UN
Human Rights Council calling for an independent international investigation to
address widespread human rights abuses in Yemen.

In August, Minister Freeland ordered an investigation into the alleged use of
Canadian-made military vehicles by Saudi security forces in a violent crackdown
in the Shia-populated city of Awamiyah in the Eastern Province. A government
spokesperson told reporters that the minister would take action if it was found
that Canadian exports had been used “to commit serious violations of human
rights.”

Canadian law limits the export of military technology to countries with a record
of human rights violations. Human Rights Watch has documented a Saudi-led
coalition of states committing repeated laws of war violations, some likely war
crimes, in Yemen, and has repeatedly urged the Canadian government and oth-
ers to stop selling weapons to Saudi Arabia until it credibly investigates and cur-
tails its unlawful attacks.

Key International Actors

In February, Canada endorsed the Safe Schools Declaration, thereby committing
to do more to protect students, teachers, and schools during times of armed
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conflict, including through the implementation and use of the Guidelines for Pro-
tecting Schools and Universities from Military Use during Armed Conflict.

In May, the UN Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities urged the
Canadian government to collect much-needed disaggregated data and informa-
tion about persons with disabilities and remedy persistent gaps in the equal en-
joyment and exercise of rights.

In June, the UN Working Group on Business and Human Rights concluded its 10-
day visit to Canada. The group urged Canada to “take a tougher line” on human
rights abuses in the extractive sector, both domestically and overseas.
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Central African Republic

President Faustin-Archange Touadéra’s government, with support from interna-
tional partners, kept control of the capital, Bangui, and surrounding areas in the
southwestern region of the Central African Republic. However, much of the coun-
try remained insecure, unstable, and beset by serious human rights violations.
Armed groups still control key towns, despite the presence of United Nations
peacekeepers.

Civilians continued to bear the brunt of fighting in central, northwestern, and
eastern regions of the country, where predominantly Muslim Seleka rebel
groups, largely Christian and animist anti-balaka militias, and other armed
groups remained active. Armed groups killed hundreds of civilians, raped and
sexually assaulted women and girls, and burned down villages. Survivors of sex-
ual violence continued to face stigma, rejection, and other barriers to accessing
essential services and justice.

Numerous armed groups signed ceasefire agreements in June and October, but
the violence and abuses committed against civilians did not stop. While im-
punity for past abuses and war crimes continued, there was progress toward cre-
ating a Special Criminal Court, a hybrid court in the national justice system, and
the International Criminal Court (ICC) continued investigations of crimes commit-
ted in the country.

The United Nations Human Rights Council renewed the mandate of the inde-
pendent expert and scheduled a discussion with the independent expert, the
UN, African Union (AU), government representatives, and civil society in March
2018 to focus on the impact of the peace and reconciliation process on the
human rights situation.

Attacks on Civilians

Human Rights Watch documented the killings of at least 249 civilians between
May and September by various armed groups, as violence surged in many parts
of the country, most notably in the Basse Kotto, Haut-Mboumou, Mboumou,
Ouham and Ouham-Pendé provinces. The actual number of deaths is likely sig-
nificantly higher.
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The Union for Peace in the Central African Republic (I’Union pour la Paix en Cen-
trafrique, UPC), a Seleka faction, carried out some of the worst attacks in and
around Alindao, in Basse Kotte province, killing at least 188 people between May
and August. The group established a military base in Alindao in February, after
the UN peacekeeping mission asked the group to leave their former base in
Bambari, Ouaka province. Human Rights Watch documented the rapes of at least
25 women, ages 18 to 50, by UPC fighters during attacks on local communities in
Basse-Kotto in May.

On May 13, anti-balaka forces attacked the Muslim neighborhood of Tokoyo in
Bangassou, Mboumou province. Nine survivors who fled to Bangui estimated
that fighters killed at least 12 civilians, including the town’s imam, as they tried
to seek safety in the mosque. Peacekeepers transported Muslims from the
mosque to the Catholic Church, where they continued at time of writing to pro-
vide protection to approximately 1,500 Muslim civilians.

In July, fighters from the Central African Patriotic Movement (Mouvement Patrio-
tique pour la Centrafrique, MPC), a Seleka faction, attacked a displacement
camp in Batangafo, in Ouham province, and surrounding neighborhoods, killing
at least 15 people, including three with disabilities, and burning approximately
230 homes and makeshift huts in the camp.

In Zemio, Haut-Mboumou province, local armed Muslims without a clear link to
the Seleka killed at least 28 civilians between late June and August, including
during an attack on a displacement camp in the town on August 17.

Forces apparently from the UPC and Muslim civilians attacked and killed six vol-
unteers working with the Red Cross in Gambo, Mboumou province, in August.

In October, the armed group “Return, Reclamation, Rehabilitation,” or 3R, com-
prising of Muslim Peuhl under the command of General Sidiki Abass, took con-
trol of Bocaranga, a major town in Ouham-Pendé province, for several days. The
UN mission forced them out of the town after several civilians were killed. Also in
October, at least 20 Muslims were killed by auto-defense groups, local armed
groups often linked to anti-balaka, in the town of Kembe in Basse-Kotto prefec-
ture.

