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international pressure—including from the United Nations and Council of Eu-
rope—has increased access to legal recognition for transgender people and
eased the process by which they can achieve it. No new or special rights lie at
the heart of such crucial efforts, argue Ghoshal and Knight, but rather a funda-
mental “commitment to the core idea that the state or other actors will not de-
cide for people who they are.”

Around the world, girls are forced into child marriages that are often ruinous for
their personal growth and disastrous for their ability to realize basic human
rights. Child marriage often means leaving school, domestic violence, a cycle of
poverty, and an increased risk of serious health problems and death due to early
childbearing. One in nine girls in the developing world marry before 15, and one
in three by 18. The UN Sustainable Development Goals adopted in September
2015 aim to eliminate child marriage within 15 years, and many governments,
donors, and civil society groups have rallied to the cause. But success, warns
Nisha Varia, will not come easy and requires sustained political commitment to
address social and cultural norms around girls' sexuality; coordination across
multiple sectors; learning about what works and for whom; and empowering
girls themselves with information and access to services so that they can realize
a potential that so many of their mothers—themselves child brides—have been
denied.

Finally, in “Children Behind Bars,” Michael Bochenek looks at the global overuse
of child detention. The UN Children’s Fund, UNICEF, estimates that more than
one million children are behind bars worldwide. Some of these children are serv-
ing excessively long sentences, others are held for skipping school, running
away from home, and other acts that should not be crimes, and some have never
been tried for their alleged crimes. Migrant children are often held in immigra-
tion detention. Children with disabilities may be institutionalized. All of these
practices violate international standards. A UN study soon underway will hope-
fully result in increased attention to these abusive practices and greater compli-
ance with international standards. But as Bochenek notes, governments do not
need to wait for this study; they can and should act now to develop alternatives
to detention and ensure that children who are locked up receive schooling,
health services, and humane treatment.

The rest of the volume consists of individual country entries, each of which iden-
tifies significant human rights issues, examines the freedom of local human
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Foreword
World Report 2016 is Human Rights Watch’s 26th 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 the end of 2014
through November 2015.

The book is divided into two main parts: an essay section, and country-specific
chapters.

In the introductory essay, “Twin Threats: How the Politics of Fear and the Crush-
ing of Civil Society Imperil Global Rights,” Human Rights Watch Executive Direc-
tor Kenneth Roth details how fear drove two of the most important global
developments of 2015. Fears of terror attacks and of the potential impact of
refugee influx led to a visible scaling back of rights in Europe and other regions.
Scapegoating Muslims and refugees, Roth argues, hurts and alienates popula-
tions crucial to counterterrorism efforts. Efforts to weaken encryption of commu-
nications and to intensify surveillance—the knee-jerk response of many
governments to terror attacks—undermines privacy rights, can endanger critical
infrastructure, and may distract from the focused investigative work that should
be at the heart of counterterrorism efforts. In countries as diverse as China,
Ethiopia, India, and Russia, another set of fears—in this case, fears that new dig-
ital communications platforms will energize social and political movements—
helped to drive a less recognized but disturbing and destructive global trend: the
adoption by many countries of repressive new nongovernmental organization
laws and policies targeting individuals and groups that try to hold governments
to account, including social media users, civil society groups, and the funders
who back them. Roth traces the ways in which human rights law can and should
guide responses to these major global developments. “We abandon it,” he
warns “at our peril.”

Most people never question the “boy” or “girl” designation they receive at birth.
In the next essay, “Rights in Transition ” Neela Ghoshal and Kyle Knight examine
the humiliating and violent treatment often endured by those who do. Across the
world, transgender people are subject to discriminatory laws and policies that
prevent them from accessing a range of rights and services, including health
care, free expression, and privacy, and that in some cases ban their very exis-
tence. Years of advocacy by intrepid transgender activists, combined with recent
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Twin Threats:
How the Politics of Fear and the Crushing of Civil Society

Imperil Global Rights

By Kenneth Roth

Fear stood behind many of the big human rights developments of the past year.
Fear of being killed or tortured in Syria and other zones of conflict and repression
drove millions from their homes. Fear of what an influx of asylum seekers could
mean for their societies led many governments in Europe and elsewhere to close
the gates. Fear of mounting terrorist attacks moved some political leaders to cur-
tail rights and scapegoat refugees or Muslims. And fear of their people holding
them to account led various autocrats to pursue an unprecedented global crack-
down on the ability of those people to band together and make their voices
heard.  

In Europe and the United States, a polarizing us-versus-them rhetoric has moved
from the political fringe to the mainstream. Blatant Islamophobia and shameless
demonizing of refugees have become the currency of an increasingly assertive
politics of intolerance.

These trends threatened human rights in two ways, one well known, the other
less visible. The high-profile threat is a rollback of rights by many governments in
the face of the refugee flow and the parallel decision by the self-declared Islamic
State, or ISIS, to spread its attacks beyond the Middle East. The less visible
threat is the effort by a growing number of authoritarian governments to restrict
civil society, particularly the civic groups that monitor and speak out about those
governments’ conduct. 

The Western governments threatening to curtail rights include many of the
strongest traditional allies of the human rights cause. Their voices are needed to
counter the broader effort in countries throughout the world to squeeze civil so-
ciety, jeopardizing human rights and efforts to uphold them.
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rights defenders to conduct their work, and surveys the response of key interna-
tional actors, such as the UN, the European Union, the United States, and vari-
ous regional and international organizations and institutions.

The report reflects extensive investigative work that Human Rights Watch staff
undertook in 2015, usually in close partnership with human rights activists in the
country in question. It also reflects the work of our advocacy team, which moni-
tors 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 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 2015 (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, international justice,
terrorism and counterterrorism, refugees and displaced people, and lesbian,
gay, bisexual, and transgender people’s rights, and for information about our in-
ternational film festivals. 

Danielle Haas, senior editor in the Program Office, edited the World Report.
Christina Kovacs, Program Office associate, coordinated production. 
Grace Choi, director of Publications, supervised the print and online
 publications of the World Report.
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pean cities, and particularly the disjuncture between expectations and
prospects among subsequent generations. 

For some—and it takes only a few—these conditions can foster political violence.
How to address these challenges—let alone, how to remedy the larger and re-
lated problems of inequality and unemployment—should be major parts of
today’s public debate.  

Instead, public discourse has been filled with voices of hatred and fear of Mus-
lims, for whom the refugees are surrogates. These messages need to be coun-
tered foremost because they are wrong. In the modern world of easy air travel
and rapidly shifting populations, Muslims are part of almost every vibrant com-
munity. Like everyone, they should not face discrimination.  

Vilifying entire communities for the unacceptable actions of a few is also coun-
terproductive for the effort to prevent terrorism. It is exactly the divisive and
alienating response that terrorist groups seek to generate more recruits. And it
undermines the cooperation with law enforcement efforts that is essential for
preventing terrorist attacks. By virtue of their community or neighbors, Muslims
are often the ones most likely to learn of a terrorist threat based on radical Islam,
best suited to dissuade others from such violence, and best positioned to report
those who might be planning to use it. Tarring all Muslims risks discouraging
them from these important forms of law enforcement cooperation.  

We should learn from the abusive and self-defeating US response to the Septem-
ber 11, 2001 attacks—not only the notorious torture, enforced disappearances in
CIA “black sites,” and long-term detention without trial at Guantanamo Bay, but
also the use of immigration and “material witness” rules to detain non-citizens
because of their religion or ethnicity while circumventing more rights-protective
criminal procedures.

Discarding rights or scapegoating people of a certain religious or social profile
harms those people while distancing them from counterterrorism efforts. It is the
opposite of what is needed. As painful experience shows, the smart counterter-
rorism policy is the rights-respecting one.
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Blaming Refugees or Muslims while Missing the Boat 
on Terrorism
The estimated one million asylum seekers who have fled to Europe by sea in the
past year are among the more than 60 million people now displaced by war or re-
pression—the highest figure since World War II. The biggest driving force recently
has been the brutal conflict in Syria, due in part to atrocities committed by ISIS
and other armed groups but foremost to Bashar al-Assad’s government indis-
criminately attacking civilian population centers in opposition-held areas. Some
4 million Syrian refugees initially fled to neighboring countries, including more
than 2 million to Turkey and another million to Lebanon where they now com-
prise nearly a quarter of the population.  

The million or so reaching Europe in the past year are just a fraction of the popu-
lations of the European countries where they are heading—some 1.25 percent of
the population in Germany, where the largest group sought refuge in light of
Chancellor Angela Merkel’s remarkable leadership and welcome, or 0.20 percent
of the total European Union population, if resettlement sharing occurs. 

But the uncontrolled and at times chaotic refugee flow had sparked deep con-
cern throughout Europe even before ISIS attacked Paris in November, using at
least two attackers who may have entered Europe with the refugees. That attack
intensified the EU’s reaction: new wire-razor fences were erected, border restric-
tions mushroomed, fear-mongering and Islamophobia mounted, and the EU
promised Turkey €3 billion in aid with the understanding that Turkey would cur-
tail the flow. These steps reflect the EU’s longstanding effort to push responsibil-
ity for refugees to others, despite having ratified the conventions to protect
refugee rights, and despite Europeans having historically benefited from refugee
protection as they fled Nazism and Communism. 

To a large extent, Europe’s preoccupation with the new refugees as a possible
terrorist threat is a dangerous distraction from its own home-grown violent ex-
tremism, given that the Paris attackers were predominantly Belgian or French cit-
izens. The roots of radicalization are complex but relate in part to the social
exclusion of immigrant communities—the persistent discrimination, hopeless-
ness, and despair that pervade neighborhoods on the outskirts of some Euro-
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mentation of an EU plan for organized relocation combined with the proliferation
of beggar-thy-neighbor fences in countries such as Hungary, Slovenia, and Mace-
donia has contributed to the massive, uncontrolled flow of people that is a gift
for those who want to evade law enforcement scrutiny. 

Here, too, a more orderly process, with all EU countries living up to their pledges
to accept asylum seekers, would permit more effective screening, while provid-
ing a safer route as an incentive for asylum seekers to participate. It would also
be the first step towards shared responsibility across the EU, which is needed for
the common EU asylum system to function effectively and to avoid overwhelm-
ing individual EU countries. In addition, it could help to replace the current
Dublin Regulation, which imposes responsibility for asylum seekers on first-ar-
rival countries, which include some of the EU members least capable of manag-
ing them. 

Europe is not alone in adopting a counterproductive approach to refugees, espe-
cially those from Syria. In the US, some officials and politicians have been de-
nouncing Syrian refugees as a security threat even though the handful permitted
into the US have gone through an intensive two-year screening process involving
numerous interviews, background checks by multiple US agencies, and biomet-
ric data. That is hardly an attractive route for would-be terrorists, who are more
apt to enter as students or tourists subject to much lower scrutiny. Of all people
entering the US, refugees are the most heavily vetted.

Yet, 30 governors in the US tried to bar Syrian refugees from being resettled in
their states. The idea was even floated (though broadly rejected) of blocking
Muslim non-citizens from entering the country altogether. Canada, under its new
prime minister, Justin Trudeau, offered a very different initial response: acceler-
ating the reception of 25,000 Syrian refugees and spreading them to a largely
warm welcome across all 10 provinces. Setting a tone of respect over fear and
distrust, he personally greeted the first planeload of refugees at the airport. 

Mass Surveillance Versus Smart Responses to Terrorism
Beyond scapegoating refugees, policymakers in the US and Europe have used
the terrorist threat as an opportunity to seek greater law-enforcement powers, in-
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Protecting Refugees also Protects Recipient Countries
The desperate flight of refugees and asylum seekers from unending violence and
abuse in countries such as Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, and Eritrea, and their limited
chance to secure adequate work, housing, schooling, and legal status in neigh-
boring countries, will lead many to attempt to reach Europe one way or another.
The question is whether they arrive in an orderly fashion that permits security
screening, or chaotically through smugglers.

The effect of European policy so far has been to leave refugees with little choice
but to risk their lives at sea for a chance at asylum. With boats arriving helter-
skelter at various Greek islands, it is difficult to screen systematically to stop a
would-be terrorist from slipping in. A safer and more humane alternative would
be for the EU to increase refugee resettlement and humanitarian visas from
places of first refuge such as Lebanon or Pakistan. 

The United Nations refugee agency, UNHCR, if adequately supported, could in-
crease its capacity to screen refugees and refer them to resettlement countries.
With expanded resettlement programs, Europe could signal that its doors will
not shut abruptly, so there is no urgent need for refugees to board rickety boats
to cross the Mediterranean, where some 3,770 drowned in 2015, a third of them
children. More orderly screening would also make Europeans safer. 

In addition, greater capacity to process refugees in countries of first asylum
would facilitate resettlement in the countries beyond Europe that should be
doing more—not only traditional recipient countries such as the United States,
Canada, and Australia, but also the Gulf states and Russia. 

Not every asylum seeker will choose this more orderly route, nor as a matter of
right should they be required to. Its success will depend in large part on its gen-
erosity: the more that refugees feel it provides a reasonable chance of resettle-
ment without languishing for years in a camp, and the more they can lead
normal lives while waiting, the less likely they are to embark on a dangerous al-
ternative. A viable resettlement program would help to reduce the irregular flow
that is overwhelming screeners on Europe’s southern shores.

The asylum seekers who manage to enter Europe via Greece or Italy face similar
chaos if, as most do, they continue to make their way north. The sluggish imple-
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Civil Society Empowered by Social Media
While Europe and the US worry about the nexus of refugees and terrorism, politi-
cal and economic pressures have led authoritarian governments to fret about the
combination of civil society and social media. 

A vigorous civil society helps to ensure that governments serve their people. Iso-
lated individuals find it difficult to speak loudly enough to be heard. Joining to-
gether in civic groups amplifies their voices and leverages their ability to
influence governments. Civil society—the nongovernmental groups and associa-
tions that enable people to band together on matters of mutual concern—is an
essential part of any democracy worth its name. Independent and vigorous civic
groups help to guarantee that governments build schools, ensure access to
health care, protect the environment, and take countless other steps to pursue
their vision of the common good. 

Yet some officials see popular input not as a guide to policy, but as a threat.
When leaders are primarily interested in advancing themselves, their families, or
their cronies, the last thing they want is an empowered public, able to link to-
gether and combine resources to investigate, publicize, protest, and rectify gov-
ernment corruption, malfeasance, or incompetence. 

In a different era, autocrats might have dispensed with any pretense of demo-
cratic rule, but these days at least a facade of democracy is often a prerequisite
for legitimacy. Yet just as authoritarian rulers have learned to manipulate elec-
tions to ensure their political longevity, so they are now working between elec-
tions to prevent an empowered public from impeding their authoritarian aims.
By closing the political space in which civic groups operate, autocrats are trying
to suck the oxygen from organized efforts to challenge or even criticize their self-
serving reign. 

In recent years, social media have made this competition between state and so-
ciety more free-wheeling and volatile. Until recently, civil society had to work
through traditional media to make its voice heard widely. The finite number of
traditional media outlets in any country made censorship easier. 

Today, the rise of social media, especially when readily available on mobile de-
vices, means that people can bypass traditional media and speak to large num-
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cluding mass surveillance, beyond the formidable array of tools that they already
deploy. 

In the US, CIA Director John Brennan used the Paris attacks to decry recent tech-
nical and legal restrictions on intelligence agencies’ ability to engage in the
mass collection of phone metadata, even though those restrictions are modest
given the scope of mass surveillance revealed in 2013 by former National Secu-
rity Agency contractor Edward Snowden. Moreover, two independent oversight
bodies with access to classified information concluded that such metadata had
not been essential to foiling a single terrorist plot, despite the enormous inva-
sion of privacy involved in scooping up these often-intimate details of modern
life.

FBI Director James Comey also used the Paris attacks to revive efforts to require
Internet companies to include “back doors” to the strongest forms of encryption
they use. Companies have strived to build more secure systems following public
dismay at Snowden’s revelations. But there is no back door that only the good
guys can exploit. Criminals would inevitably have a field day, endangering criti-
cal infrastructure and the sensitive communications of ordinary users. And the
terrorists will inevitably find their own encryption methods even if not from the
mass market. 

Some European officials, too, appear tempted to increase mass surveillance.
France adopted a new intelligence law that bolstered mass surveillance powers.
The United Kingdom is in the process of doing the same. Yet the perpetrators in a
number of attacks in Europe have included people who were known to police but
not pursued due to lack of police resources. 

French President François Hollande seemed to recognize this problem by promis-
ing to add 8,500 more law enforcement officers to pursue leads, rather than sim-
ply accumulating more mass data without the means to follow up. Still, after the
Paris attacks France also embraced potentially indiscriminate policing tech-
niques, with its president declaring a state of emergency that allows security
forces to conduct warrantless searches and arrests. The lack of court oversight
makes profiling all the more likely—in this case of young Muslim men. Police
stops based on such profiling have long plagued the very populations that
should be cultivated to help counter violence. 
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tween peoples’ quest for accountable government and autocrats’ desire for un-
fettered rule. 

Key third parties in the contest are the many governments that profess belief in
the principles of human rights underlying democratic rule. Their willingness to
adhere to principle over the temptation to accommodate rich or powerful auto-
crats can be decisive in determining whether dictatorship or rights-respecting
representative government prevails. But as Western powers violate rights in ad-
dressing refugees or terrorism, their ability to uphold the broader set of rights is
compromised. 

Reasons for Covering Up
When you scratch the surface, efforts to suppress civil society are often led by
governments that have something to hide. For each offender, there are failures
of governance that officials would prefer not be discussed, a record of miscon-
duct they want kept in the shadows, a subject they want changed. Because re-
stricting civil society is about avoiding accountability, the topics that
governments choose to suppress are a good indicator of their deepest fears.

China and Russia, perhaps the two most influential offenders, are good exam-
ples. Each government made an implicit pact with its people: in return for strict
limits on political participation, they promised rapid economic growth and en-
hanced personal opportunity. They are now having trouble keeping their side of
the bargain. 

In part that is because the lack of public scrutiny has led to poor economic poli-
cies. Russia’s elite milked oil and gas revenue without the diversification of its
hydrocarbon-dependent economy that more critical public scrutiny might have
encouraged. The economy grew more precarious in the face of plummeting oil
and gas prices coupled with sanctions imposed in response to the Kremlin’s mil-
itary activities in Ukraine. 

In China, economic growth is hobbled by the same pathologies as the political
system: the impulse to whitewash seemingly controversial information, such as
how to respond to the August stock market plunge; the reliance on a court sys-
tem that does the Communist Party’s bidding rather than impartially adjudicat-
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bers without a journalist intermediary. The result has greatly enhanced civil soci-
ety’s ability to be heard and, ultimately, to demand change. The impact of social
media is not all positive—users include purveyors of hate as well as “trolls”
funded or inspired by governments to reinforce official propaganda. Still, a pub-
lic able to broadcast its concerns through social media is an important supple-
ment to mainstream media for challenging the government line. 

The most dramatic manifestations of this evolution were the Arab uprisings that
began in late 2010, in 2014 the Maidan revolution in Ukraine and the Occupy
Central movement in Hong Kong. Each demonstrated the synergy between a rest-
less public and civil society activists adept at using social media to mobilize
people in the streets. 

But the combination of civil society and social media has also been felt in less
spectacular ways. From China to Venezuela to Malaysia, it has forced govern-
ments that prefer to rule unconstrained from above to face pressure to be more
accountable to the people below. Repression, corruption, or simple indifference
are at greater risk when readily scrutinized by a more connected, better organ-
ized society. 

The Autocrats’ Reaction
Disinclined to accept such popular limits on their rule, autocrats are fighting
back, in what has emerged as an intense and self-reinforcing trend. As repres-
sive governments learn from each other, refine their techniques, and pass on
lessons learned, they have launched the broadest backlash against civil society
in a generation. 

The most common tools these days are efforts to deprive civic groups of their
right to seek funding abroad when domestic sources are unavailable and to
smother civil society with vague and pliable regulations. At risk is the promise of
more representative government that social media had brought to its more em-
powered civil society users.

To note this worrisome trend is hardly to spell the demise of civil society. Just as
the great potential of an empowered people has pressed terrified autocrats to try
to return society to a more atomized, malleable form, so that potential enables
civil society to fight back. But it is far from clear who will prevail in this duel be-
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Deputy President William Ruto. Kenya has also targeted civic groups that
have documented security force abuses in the context of counterterrorism
efforts against increased gun and grenade attacks in various parts of the
country.

• Sudan expelled humanitarian organizations from Darfur in response to the
March 2009 ICC arrest warrant for President Omar al-Bashir, and shut down
groups that publicly promote justice and human rights.

• President Jacob Zuma’s government in South Africa targeted the group that
had obtained a court ruling against its welcoming of Bashir, whose ICC ar-
rest warrants the government openly flouted. 