The Ugandan rebel group the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) remained active in
the southeast with allegations of killings and abductions of civilians.
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Refugees and Internally Displaced Persons

Fighting and attacks by armed groups forced tens of thousands of people to flee
their homes since May, bringing the total number of internally displaced persons
(IDPs) in the country, based on UN figures, to 601,600, and the total number of
refugees to 538,400, the highest since mid-2014. Conditions for IDPs and
refugees remained harsh. Many displaced people had little or no access to hu-
manitarian assistance. Persons with disabilities at displacement sites faced bar-
riers to access sanitation, food, and medical assistance.

About 2.4 million people, out of a population of 4.6 million, needed humanitar-
ian assistance. The humanitarian response plan was only 34 percent funded,
with a budget gap of US$328.3 million.

Regional and International Forces

The United Nations peacekeeping mission, MINUSCA, deployed about 10,050
military peacekeepers and 2,000 police across many parts of the country, but
struggled to establish security in key areas and to sufficiently protect civilians.
The mission is authorized, by virtue of Chapter VIl of the UN Charter, to take all
necessary means to protect the civilian population from threat of physical vio-
lence and to “implement a mission-wide protection strategy.” On November 15,
the UN Security Council approved an additional 9oo troops for MINUSCA and
subsequently asked Brazil to send the additional peacekeepers.

The Regional Task Force (RTF)—the military component of the Regional Coopera-
tion Initiative for the elimination of the LRA (RCI-LRA), an African Union effort to
neutralize the LRA—withdrew from the country in early 2017. The presence of
these forces, made up primarily of Ugandan soldiers and some American advi-
sors, had a positive effect on general security in the southeast. Their withdrawal
created a security vacuum that MINUSCA struggled to fill.

The Ugandan military, deployed in the country since 2009 as a part of the RTF,
withdrew its troops as widespread allegations of sexual exploitation and abuse
against women and girls resurfaced.

Despite its withdrawal from the RCI-LRA, the US will continue to train local forces
in the Central African Republic. The EU military training mission, called EUTM
RCA, trained the first of two planned army battalions in 2017.
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National and International Justice

Impunity remained one of the main challenges in addressing past and ongoing
atrocities. Progress was made towards the operationalization of the Special
Criminal Court, a hybrid court with national and international judges and prose-
cutors that will focus on grave international crimes committed since 2003. In
February, President Touadéra appointed the court’s chief prosecutor, Toussaint
Muntazini Mukimapa, the former advisor to the military attorney general of the
Democratic Republic of Congo, in a process perceived to be fair and transparent,
with external partners observing all discussions.

In May, the UN released a mapping report documenting serious violations of
human rights and humanitarian law committed over the past 13 years, founding
that some may amount to war crimes or crimes against humanity. The report may
aid the work of the Special Criminal Court and future justice mechanisms.

In April, Minister of Justice Flavien Mbata announced the appointment of two in-
ternational judges, followed by the appointment of five national judges in May.
In June, the president appointed a deputy international prosecutor.

The Netherlands, the US, and the UN were the principal donors to the Special
Criminal Court, but the court’s five-year budget remained only partially covered.
The Special Criminal Court also continued to require technical assistance.

The Office of the Prosecutor at the ICC continued investigations into alleged war
crimes and crimes against humanity committed in the country. The ICCissued no
arrest warrants in 2017.

Jean-Pierre Bemba Gombo, a former vice president of the Democratic Republic of
Congo and leader of the Movement for the Liberation of the Congo (Mouvement
pour la Libération du Congo), was sentenced to 12-months in jail and fined
€300,000 euros (approximately US$353,000) in March for bribing witnesses
during an earlier war crimes trial at the ICC. ICC judges found Bemba and four as-
sociates guilty of witness tampering in October 2016. Bemba was found guilty of
rape, murder and pillage in March 2016 for crimes committed in the Central
African Republic in 2002 and 2003.

There was no progress in bringing to justice African Union peacekeepers from
the Republic of Congo allegedly responsible for abuses in CAR in 2014. A mass
grave exhumed at Boali in February 2016 appeared to contain the remains of 12
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people allegedly killed by Congolese soldiers. In June 2016, the government of
the Republic of Congo had announced that a judicial procedure was ongoing for
this case. A forensic investigation and exhumation was concluded in November
and a private report of this investigation was handed to the Central African inves-
tigating judge. The victim’s remains were buried in Boali.
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Chile

Twenty-eight years after the Chilean dictatorship imposed a total abortion ban,
and after a difficult process that included the intervention of the Constitutional
Court, the government in September 2017 enacted a law decriminalizing abor-
tion if the life of the pregnant woman is at risk, the fetus is unviable, or the preg-
nancy is due to rape.

The courts continue to prosecute those responsible for human rights violations
committed during the military regime. In 2017, courts convicted or charged for-
mer military officers and state actors in three of the most egregious crimes of Au-
gusto Pinochet’s dictatorship from 1973 to 1990.

Cases of crimes committed by members of the armed forces and Carabineros
(uniformed police) against civilians were transferred at the end of 2016 from mil-
itary jurisdiction to civilian courts.