• As global outrage mounted over its expanding illegal settlements, Israel
adopted a law—affirmed in 2015 year in most elements by the Supreme
Court—that could be used to penalize civil society groups, as well as indi-
viduals calling for cutting economic or other ties with settlements or Israel.

Other governments have acted when elections or term limits threaten their con-
tinuation in power: 

• In Burundi, the government launched intense and often violent attacks on
civil society after widespread protests against President Pierre Nkurunziza’s
decision to seek a constitutionally questionable third term. Most notably, a
gunman shot and seriously wounded the country’s foremost human rights
defender, Pierre Claver Mbonimpa. Two of his close relatives were killed in
separate incidents. 

• In the Democratic Republic of Congo, human rights defenders and pro-
democracy youth activists have been jailed, beaten, and threatened after
organizing peaceful protests and speaking out against the possible exten-
sion of President Joseph Kabila’s term beyond the constitution’s two-term
limit. Government officials claimed without foundation that the activists
were plotting “terrorist activities” or “violent insurrection,” while security
forces used lethal force to disrupt the groups’ peaceful demonstrations.

• Venezuelan President Nicolás Maduro harassed, arrested, and demonized
critics and civil society groups in the months leading up to legislative elec-
tions—which he ultimately lost, most observers believe, because of his
mismanagement of the economy. 

11

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH

ing contracts or other disputes; and an anti-corruption campaign that doubles as
a political purge.

These top-down policies, unconstrained by independent public debate, have
contributed to economic slowdowns if not recessions. And as waning fortunes
raise questions about the rulers’ efficacy, both Russia and China have embarked
on crackdowns not seen in decades. 

First in response to the anti-Putin protests in 2011 and 2012, and accelerating as
the Kremlin stoked nationalism to boost its vision of a new identity for Russia,
the Kremlin has been crushing Russian civil society, one of the most important
elements to have emerged from the demise of Soviet rule. The new, poisonous
atmosphere helped the Kremlin to divert attention as Russia’s economic woes
deepened. 

Meanwhile the Chinese government, recognizing at some level the need to meet
people’s rising expectations, speaks of the rule of law and selectively prose-
cutes officials for corruption, but is also arresting the lawyers and activists who
have the audacity to pursue these goals outside of government control. Need-
less to say, a government-manipulated legal system is not the rule of law, while a
selective government crackdown on corruption undermines the much-needed
establishment of a functional, independent legal system. 

Similar trends are evident elsewhere. For example, one feature often found be-
hind efforts to repress civil society are officials’ attempts to evade the threat of
prosecution or other consequences of illegal activity: 

• Turkey’s then prime minister (now president), Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, began
his crackdown—the most intense in at least a decade—after large street
protests against his increasingly autocratic rule. He reinforced it when
audio tapes emerged suggesting that he and his family were directly in-
volved in corruption. When his party, in office for three terms, received a re-
duced plurality at the polls in June, the president intensified the crackdown
on media and political opponents and was able to secure victory in a rerun
of the election in November.

• Some senior officials in Kenya have attacked civil society organizations for
supporting prosecution by the International Criminal Court (ICC) of those
who allegedly directed the 2007-2008 post-electoral violence, including
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When would-be domestic donors are too frightened or lack the means to give
very much, civic groups naturally exercise their right to seek support abroad.
That right, in turn, has become a favorite target of repressive governments. Their
first priority has been to cut off foreign sources of funding for groups that defend
human rights or hold the government to account.

India, its democratic traditions notwithstanding, has been a long-time practi-
tioner of this technique through its Foreign Contribution Regulation Act, which
requires government approval before any civic group can receive a contribution
from abroad. The government’s willingness to allow such contributions tends to
bear an inverse relationship to the “sensitivity” of the group’s work. Service-de-
livery groups operate relatively unhindered while human rights groups are often
restrained. Under Prime Minister Narendra Modi, environmental groups have
been particularly victimized because of perceived challenges to official develop-
ment plans. Another activist who was targeted was known for her work on the
anti-Muslim riots of 2002 in Gujarat in which then Chief Minister Modi was impli-
cated. 

Russia has applied such restrictions aggressively—first tarring Russian groups
that accept contributions from abroad as “foreign agents” (which in Russian has
the unsavory connotation of “traitor” or “spy”), then banning certain donors as
“undesirable foreign organizations” with criminal penalties applicable to anyone
who cooperates with them. 

Other former Soviet states are now emulating Russia. Kyrgyzstan’s parliament is
considering its own “foreign agents” law, which borrows heavily from Russia’s.
Kazakhstan adopted legislation that requires funding for civic groups to be chan-
neled through a single government-appointed “operator” with discretion over
the dispersal of funds. Belarus requires registering all foreign funding with a gov-
ernment agency that can reject it if its purpose is not on a narrow officially ap-
proved list. Azerbaijan opened a criminal investigation into a handful of the
most prominent foreign donors, froze the bank accounts of dozens of their
grantees, jailed key veterans of the human rights movement, and required gov-
ernment licensing of all foreign donors and official approval of each funded proj-
ect.
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• Ecuadorian police used excessive force against citizens demonstrating
against a proposed constitutional amendment that would allow unlimited
presidential re-election. President Rafael Correa’s response was not to in-
vestigate the abusive police officers but to congratulate them for their “pro-
fessionalism.”

Some governments seek to exploit natural resources unimpeded by popular
input or independent oversight. For example:

• Oil-rich Azerbaijan has been imprisoning civil society leaders to avoid pub-
lic unrest over its eye-popping corruption and official mismanagement. Eu-
rope has been too busy buying its oil and gas and wooing it from Russia’s
influence to mount much protest. 

• Uzbekistan, whose officials personally profit from the cotton sector, has at-
tacked people trying to document and report on forced labor within the in-
dustry. The World Bank has boosted its investment in the industry, but has
limited its expression of concern to private conversations of questionable
utility. 

Behind these varied motivations for cracking down on civil society is the auto-
crats’ view equating organized public debate with a political threat. Better to
prevent or hinder people from joining together, these governments seem to rea-
son, than risk their discontent being widely heard and embraced. 

From this fear of unfettered public debate comes a series of devices that have
been used to restrict or stifle civil society. These include threats, violence, arbi-
trary arrests, trumped-up prosecutions, and two increasingly common tech-
niques: restricting the right to seek foreign funding, and imposing arbitrary and
oppressive regulations.

Restricting the Right to Seek Financial Support
Many countries are too poor to have a pool of donors capable of significant fi-
nancial contributions to civic groups. Even when individuals are wealthy enough
to make such gifts, autocrats can often dissuade them by attacking their busi-
ness interests. Threatening a tax investigation, withholding necessary licenses,
or restricting business with the government usually suffices to discourage finan-
cial support for groups critical of the authorities. 
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miniscule compared with the foreign money flooding into a country through in-
vestment, trade, or aid. 

So why is civil society singled out? Because of its capacity to mobilize a citizenry
to challenge governmental malfeasance—especially when the message is ampli-
fied on social media. And where media are muzzled, as is often the case in these
authoritarian contexts, civil society is the only remaining actor with the capacity
to press officials to serve their citizens rather than themselves. An attack on the
right of organizations to seek funding abroad is really an attack on organized ef-
forts to hold government to account. 

Governments offer various rationales for depriving civic groups of their right to
seek funds abroad, often by comparing their restrictions to those in established
democracies. For example, some democracies bar political candidates from re-
ceiving foreign contributions. Yet the restrictions preventing civic groups from re-
ceiving funds from abroad extend well beyond the electoral context. They limit
civil society’s ability to organize and speak out on a wide variety of issues that
have nothing to do with elections. 

Neither international human rights law nor any proper understanding of democ-
racy permits it, as UN Special Rapporteur Maina Kiai explained in a recent report.
Free popular participation is essential for citizens to give nuance to their peri-
odic act of voting, enabling them to speak out and be heard on the plethora of
issues that their officials address between elections. 

Some autocrats also invoke laws in democracies such as the US Foreign Agents
Registration Act, which requires those acting on behalf of a foreign government
to register as its agent. Yet that law addresses only people or entities that act as
“agents” of a foreign government or at its “direction or control.” Few if any con-
tributions to civic groups are so directive. There is no agency relationship that
would warrant special disclosure, let alone prohibition. And in many cases, the
foreign funder is not a government at all but a private individual or foundation.

Some governments, including Cambodia, Egypt, Tajikistan, and India, justify re-
strictions on foreign contributions to civic groups as necessary to fight terrorism.
Countries such as China, Pakistan, and Bangladesh also invoked the terror
threat in introducing draft measures containing similar foreign-donor restric-
tions. But since terrorist groups can as easily set up businesses as voluntary or-
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Some of China’s most important civil society organizations—particularly those
that try to uphold human rights—are largely dependent on outside funding, but
the government is expected soon to adopt a foreign NGOs management law that
in all likelihood would enable it to exert tighter control of overseas sources of
funding. Organizations that engage in advocacy rather than service delivery
would be particularly vulnerable. 

Besides India, Ethiopia pioneered such techniques in 2009 by restricting the for-
eign funding of any group working on human rights and governance to 10 per-
cent of its revenue, effectively shutting down most monitoring organizations.
Kenya, claiming that backers of ICC prosecution are promoting a “foreign
agenda,” is considering a similar 15 percent cap. Angola has banned funding
from foreign entities that are not approved by a government body. Venezuela’s
Supreme Court ruled in 2010 that any group receiving foreign funding could be
prosecuted for “treason,” while the pro-government majority in the National As-
sembly prohibited international assistance to any group that would (in a trans-
parent display of its fear) “defend political rights” or “monitor the performance
of public bodies.” Morocco is prosecuting five civil society activists for “harming
internal security” for having accepted foreign funding to organize a workshop to
empower citizen journalism through a phone app.  

The Rationalization of Restrictions
Autocrats favor restricting access to foreign donors for civic groups that monitor
their conduct because they can dress it up with nationalist rhetoric: how dare
those foreigners “interfere” in our internal affairs! Yet the same governments
that attack civic groups for seeking foreign contributions actively promote for-
eign investment and foreign trade deals. Many also eagerly solicit foreign aid to
themselves and encourage it to service-delivery groups. And some engage in the
same efforts to influence public debates abroad that they want to prohibit civil
society from pursuing at home. 

This inconsistency cannot be explained by the argument that civil society is
somehow inappropriately engaged in public affairs. Businesses routinely lobby
for beneficial laws and regulations and take part in debates about public policy.
Foreign aid often goes to the essence of governmental functions, typically with
conditions attached. Indeed, the amounts that civic groups seek tend to be
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A common method is to claim that civil society jeopardizes some vague, govern-
ment-defined sense of the common good—usually meaning the government’s
continuation in power or policies favored by a powerful constituency. 

• Russia criminalized revelations about military losses during “special opera-
tions,” which just happened to include the Kremlin’s military activities in
eastern Ukraine. Critics of Russia’s annexation of Crimea also faced prose-
cution. 

• China enacted a series of laws on state security, cybersecurity, and coun-
terterrorism that conflate peaceful criticism with threats to national secu-
rity. The proposed Foreign NGO Management Law would broadly preclude
civic groups from “endangering China’s national interests” or “society’s
public interest,” as well as “public order and customs.”

• Kazakhstan has criminalized “inciting social, national, clan, racial, class, or
religious discord,” which it has used repeatedly to silence critics.

• Hungary used “fraud” charges to attack funding groups that addressed cor-
ruption and human rights. 

• Turkey jailed journalists and closed media groups that showed themselves
willing to scrutinize government policy and corruption, or report evidence of
arms transfers to Syrian opposition groups.

• Uganda’s parliament adopted an act that, if signed into law, would permit
up to three-year prison sentences for leaders of independent groups that
shirk broad and undefined “special obligations,” including engaging in any
act that is “prejudicial to the interests of Uganda or the dignity of the peo-
ple of Uganda.”

• Sudanese journalists and civil society activists who voice dissent face
charges of “crimes against the state” that carry the death sentence.

• Cambodia shuts groups that “jeopardize peace, stability and public order
or harm the national security, national unity, culture and traditions of Cam-
bodian society.” 

• A Moroccan court ordered the closure of an association that promoted the
rights of the population of the Ifni region on the grounds that it harmed Mo-
rocco’s “territorial integrity.”
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ganizations to finance their crimes, the differential treatment again reveals other
concerns. 

The ultimate irony is that many of the same governments that restrict civil soci-
ety’s right to seek funding abroad themselves spend copiously on lobbyists or
public relations firms to spruce up their own images overseas. Governments
such as those of Russia, China, Egypt, and Azerbaijan have spent millions of dol-
lars in Washington alone to put a benign face on their repression, while starving
civil society as it tries to alleviate that repression at home. Their concern about
cross-border funding influencing the public debate thus seems to depend on
whether the funding contributes to scrutinizing or reinforcing the government
line.

In sum, efforts to restrict civil society’s access to foreign donors is not about
transparency or good governance. It is about avoiding organized oversight of
governance, about blocking what is often the sole source of independent fund-
ing for such efforts when domestic sources do not exist or have been scared off. 

If governments really want to shelter their societies from foreign funds, they
could emulate the reclusiveness of North Korea. In fact, they want a selective
cutoff, enabling commercial funds and aid to themselves but restricting funds
that might be used to hold them accountable. Any such governmental distinction
between commercial and charitable funds, or between aid to themselves and aid
to civic groups, should be seen for what it is: an effort to block their citizens’
rights to freedom of expression and association, and the accountable govern-
ment they foster. 

Death by Regulation
Beyond restricting funds, autocrats are increasingly adopting laws and regula-
tions to rein in civil society. These rules have the advantage of seeming ordinary,
routine, apolitical. And some indeed are unobjectionable—for example, those
requiring honest and transparent budgeting, respect for labor laws, or simple
administrative registration. Yet autocrats seeking to stifle civil society have used
legal constraints to accomplish far more: to undermine the very independence of
civic groups. 
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public good, subject only to limitations preventing direct harm to others. Many
of these goals will differ from a government’s; indeed, that is the idea. A govern-
ment is most likely to meet the needs of its people if they are free to debate what
those needs are and how best to pursue them. People joining together to ad-
vance their points of view, in whatever variations and permutations, is an essen-
tial part of the process. 

When governments use vague laws about the public good or the national inter-
est to constrain civil society, they restrict the scope of public debate—both
through their own censorship and the self-censorship of groups struggling to un-
derstand what statements or activities are allowed. That not only violates the
rights of those who want to join with others to make their voices heard. It also re-
sults in a government that is less likely to serve its people and more likely to
serve the private interests of its leaders and their most powerful allies.

Convenient Homophobia
An increasingly popular method to crack down on civil society is to target organi-
zations of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) people or those that
advocate on their behalf. Some repressive governments claim, much like their
calls to limit the right to seek foreign funding, that LGBT people are alien to their
culture, an imposition from the West. But no Western country is “exporting” gays
or lesbians; they have always been in every country, with their visibility largely a
product of the extent of local repression. The only imposition going on is the
local government imposing dominant views about gender and sexuality on a vul-
nerable minority. 

Like broader attacks on civil society, attacks on LGBT groups tend to be most in-
tense when governments are most intent on changing the subject. Some of the
world’s most vocal leaders on repressive LGBT legislation—Russia’s Vladimir
Putin, Uganda’s Yoweri Museveni, Nigeria’s former President Goodluck Jonathan,
and Gambia’s Yahya Jammeh—tend to be under political pressure for failures of
governance. Portraying themselves as guardians of “traditional values” against
gays is a convenient way to avoid discussion of their own mismanagement. But
because that ploy is unlikely to work indefinitely, official homophobia is often a
prelude to a broader crackdown on civil society, the proverbial canary in the coal
mine. 
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• Ecuadoran President Rafael Correa gave his government the power to dis-
solve groups that “compromise public peace.” It then used this power to
shut down an environmental group challenging oil drilling in the ecologi-
cally sensitive Amazon. 

• Bolivian President Evo Morales has signed a law and issued a decree in
2013 granting his government the power to dissolve any civil society organi-
zation whose legal representative is criminally sanctioned for carrying out
activities that “undermine security or public order.” 

As Western governments intensify their efforts to stop terrorism, others have be-
come adept at using vague language about terrorism to deflect criticism of their
crackdown on civil society.

• Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi said that crushing the Muslim Broth-
erhood and the threat it once posed to him at the ballot box is really about
fighting terrorism. His ploy is backed with billions of dollars from the Gulf
monarchs, who are terrified by a movement that combines the political
Islam they claim to uphold with the electoral means they find anathema.

• Kenya included two human rights groups on a list of suspected supporters
of terrorism. The two organizations documented abuses by security forces
during counterterrorism operations. The organizations had to go to court for
a judge to clear them of any links to terrorism and unfreeze their bank ac-
counts.

• A draft Chinese law defines terrorism to include “thought, speech, or be-
havior” that attempt to “influence national policy-making.” It also includes
a catch-all prohibition of “other terrorist activities” that could be used to
deem any activity a terrorist offense.

• A counterterrorism bill under consideration in Brazil contains overbroad
and vague language that criminalizes “advocating terrorism” without any
explanation of what that entails. Another provision could be interpreted to
allow the prosecution as terrorists of protesters for “taking over” roads and
buildings. 

Behind these efforts to restrict civic groups to government views of the public
good is a misconception of the role of civil society. In a rights-respecting society,
people should be free to band together to pursue their own conception of the
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Rights in Transition: 
Making Legal Recognition for Transgender People 

a Global Priority

By Neela Ghoshal and Kyle Knight

The process is as universal as it gets: when a baby is born, a doctor, parent, or
birth attendant announces the arrival of a “girl” or “boy.” That split-second as-
signment dictates multiple aspects of our lives. It is also something that most of
us never question. 

But some people do. Their gender evolves differently from their girl/boy birth as-
signment and might not fit rigid traditional notions of female or male.

Gender development should have no bearing on whether someone can enjoy
fundamental rights, like the ability to be recognized by their government or to ac-
cess health care, education, or employment. But for transgender people, it
does—to a humiliating, violent, and sometimes lethal degree. 

The Trans Murder Monitoring Project, an initiative that collects and analyzes re-
ports of transgender homicides worldwide, recorded 1,731 murders of transgen-
der people globally between 2007 and 2014. Many were of a shockingly brutal
nature, sometimes involving torture and mutilation. 

Outright violence is not the only threat to the lives of transgender people. They
are as much as 50 times more likely to acquire HIV than the population as a
whole, in part because stigma and discrimination create barriers to accessing
health services. Studies in the United States, Canada, and Europe have found
high rates of suicide attempts among transgender people, a response to system-
atic marginalization and humiliation.

Several countries, including Malaysia, Kuwait, and Nigeria, enforce laws that
prohibit “posing” as the opposite sex—outlawing transgender people’s very ex-
istence. In scores of other countries, transgender people are arrested under laws
that criminalize same-sex conduct.

This data only gives a glimpse of the horrific variants of violence and discrimina-
tion transgender people face. Absent legal recognition in the gender with which
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Closed Societies
The most severe autocrats do not settle for limiting civil society; they bar or dis-
mantle it altogether. In countries of severe repression—North Korea, Uzbekistan,
Turkmenistan, or Eritrea—there is no independent civil society to speak of. Or-
ganized commentary on government conduct is out of the question. In many
other countries—Bahrain, Belarus, Egypt, Rwanda, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, the
United Arab Emirates, Vietnam—forming a civil group to hold the government to
account is a recipe for prison. 

Yet today, many of the governments leading the charge to repress civil society
want the benefits of calling themselves democratically accountable but not the
actual organized oversight that civic groups foster. They are often the ones most
likely to resort to the subterfuge of limiting access to foreign funds or imposing
vague constraining regulations. Governments committed to a vision of democ-
racy based on human rights should make clear that they see through this sub-
terfuge and will condition normal relations on its end.

Rights as the Way Forward
As the global community becomes more connected—as travel and communica-
tion become easier—human rights issues rarely present themselves in the isola-
tion of a single country. Atrocities in Syria or Afghanistan spark refugee crises in
Europe. Europe’s response, or lack thereof, affects the ability to build societies
elsewhere that respect people of different cultures, religion, and sexual orienta-
tion. The ease and democratization of modern communication—the Internet and
especially social media—challenge governments the world over to accept ac-
countability to their people in a more active and piercing form. 

Given the tumult in the world today, meeting these challenges is hardly easy.
Change can appear threatening, whether to a community grasping nostalgically
at memories of greater homogeneity, a nation confronting increased insecurity,
or a dictator clinging to power. 

But if the aim is to ensure communities that respect all their members, nations
that secure the best strategy for their defense, or governments that most effec-
tively serve their people, the wisdom enshrined in international human rights
law provides indispensable guidance. We abandon it at our peril. 