President Michelle Bachelet issued a decree that increased intrusive government
access to personal data, violating Chileans’ right to privacy. However, the Con-
traloria General de la Repdblica (Chile’s Supreme Audit Institution) held that the
decree was invalid and could not enter into force because the executive branch
did not have legal authority to issue it.

After an investigation conducted by a Chamber of Deputies commission of in-
quiry revealed human rights violations against poor children under state care in
the National Service for Minors (SENAME) network, the government proposed a
set of bills to improve the centers and strengthen protection of children’s rights.
The government also presented a bill to legalize same-sex marriage.

Confronting Past Abuses

In March, the Supreme Court convicted and sentenced 33 former state agents for
the enforced disappearances of 5 members of the Manuel Rodriguez Patriot Front
in 1987. The victims’ bodies were fastened to railroad sleepers and thrown into
the sea.

In April, an investigating judge charged the former army commander-in-chief,
Juan Emilio Cheyre, with complicity in the extrajudicial execution of 15 people in
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the La Serena regiment, where he was a lieutenant during the military govern-
ment.

In September, an investigating judge in Santiago filed murder and attempted
murder charges against 13 retired members of the army in the death of Rodrigo
Rojas and the injury of Carmen Gloria Quintana. Soldiers arrested the two young
activists during a protest in 1986, doused them with gasoline, set them alight,
and then abandoned them in a ditch.

In September, the Bachelet administration submitted a bill to Congress that
would lift the 5o-year veil of secrecy over testimony given before the National
Commission on Political Prison and Torture, known as the Valech | Commission,
from November 2003 to May 2004. The commission learned the places in which
detention took place and the torture methods used by the dictatorship, and rec-
ognized 28,459 victims of political prison and torture (in a second revision, an
additional 9,795 new torture victims were recognized).

The lifting of the secrecy order generated intense debate among those who be-
lieve that opening the testimony to judges investigating human rights crimes vi-
olates the victims’ privacy and those who claim that the secret contributes to
impunity enjoyed by the guilty.

Prison Conditions

As of December 2016, 69 percent of the total prison population was convicted,
and 31 percent was being held in pretrial detention.

As of August 2016, Chilean prisons were operating at 103.2 percent capacity, ris-
ing to 117.6 percent in the Metropolitan Region and exceeding 200 percent in
some prisons. As of October 2016, the Santiago Sur Preventive Prison Center,
which has a maximum capacity of 2,384 people, held 5,057 inmates.

In 2017, the National Human Rights Institute (INDH) filed dozens of lawsuits for
mistreatment of prison inmates, including for the new crime of torture, which
was incorporated into the criminal code in November 2016.
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Privacy

President Bachelet issued a decree that would have dangerously increased
government access to the personal data of all citizens. The decree required
telecommunications companies to retain, for at least two years, data that would
have allowed the government to know individuals’ location and with whom they
communicate. The decree did not explicitly require a court order to access this
stored data.

It also prohibited telecommunications companies from using technology that
prevents interceptions, which could have been understood as a ban on
protecting information through encryption. In November, the Contraloria General
de la Repdblica held that the decree did not pass the ex ante control of legality
(toma de razén), because the legal authority to issue such a regulation belongs
with the legislative branch, not the executive.

Children’s Rights

The living conditions that children endure under state care in the National
Service for Minors (SENAME) network are in dire need of improvement. Between
January and June 2016, 34 children died under SENAME’s care. At time of writing,
the public prosecutor was conducting an investigation into the deaths of 259
children in the last decade. The victims were living in SENAME centers when they
died.

In 2017, the INDH visited 171 SENAME centers, 83 percent of the total in the
country. Of 405 children interviewed, 197 reported violations of their rights,
including neglect, physical abuse, psychological abuse, and sexual abuse or
exploitation.

The scandal generated when these figures were publicized produced a response
from the government, which presented or accelerated the processing of a set of
bills that seek to replace and strengthen the institutional structure of state’s
services for children in need.

The Court of Appeals in la Serena ordered the Prison Police Force to refrain from
conducting invasive body checks and stripping children who visit detained
relatives.
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Women'’s Rights and Reproductive Rights

In August 2017, the Chilean Congress approved a law that ended the absolute
prohibition of abortion the military dictatorship imposed at the end of its
mandate in 1989. The Constitutional Court upheld a law decriminalizing abortion
under three circumstances: if the life of the pregnant woman is at risk, the fetus
is unviable, or the pregnancy is due to rape. However, the Constitutional Court
extended the right to conscientious objection beyond the medical doctor carry-
ing out the abortion to all personnel present in the operating room, and even to
institutions.

In January 2017, the government presented to Congress a bill regarding women’s
access to a life free of violence. As of September 15, 2017, 29 women had died at
the hands of spouses or partners and 79 attempted killings of women by their
spouses or partners were recorded. The bill addresses forms of violence that
Chilean law does not currently recognize as distinct criminal offenses, such as
violence in non-cohabitating couples and violence experienced by women in
public spaces.

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity

In June, after four years of deliberation, a bill recognizing the right to gender