Kenneth Roth is the executive director of Human Rights Watch.
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For instance, Ireland’s 2015 Gender Recognition Bill was the product of a 22-year
legal fight by Lydia Foy, a now-retired dentist. Braving a gauntlet of legal proce-
dures, she made her case to be recognized as a woman before Ireland’s High
Court in 1997, and again in 2007, backed by domestic and international human
rights bodies that called on Ireland to institute a gender recognition procedure
based on identity and human rights, not surgeries and expert opinions. Despite
the consistent pressure, it was not until 2015, after an overwhelming victory on a
same-sex marriage referendum, that the government instituted identity-based
legal gender recognition. 

In South Asia—where hijras, an identity category for people assigned male at
birth who develop a feminine gender identity, have long been recognized cultur-
ally, if not legally—activists have pursued a related aim: the formal recognition of
a third gender. Hijras’ traditional status, which included bestowing blessings at
weddings, had provided some protection and a veneer of respect. But rather
than being viewed as equal to others before the law, they were regarded as ex-
otic and marginal—an existence dictated by boundaries and limitations, not
rights.  

Nepal’s Supreme Court, in a sweeping 2007 ruling, ordered the government to
recognize a third gender category based on an individual’s “self-feeling.” The
ruling rested largely on the freshly minted Yogyakarta Principles—the first docu-
ment to codify international principles on sexual orientation, gender identity,
and human rights. Armed with the ruling, activists successfully advocated with
government agencies to include the third gender category on voter rolls (2010),
the federal census (2011), citizenship documents (2013), and passports (2015). 

Similarly, in 2009, the Supreme Court in Pakistan called for a third gender cate-
gory to be recognized, and in Bangladesh, the cabinet issued a 2013 decree rec-
ognizing hijras as their own legal gender. In 2014, India’s Supreme Court issued
an expansive judgment recognizing a third gender, affirming “the right of every
person to choose their gender,” and calling for transgender peoples’ inclusion in
state welfare programs.

In a few countries, the very purpose of gender markers is now being interro-
gated. New Zealand and Australia now offer the option to have gender listed as
“unspecified” on official documents, while the Dutch parliament has begun con-
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they identify, and associated rights and protections, every juncture of daily life
when documents are requested or appearance is scrutinized becomes fraught
with potential for violence and humiliation, driving many transgender people
into the shadows.

The demand for legal gender recognition provokes moral panic in many govern-
ments. But it is a crucial fight to wage. If transgender communities are to thrive,
and if the rights to privacy, free expression, and dignity are to be upheld for all,
the human rights movement needs to prioritize eliminating abusive and discrim-
inatory procedures that arbitrarily impede the right to recognition. Governments
should acknowledge that the state should no longer be in the business of deny-
ing or unjustly restricting people’s fundamental right to their gender identity.1

Turning Tide
In recent years, transgender people around the world have made tremendous
strides toward achieving legal recognition. 

Argentina broke ground in 2012 with a law that is considered the gold standard
for legal gender recognition: anyone over the age of 18 can choose their gender
identity, undergo gender reassignment, and revise official documents without
any prior judicial or medical approval, and children can do so with the consent
of their legal representatives or through summary proceedings before a judge. 

In the subsequent three years, four more countries—Colombia, Denmark, Ire-
land, and Malta—explicitly eliminated significant barriers to legal gender recog-
nition. This evolution sets them apart from countries that either do not allow a
person to change their “male/female” designation at all, or only allow them to
do so when certain conditions have been met, which may include surgery, forced
sterilization, psychiatric evaluation, lengthy waiting periods, and divorce. For the
first time, people can change their gender marker on documents simply by filing
the appropriate forms. 

This progress, long in the making, has often come on the backs of courageous
individuals willing to have their lives and identities adjudicated by often un-
friendly courts. 

WORLD REPORT 2016

22



fully limit individuals’ ability to access crucial services and live safely, free of vio-
lence and discrimination. 

A Gateway to Other Rights
Legal gender recognition is also an essential element of other fundamental
rights—including the right to privacy, the right to freedom of expression, the
right to be free from arbitrary arrest, and rights related to employment, educa-
tion, health, security, access to justice, and the ability to move freely. 

A Delhi High Court ruling in October 2015 lay out the intrinsic link between the
right to legal gender recognition and other rights. Affirming a 19-year-old trans-
gender man’s right to recourse against harassment by his parents and the po-
lice, Justice Siddharth Mridul wrote: 

Gender identity and sexual orientation are fundamental to the right of self-
determination, dignity and freedom. These freedoms lie at the heart of per-
sonal autonomy and freedom of individuals. A transgender [person’s]
sense or experience of gender is integral to their core personality and
sense of being. Insofar as, I understand the law, everyone has a fundamen-
tal right to be recognized in their chosen gender.

Employment and Housing
Transgender people routinely report that they are turned down for jobs and
housing when it becomes evident that their appearance does not match the gen-
der marker on their official documents. In the US, a 2011 national survey by the
National Center on Transgender Equality and the National LGBTQ Taskforce found
that among respondents whose identification documents did not “match” the
gender that they presented with, 64 percent said they had experienced discrimi-
nation in hiring, as compared to 52 percent of respondents who had updated the
gender marker on their documents. Similar evidence of discrimination was found
when transgender people without "matching" documents sought to rent or buy a
home or apartment.

Sharan, a transgender woman in Malaysia, told Human Rights Watch that al-
though she presents as a woman, the absence of legal gender recognition in
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sidering whether the government should record a person’s gender on official
identification documents at all. 

A Matter of Dignity
The right to recognition as a person before the law is guaranteed in numerous
human rights treaties, and is a fundamental aspect of affirming the dignity and
worth of each person. However, even in countries that allow for people to be rec-
ognized in the gender with which they identify, the requisite procedures may
subject applicants to humiliating and harmful treatment. 

For example, transgender people in Ukraine who wish to be legally recognized
must undergo a mandatory in-patient psychiatric evaluation lasting up to 45
days to confirm or reject a diagnosis of “transsexualism”; coerced sterilization;
numerous medical tests, which often require extensive time commitment, ex-
pense, and travel, and that are unrelated to the legal gender recognition proce-
dure requirements itself; and a humiliating in-person evaluation by a
government commission to further confirm the diagnosis of “transsexualism”
and authorize the change in legal documents. These procedures fail to respect
the right to health and may expose transgender people to prohibited inhuman or
degrading treatment. 

Tina T., a 38-year-old Ukrainian transgender woman, told Human Rights Watch
that during her stay in a psychiatric institution, the staff forced her to live in a
high security male ward with bars and metal doors. She said she was only al-
lowed to walk around the perimeter of a 30 square meter yard for 45 minutes
each day; the restrooms did not have locks, making her feel unsafe; and doctors
did not allow her to take female hormones while she was under their care.

It may seem obvious: subjecting people to unwanted or unnecessary medical
procedures has no place in a recognition process for an identity. However, even
in countries that consider themselves progressive with regards to LGBT rights, in-
cluding some Western European and Latin American countries and the US, trans-
gender people are still forced to undergo demeaning procedures—even
sterilization—to change the gender marker on their identity documents. These
negative consequences of seeking legal gender recognition seriously and harm-
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Health Care
Absent identity documents that match their gender presentation, transgender
people who seek health care are subjected to invasive questioning and humilia-
tion. Erina, a transgender woman in Malaysia, was hospitalized for two days in
2011 for a high fever. She told Human Rights Watch that she was placed in a
male ward because of the “male” gender marker on her identity card, despite
her request to be placed in a female ward. Doctors and nurses quizzed her about
her gender identity, asking questions unrelated to the condition for which she
was seeking treatment.

Where transgender identities are criminalized, access to health care is even
more fraught. In Kuwait, transgender women told Human Rights Watch that med-
ical doctors have reported them to police after noting the gender on their gov-
ernment-issued IDs does not match their appearance and presentation,
effectively limiting their access to health care. 

After Uganda passed its notorious Anti-Homosexuality Act in February 2014, law
enforcement officials and ordinary citizens targeted transgender people along-
side lesbian, gay and bisexual people. Jay M., a transgender man, told Human
Rights Watch that when he sought treatment for a fever,

The doctor asked me, ‘But are you a woman or a man?’ I said, ‘That doesn’t
matter, but what I can tell you is I’m a trans man.’ He said, ‘What’s a trans
man? You know we don’t offer services to gay people here. You people are
not even supposed to be in our community. I can even call the police and
report you....’

In the end, Jay paid the doctor a 50,000 Ugandan shillings (about US$14) bribe
and fled the office.
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Malaysia means she must submit male identity documents when applying for a
job. She described her experience at job interviews:

When I go for an interview, if the interviewer is male, the first thing he asks
me is, ‘Are your breasts real? When did you decide to change?’ I explain I’m
a transsexual woman. ‘Do you have a penis or a vagina? Do you have sex
with men or women? Which toilet do you go to? Did you do your operation?
Why did you choose to take hormones?’ It’s nothing relevant to the job…..
And then they tell you they’ll call you in two weeks, but you don’t get any
phone calls.

Education
Transgender children and young adults face abuses in school settings ranging
from sexual assault, to bullying, to being forced to attend a single-sex school or
wear a uniform based on the gender marker assigned at birth. 

In Japan, junior high and high school students told Human Rights Watch that
strict male/female school uniform policies that often do not allow children to
change uniforms without a diagnosis of "Gender Identity Disorder" caused them
extreme anxiety, leading to extended and repeated absence from school and
even dropouts. Some said the country's legal gender recognition procedure,
which mandates sex reassignment surgery, put pressure on them to undergo the
full procedure before they became adults so that they could enter university or
apply for jobs according to their gender identity.

In Malaysia, the Education Department of the Federal Territory (Kuala Lumpur)
has an explicitly discriminatory policy that calls for punishment, including can-
ing, suspension, and expulsion, for homosexuality and “gender confusion.”

Malta has become a pioneer in recognizing transgender children’s right to edu-
cation: following its April 2015 legal gender recognition legislation, the govern-
ment launched comprehensive guidelines for schools to accommodate gender
non-conforming students, including through addressing issues related to uni-
forms and toilets.
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ual violence. International guidelines on detention issued by the UN Office on
Drugs and Crime warn that, “where transgender prisoners are accommodated ac-
cording to their birth gender, especially when male to female transgender pris-
oners are placed with men due to their birth gender being male, this paves the
way to sexual abuse and rape.” 

In the US, where most correctional facilities assign detainees to wards based on
gender assigned at birth rather than identity, data indicates that one in three
transgender detainees are sexually assaulted in prison.

Privacy
A government’s refusal to recognize people in the gender with which they iden-
tify can amount to violation of the right to privacy. In a 2002 case in the United
Kingdom, the European Court of Human Rights held that refusal to change identi-
fication documents and legal identities could amount to discrimination and vio-
late the right to respect for private lives. In another case in 2003, that court
found that Germany had failed to respect “the applicant’s freedom to define her-
self as a female person, one of the most basic essentials of self-determination.” 

A Basic Right to Freedom
In too many countries, transgender people are criminalized simply for being who
they are. Malaysia’s state Sharia laws, which prohibit “a male person posing as
woman” and, in some states, “a female person posing as a man,” have resulted
in countless arrests of transgender people for the simple act of walking down the
street wearing clothing that state religious officials do not find appropriate to
their sex as assigned at birth. They are sentenced to imprisonment, fines, or
mandatory “counseling” sessions. 

Nigeria, Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates, and Saudi Arabia have also carried
out arrests for “cross-dressing” in recent years; although no law specifically
criminalizes transgender people in Saudi Arabia, Saudi judges have ordered
men accused of behaving like women to be imprisoned and flogged.

Laws prohibiting same-sex conduct are also used to arrest and otherwise harass
transgender and gender non-conforming people—regardless of the fact that gen-
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Travel
Simply moving from one place to another can be a dangerous and humiliating
experience for people whose documents do not match their expression. The
stakes are high, particularly for international travel, and range from fraud accu-
sations and exposure to intense scrutiny and humiliation. 

A transgender woman in the Netherlands told Human Rights Watch: “When I
travel internationally, they often take me out of the queue for questioning: peo-
ple think I have stolen my passport.” A transgender man in Kazakhstan ex-
plained: “Every time I have gone through the airport in Almaty—all four
times—the security officers have humiliated me.” He described how “first, the
guard looks at my documents and is confused; next he looks at me and asks
what’s going on; then I tell him I’m transgender; then I show him my medical cer-
tificates; then he gathers his colleagues around, everyone he can find, and they
all look and point and laugh at me and then eventually let me go.”

United Nations human rights experts have condemned such targeting of trans-
gender people in security processes. 

Access to Police Protection and Justice
The lack of basic recognition before the law impedes access to recourse for
crimes, a significant problem for a population exposed to shockingly high rates
of violence. Carrying documents that do not match appearance can mean abuse
gets even worse when trying to report it to authorities. 

In Mombasa, Kenya, a transgender woman, Bettina, told Human Rights Watch
that vandals destroyed the market stall where she sold food during a wave of ho-
mophobic and transphobic attacks in October 2014. When Bettina reported the
crime to police, they quizzed her about her gender identity and refused to give
her a case number to follow up on her situation. “I left, because there was noth-
ing there for me,” she said.

Freedom from Violence
In many countries, transgender people in detention are placed in cells with per-
sons of a gender that they do not identify with, exposing them to abuse and sex-
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The World Health Organization is considering major changes to its revised ver-
sion of the International Classification of Diseases, due out by 2018, which will
significantly transform the ways physicians around the world code and catego-
rize transgender people’s experiences. The proposed revisions, while still in
draft form, would move transgender-related diagnoses out of the mental disor-
ders chapter—an important step in destigmatizing transgender people. 

A Transitioning Rights Paradigm
Learning from decades of transgender activists’ assiduous work around the
world, the international human rights movement has slowly begun to recognize
human rights violations based on gender identity and expression, and has
begun to document and condemn the abuses. 

A landmark report by the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights in
2011 on violence and discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender
identity noted that most countries do not allow for legal gender recognition, so
that transgender people may face many difficulties, including applying for em-
ployment, housing, bank credit or state benefits, or when traveling abroad. The
follow-up report, issued in 2015, identified progress in 10 countries, but found
that the overall lack of progress continued to impact a wide spectrum of rights
for transgender people. 

Indicating both the groundswell of attention to legal gender recognition and its
intersectional urgency, a joint statement in 2015 by 12 UN technical agencies—
ranging from UNICEF to the World Food Programme—called on governments to
ensure “legal recognition of the gender identity of transgender people without
abusive requirements,” such as forced sterilization, treatment or divorce. In April
2015, the Council of Europe issued a resolution, adopted by its Parliamentary As-
sembly, calling on governments to adopt quick and transparent gender recogni-
tion procedures based on self-determination. 

***

The law should not force people to carry an identity marker that does not reflect
who they are. Recognizing, in law, peoples’ self-identified gender is not asking
governments to acknowledge any new or special rights; instead, it is a commit-
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der identity has no direct correlation to sexual orientation or sexual behavior—as
Human Rights Watch has documented in Malawi, Uganda, and Tanzania.

Transgender people are also arrested under other pretexts, In Nepal, police ar-
rested and sexually abused transgender women in 2006 and 2007 under the
guise of cleaning up public spaces. Police targeted transgender women with ar-
rests and forced evictions in India in 2008 as part of a similar “social cleansing”
effort. In 2013, police in Burma arbitrarily arrested a group of 10 gay men and
transgender women and abused them in detention. 

For many of the victims of these abuses, a future in which they may be legally
recognized—and in which they will no longer risk imprisonment for being them-
selves—may seem far off. Yet it is precisely the persecution these individuals
face that lends urgency to the struggle for legal gender recognition. It highlights
that states should not be in the business of regulating peoples’ identity. 

A Shift in Medical Thinking 
The Yogyakarta Principles state that each person’s self-defined sexual orienta-
tion and gender identity is “integral to their personality” and is a basic aspect of
self-determination, dignity and freedom. They are clear that gender recognition
may involve, “if freely chosen (our emphasis), modification of bodily appearance
or function by medical, surgical or other means.” 

Put simply, the process for legal recognition should be separate from any med-
ical interventions. But if an individual’s personal transition process requires
medical support, those services should be available and accessible. 

In 2010, the World Professional Association of Transgender Health (WPATH), an
international multidisciplinary professional association, stated: “No person
should have to undergo surgery or accept sterilization as a condition of identity
recognition.” In 2015, WPATH broadened the scope of its claim and called on
governments to “eliminate unnecessary barriers and to institute simple and ac-
cessible administrative procedures for transgender people to obtain legal recog-
nition of gender, consonant with each individual’s identity, when gender
markers on identity documents are considered necessary.” 
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Ending Child Marriage:
Meeting the Global Development Goals’ Promise to Girls

By Nisha Varia

Sharon J.’s marriage at age 14 in Tanzania dashed her hopes for the future: “My
dream was to study to be a journalist. Until today, when I watch news or listen to
the radio and someone is reading news, it causes me a lot of pain because I
wish it were me.” 

Around the world, marriage is often idealized as ushering in love, happiness,
and security. But for Sharon and other girls, getting married is often one of the
worst things that can happen. Roughly one in three girls in the developing world
marries before age 18; one in nine marries before turning 15.

Human Rights Watch investigations in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Malawi, Nepal,
South Sudan, Tanzania, Yemen, and Zimbabwe have found that early marriage
has dire life-long consequences—often completely halting or crippling a girl’s
ability to realize a wide range of human rights. Leaving school early both con-
tributes to, and results from, marrying young. Other impacts include marital
rape, heightened risk of domestic violence, poor access to decent work, ex-
ploitation doing unpaid labor, risk of HIV transmission, and a range of health
problems due to early childbearing. 

At present, unprecedented attention is being paid to child marriage globally.
Prominent voices in and out of government—including those of Sheikh Hasina,
the prime minister of Bangladesh, and Joyce Banda, the former president of
Malawi—have publicly committed to fight child marriage in their countries. 

But change is often incremental, and promises do not always lead to effective
action. Despite setting a goal of ending child marriage in Bangladesh by 2041,
Sheikh Hasina has also proposed legislation that would lower the age of mar-
riage for girls to 16 from the current age of 18. In April 2015, Malawi adopted a
new law setting the minimum age of marriage at 18; however, it does not over-
ride the constitution, which does not explicitly prohibit child marriage under 15,
and allows 15- to 18-year-olds to marry with parental consent. 
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ment to the core idea that the state or other actors will not decide for people
who they are. 

Achieving the right to legal gender recognition is crucial to the ability of trans-
gender people to leave behind a life of marginalization and enjoy a life of dig-
nity. A simple shift toward allowing people autonomy to determine how their
gender is expressed and recorded is gaining momentum. It is long overdue.

Neela Ghoshal is a senior researcher and Kyle Knight is a researcher in the 
LGBT Division at Human Rights Watch.

1 While this essay focuses on transgender people, many of the law and policy reforms related to legal gender
recognition that human rights obligations mandate might also improve the situation for intersex people. Intersex
people, who are born with sex characteristics that to not fit typical binary notions of male or female bodies, also
face unique challenges and rights violations, including being subjected to unnecessary surgical procedures for
the purpose of trying to make their appearance conform to binary sex stereotypes.
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A common thread is that most girls—economically dependent, with little auton-
omy or support, and pressured by social norms—feel they had no choice but to
comply with their parents’ wishes. 

Discriminatory gender norms in many places, including traditions that dictate
that a girl live with her husband’s family, while a boy remains with and finan-
cially supports his parents, contributes to perceptions that daughters are an eco-
nomic burden while sons are a long-term investment.

Poor access to quality education is another contributing factor. When schools
are too far away, too expensive, or the journey too dangerous, families often pull
out their girls or they drop out on their own and are subsequently much more
likely to be married off. 

Even when schools are accessible, teacher absenteeism and poor quality educa-
tion can mean that neither girls nor their parents feel it is worth the time or ex-
pense. Girls may also be kept out of school because they are expected to work
instead—either in the home, or sometimes as paid labor from young ages. These
same drawbacks, combined with lack of support from school administrators or
from husbands and in-laws, often prevent married girls from continuing their ed-
ucation. 

Many girls and their families cite poverty and dowry as another factor for mar-
riage. The stress of “another mouth to feed” hastens some parents’ decisions to
marry off their daughters early. In Bangladesh, where a girl’s parents pay dowry
to the groom, the younger the girl, the lower the dowry—meaning that some poor
families believe that if they don’t marry their daughters early they will not be
able to marry them at all. 

In contrast, in South Sudan, the girl’s family will receive dowry from the groom,
either in the form of cattle, an important economic asset, or money. For example,
Ayen C., from Bor County, said, “My husband paid 75 cows as dowry for me. We
never talked or courted before we got married. When I learned about the mar-
riage, I felt very bitter. I told my father, ‘I don’t want to go to this man.’ He said, ‘I
have loved the cattle that this man has, you will marry him.’”

Many girls have miserably little access to sexual and reproductive health infor-
mation and services—whether on how one gets pregnant, reliable contraception
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International donors, United Nations agencies, and civil society groups, includ-
ing Girls Not Brides, a coalition of more than 500 organizations worldwide, have
also rallied behind the cause. The challenges are formidable. Child marriage—fu-
eled by poverty and deeply rooted norms that undervalue and discriminate
against girls—will not disappear if the concerted attention it now enjoys sub-
sides in favor of the next hot-button issue. 

A recent development may help sustain attention: the UN Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals adopted in September 2015 include eliminating child marriage as a
key target by 2030 for advancing gender equality. 

Meeting this target requires a combination of approaches that have proved diffi-
cult to achieve for other women’s rights issues: a commitment of political will
and resources over many years; willingness to acknowledge adolescent girls’
sexuality and empower them with information and choices; and true coordina-
tion across various sectors, including education, health, justice, and economic
development. 

Tackling the Roots of Child Marriage
I faced a lot of problems in marriage. I was young and did not know how to
be a wife. I was pregnant, had to look after my husband, do housework,
deal with in-laws, and work on the farm. My worst time was when I was
pregnant; I had to do all this and deal with a pregnancy while I was just a
child myself.

Elina V., married at age 15, Malawi

The main causes of child marriage vary across regions and communities but
often center around control over girls’ sexuality. 

In some countries, such as Tanzania, Human Rights Watch interviewed many
girls who said they felt forced to marry after becoming pregnant. In other coun-
tries, such as Bangladesh, parents hasten a daughter’s marriage to avoid the
risk that she will be sexually harassed, romantically involved, or simply per-
ceived as romantically involved, prior to marriage. 
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Environmental factors also play a role. Poor families living in areas at high risk of
natural disaster, including as a result of climate change, such as in Bangladesh,
have cited the resulting insecurity as a factor pushing them to marry their daugh-
ters early. For example, flooding of crops or the loss of land can deepen a fam-
ily’s poverty, and parents said they felt pressure to hasten a young daughter’s
marriage in the wake of a natural disaster or in anticipation of one.

The Way Forward
While the harms caused by child marriage are grim, the benefits of ending the
practice are transformative and far-reaching. Tackling child marriage is a strate-
gic way to advance women’s rights and empowerment in several areas, ranging
from health, education, work, freedom from violence, and participation in public
life. 

But child marriage is complex and varies widely around the world. Governments
committed to achieving the Sustainable Development Goals target of ending
child marriage by 2030 will need to employ a holistic, comprehensive approach
that is tailored to local contexts and diverse communities. 

And while the rate of child marriage has begun to drop in some places, it has in-
creased in others. For example, civil society groups report a growing incidence of
child marriage among Syrian refugees in Jordan.

Adopting and implementing cohesive national legal frameworks that uphold in-
ternational human rights standards is key. This includes making 18 the minimum
marriage age, avoiding loopholes such as exceptions for parental consent, en-
suring the laws require free and full consent of both spouses, requiring proof of
age before marriage licenses are issued, and imposing penalties on anyone who
threatens or harms anyone who refuses to marry. 

Governments should ensure these protections are not undermined by religious
or customary laws and traditions, and should regularly engage with religious and
community leaders.

Learning about what types of interventions work—and for whom—is key. Only
some of the proliferation of interventions have been adequately monitored or
evaluated to know which deserve to be replicated and expanded. In a 2013 re-
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methods, protection against sexually transmitted infections, prenatal services,
or emergency obstetric care. 

As a result, child marriage is closely linked to early—and risky—childbearing. The
consequences can be fatal: complications from pregnancy and childbirth are the
second-leading cause of death for girls ages 15 to 19 globally. In other cases, the
stress of delivery in physically immature bodies can cause obstetric fistulas, a
tear between a girl’s vagina and rectum that results in constant leaking of urine
and feces. Girls suffering this condition are often ostracized and abandoned by
their families and communities. 

According to 2013 data, 74 percent of new HIV infections among African adoles-
cents are in girls, many of them in the context of marriage where limited agency
in the relationship and pressure to have children contribute to lack of condom
use.

Domestic violence is another risk of marriage, perpetrated by a girl’s husband or
in-laws, including psychological, physical, and sexual violence, such as marital
rape. While not all child marriages are marked by domestic violence, the risk in-
creases when there are large age gaps between a girl and her husband. 

Many countries fail to criminalize marital rape, and even when it is a crime, child
brides have little ability to seek help. And in general, limited information about
their rights, lack of access to services especially legal assistance and emergency
shelters, discriminatory divorce, inheritance, and custody laws, and rejection
from their own families, can leave many trapped in abusive marriages with no
means of escape.

Armed conflict heightens girls’ risk of child marriage and other abuses. For ex-
ample, forced marriage of girls is a devastating tactic of war used by extremist
groups such as Islamic State (also known as ISIS) and Nigeria’s Boko Haram.
Human Rights Watch interviewed Yezidi girls in Iraq who gave harrowing ac-
counts of being captured, separated from their families, and bought and sold
into sexual slavery. One young woman who escaped described being taken to a
wedding hall with 60 girls and women where ISIS fighters told them to “forget
about your relatives, from now on you will marry us, bear our children.” 
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The effort to end child marriage cannot succeed without greater acceptance of
adolescent girls’ sexuality and their rights to make their own informed choices
about their bodies, their relationships, and their sexual activity.

Governments and donors can rally around the idea that a 12-year-old girl should
be in school rather than a marriage. Countries such as Canada, the Netherlands,
the United Kingdom, and the United States have been lead donors in combatting
child marriage. But the challenge will be whether they can make sure child mar-
riage interventions are not standalone efforts disconnected from other undertak-
ings to empower women and poor communities and promote education and
health. 

Governments, whether as donors or as implementers, need to address some
tough questions if they are going to make genuine progress. Do their education
programs include special outreach to married girls? Do national plans of action
on gender-based violence and “women, peace, and security” include
efforts/steps to end child marriage? Do their police training programs on gender-
based violence include policing methods to fight child marriage, such as prose-
cuting local officials who sign marriage certificates for underage girls?

Such coordination is crucial to ensuring that critical opportunities are not
missed when allocating resources and programming that will be dedicated
across the expansive 

Sustainable Development Goals Agenda
Efforts to end child marriage also mean the donors should press governments to
meet their obligations under international law to eliminate the practice. Key in-
ternational human rights treaties include the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women, and the Convention on the Rights of the Child. While there is
growing evidence of the effectiveness of a number of community-level ap-
proaches, government cooperation, law enforcement, and national-level initia-
tives are key to scale and sustainability. 

Too often, nongovernmental organizations and donors support innovative pro-
grams, but local government officials undermine their impact by ignoring or even
facilitating child marriage (for example, by changing the age on a birth or mar-
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view, the Washington DC-based International Center for Research on Women
found that only 11 of 51 countries with a prevalence of child marriage greater
than 25 percent had evaluated initiatives that fight child marriage. 

An assessment of 23 programs out of 150 found evidence supporting the effec-
tiveness of: 1) empowering girls with information and support networks; 2) en-
suring girls’ access to quality education; 3) engaging and educating parents and
community members about child marriage; 4) providing economic incentives
and support to girls’ families; and 5) establishing and implementing a strong
legal framework, such as a minimum age of marriage.

The Population Council, an international action-research organization, con-
ducted a rigorous, multi-year study that found offering families in Tanzania and
Ethiopia economic incentives, such as livestock, to keep their daughters unmar-
ried and in school led to girls ages 15 to 17 being significantly (two-thirds and 50
percent respectively) less likely to be married compared to those in a community
not participating in the program. 

In Ethiopia, in communities where girls 12 to 14 were provided free school sup-
plies, they were 94 percent less likely to be married than a comparison group.
Communities that engaged in sensitization programs about the value of educat-
ing girls and the harms of child marriage also had fewer married girls.

A particularly powerful message that communities and parents respond to is in-
formation about the harms of early childbearing. Correspondingly, access to in-
formation about reproductive and sexual health is key for adolescents to
understand their bodies, promote respect and consensual conduct in relation-
ships, and prevent unwanted pregnancies. 

However, while governments have little problem promoting interventions that
generally garner broad public support such as providing school supplies, many
remain reluctant to introduce programs that might trigger a backlash. They avoid
offering comprehensive sexuality education in schools or through other commu-
nity mechanisms, and ensuring that adolescents, as well as adult women, get
full information about contraception and affordable access to health services,
including safe and legal abortion. 
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Children Behind Bars:
The Global Overuse of Detention of Children

By Michael Bochenek

Shortly after 16-year-old T.W. was booked into Florida’s Polk County Jail in Febru-
ary 2012, his three cellmates punched him, whipped him with wet towels, and
nearly strangled him with a pillowcase. They then urinated on him, sprayed his
face with cleaning fluid, and stripped him naked before wrapping a sheet around
his neck, tying the other end around the window bar, and pulling so tight he lost
consciousness. They repeated this attack three times over the course of several
hours without jail guards on regular rounds even noticing, a federal magistrate
judge found.

Around the world, children languish behind bars, sometimes for protracted peri-
ods. In many cases, as with T.W., they face brutal and inhumane conditions.

The lack of record-keeping and a wide array of institutions means that the num-
ber of children held worldwide in such environments is not known. The United
Nations children’s fund, UNICEF, has estimated that more than 1 million children
are behind bars around the world. Many are held in decrepit, abusive, and de-
meaning conditions, deprived of education, access to meaningful activities, and
regular contact with the outside world.

Many of these children—and adults who were convicted of crimes committed
when they were children—have received excessive or disproportionate sen-
tences that violate international law, which requires that imprisonment of chil-
dren be in “conformity with the law and shall be used only as a measure of last
resort and for the shortest appropriate period of time.”

Others are held for acts that should not be crimes at all, such as skipping
school, running away from home, having consensual sex, and seeking or having
an abortion. Some have never been tried for their alleged crimes; others are
tried as if they were adults and, when convicted, sent to serve time in adult
 prisons.
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riage certificate in return for bribes) or local police fail to enforce laws that make
child marriage a crime. 

Similarly, critical opportunities are missed when government health workers
cannot talk to adolescents about sexuality and contraception, or government
school teachers and principals are not mandated or encouraged to reach out to
girls dropping out of school to marry. 

One of the most striking parallels across Human Rights Watch’s research on
child marriage is how girls who married young desperately long for a better fu-
ture for their daughters. 

Kalpana T., interviewed by Human Rights Watch in southern Nepal, is not sure of
her age but said she married after she had three or four menstrual periods, and
now has three daughters ages 5 and under. She never went to school. 

“My sisters and I all had to work in the fields for the landlords for money from as
soon as we were old enough to know about work,” she said. “I had to marry be-
cause my parents wanted me to. I don’t want this for my daughter. I am unedu-
cated and I don’t know how the world works…. I can’t count money. I want my
daughter to be educated and have a better life than what I have right now.”

The Sustainable Development Goals target on ending child marriage could bol-
ster Kalpana T.’s daughters’ chances of having more opportunities than their
mother. But a huge amount of coordination, willingness to tackle socially sensi-
tive issues, and sustained commitment and resources is needed before this lofty
goal can lead to meaningful change—both for girls in Kalpana T.’s village and
elsewhere around the world.

Nisha Varia is advocacy director for the Women’s Rights Division 
at Human Rights Watch
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Second, children are too often charged and held for acts that shouldn’t be crimi-
nal. For instance, street children are frequently presumed to be guilty of wrong-
doing and arrested on vague charges—if they are charged at all, as Human
Rights Watch has found in Cambodia and Uganda, among other countries.

Many countries place children in detention for disobeying their parents or for
other “status offenses,” acts that would not be crimes if committed by an adult.
A Texas Public Policy Foundation study found that in the US in 2010, over 6,000
children were detained for acts such as truancy, running away from home, “in-
corrigibility,” underage drinking, and curfew violations. 

Girls may face specific restrictions on their freedom of movement, enforced by
criminal law. In Saudi Arabia, for example, girls as well as adult women may be
jailed, imprisoned, and flogged for the ill-defined offenses of “seclusion” and
“mingling,” which one official described to Human Rights Watch as a girl or
woman “being in an apartment by herself, or with a group of others, or sitting in
a place where it is not natural for her to be.”

Children in some countries, including Peru and some Mexican and US states,
may face criminal charges for consensual sexual conduct—in the case of the US,
particularly if the partner is of the same sex. Anti-prostitution laws in many coun-
tries mean that children may also be arrested, imprisoned, and detained when
they engage in survival sex (the exchange of sex for food, shelter, or money in
order to meet basic needs). Girls who seek or procure an abortion may face crim-
inal charges—even in cases where the pregnancy was the result of rape—in
Chile, El Salvador, Ecuador, Peru, and the Philippines, among other countries.

Third, children may be imprisoned under sentences that are impermissible
under international law. International law flatly prohibits sentences of death (as
well as life sentences that do not allow for the possibility of release) for crimes
committed under the age of 18.

Nevertheless, at least 160 individuals were on death row in Iran for crimes they
were found to have committed when they were younger than 18, the UN secre-
tary-general reported in February 2015. Since 2010, juvenile offenders have been
sentenced to death in Egypt, Iran, Maldives, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Sri Lanka,
Sudan, and Yemen. In Nigeria, some convicted before 2010 continue to be held
under sentence of death.
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Migrant children are also routinely held in immigration detention, contrary to in-
ternational standards. Children with disabilities and others may be institutional-
ized in the guise of protection.

A UN study expected to be finalized in 2017 promises to put international focus
on the detention of children and hopefully result in more systematic monitoring
of abusive practices, increased compliance with international standards, and a
dramatic reduction in the number of children deprived of their liberty.

But governments need not wait for this report; they can and should act now to
establish genuine alternatives to detention and ensure that those children who
must be detained are held in humane conditions and benefit from schooling,
health services, recreational opportunities, and contact with the outside world.

Detention and Incarceration in Response to Crime
Most countries keep no accurate records of the numbers of children who are
locked up for breaking the law. Furthermore, getting a sense of the numbers of
children behind bars is complicated by the fact that some governments hold
children in several kinds of facilities, including adult jails and prisons as well as
juvenile detention centers.

We know that the United States leads the industrialized world in the number and
percentage of children it locks up in juvenile detention facilities, with over
60,000 children in such facilities in 2011, according to data compiled by the
Annie E. Casey Foundation, which works on juvenile justice and other children’s
rights issues. The US also sends an extraordinary number of children to adult
jails and prisons—more than 95,000 in 2011, Human Rights Watch and the Amer-
ican Civil Liberties Union estimated—with few opportunities for meaningful edu-
cation or rehabilitation.

Whatever the numbers, there are several reasons why many children around the
world should not be locked up.

First, the Convention on the Rights of the Child requires that locking up children
on juvenile or criminal charges be a matter of last resort. Too often it’s the first,
or even only, resort; there simply may be no alternatives in law or practice.
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16 and over who are accused of serious crimes will be prosecuted in adult
courts.

Detention as a Means of Immigration Control
When Beatriz L. fled to the US from Honduras with her 11-year-old son after
gangs threatened to forcibly recruit him, they were locked up together in a US de-
tention center for migrant families for over 10 months. Beatriz told Human Rights
Watch that her son began to spend all day sleeping. He said, “Mom, I just want
to sleep so that when I wake up we’ll be free.”

International standards provide that the detention of any asylum seeker,
whether a child or an adult, should normally be avoided. Mandatory or indefinite
detention of children violates the Convention on the Rights of the Child, which
states that the detention of children should be used only as a matter of last re-
sort and for the shortest appropriate period of time. The Committee on the
Rights of the Child has urged governments to “expeditiously and completely
cease the detention of children on the basis of their immigration status.” More-
over, the detention of children solely because of their parents’ immigration sta-
tus violates the prohibition on arbitrary detention.

Nevertheless, many countries continue to detain children as a means of enforc-
ing their migration laws.

Australia has operated a mandatory detention framework for all asylum seekers
since 1992. Australia held 112 children in immigration detention in mainland de-
tention centers as of October 31, 2015. A further 95 children were held in Aus-
tralia’s regional processing center in Nauru. Reviews by the UN refugee agency
(UNHCR), the Australian Human Rights Commission, and other authorities have
found serious shortcomings in the Nauru detention center, including severe
shortages of water, footwear, and clothing, and unhygienic and crowded condi-
tions that have resulted in outbreaks of lice, gastroenteritis, and bacterial skin
infections. In 2015, disturbing reports emerged that children and adults had
been sexually assaulted at the hands of staff and other detainees during the pre-
vious two years.

In the US in mid-2014, the Obama administration dramatically expanded family
immigration detention capacity, from fewer than 100 beds to more than 3,000,
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International law also requires that children be detained or incarcerated for the
shortest appropriate period of time, and they must receive sentences propor-
tionate to the circumstances and gravity of their offenses, as well as their own in-
dividual circumstances and needs. Their sentences must be subject to early,
regular, and meaningful review for the purpose of conditional release or parole.
Nevertheless, children may receive life sentences in 73 countries, including the
US and 49 of the 53 states in the Commonwealth of Nations, a 2015 study by the
Child Rights International Network (CRIN) found.

Fourth, children from minority groups are frequently disproportionately subject
to arrest and detention. In fact, the disparities between their treatment and that
of children from groups that represent the majority may increase at every stage
of the process, from arrest to bail determinations to sentencing to parole deci-
sions, as studies of Aboriginal children in Australia’s juvenile justice system and
of minority children in the United States have found.

Fifth, prosecuting children as adults poses additional problems. Not every coun-
try has established a juvenile justice system, despite the requirement in interna-
tional law to do so. As Human Rights Watch found in Zambia, for example, the
absence of a dedicated juvenile justice system can mean that children may wait
for months or even years for their cases to be concluded.

Of those states that do have a juvenile justice system, some nevertheless treat
older children as if they were adults. This may be done systematically, by setting
an age lower than 18 for the jurisdiction of the ordinary criminal courts, as is the
case in Cuba, Ethiopia, Jamaica, Hong Kong, the Philippines, Ukraine, the Aus-
tralian state of Queensland, and New York State, among other jurisdictions. 

It may also be done arbitrarily, such as when judges decide to treat children as
adults if they show signs of puberty, as is done in Saudi Arabia and other coun-
tries in the Middle East. In addition, in the US, every state and the federal crimi-
nal justice system allow some children to be prosecuted in the ordinary criminal
courts, depending on their age and the seriousness of the offense with which
they are charged.

Brazil and India were at time of writing each considering lowering the age of
criminal majority, the minimum age for trial in the ordinary criminal courts, for
some crimes. If these proposals are enacted in their current form, children ages
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necessary force to arrest or detain Palestinian children as young as 11 in East
Jerusalem and the West Bank, and have choked, beaten, threatened, and interro-
gated children in custody without parents or lawyers present.

Other countries also prosecute some children in military courts. In Egypt, for ex-
ample, some of the dozens of children arrested in the last two years for political
offenses have been tried in military courts.

Detention in the Name of Treatment or Care
Children are also detained in the name of “treatment” or “rehabilitation” from
drug dependence or as a misguided means of managing disabilities. 

In Cambodia, eight drug detention centers hold about 1,000 people at any one
time. According to the last government figures made public, at least one in 10 is
a child under the age of 18. Children face the same abuses as adults while con-
fined, including cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment and even torture. 

Romchoang was under age 18, for example, when he was held in a military-run
drug detention center in Koh Kong province for 18 months. He was locked in a
room, chained to a bed for the first week, and later made to perform physical ex-
ercises each morning. Soldiers, who beat him if he fell asleep, told him sweating
would help him recover from drugs.

Laos and Vietnam also operate drug detention centers that hold large numbers
of children; in Vietnam, detained children and adults are subjected to forced
labor, beatings, and torture. In fact, the rationale for such drug detention centres
is to lock up and punish the poor and marginalized. In Cambodia, these centers
hold “street children” who do not use drugs but who are picked up and detained
in operations to “clean the streets.” Similarly, Lao authorities use the Somsanga
detention center, which has received direct support from the US embassy in Vi-
entiane in recent years, as a dumping ground for street children and others con-
sidered socially undesirable.

Elsewhere in the world, street children are frequently rounded up and detained
arbitrarily, sometimes under vaguely worded criminal laws. 

Many countries lock up children with disabilities, ostensibly for their care, but in
reality due to a lack of community services and support for families. In Russia,
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for the stated purpose of deterring Central American migrants from crossing into
the US from Mexico. The Obama administration has since backed away from that
rationale of deterrence in custody determinations for individual cases. Neverthe-
less, it continues to argue in federal court that it requires the family detention
system to deter further mass migration. 

Thailand’s immigration laws permit the indefinite detention of all refugees, in-
cluding Rohingya and members of other ethnic groups from Burma, ethnic
Uighurs from China, Pakistanis, and Somalis. Migrant children are held in
squalid cells without adequate food or opportunity to exercise or receive an edu-
cation. Children have told Human Rights Watch that immigration detention cen-
ters can be so crowded they must sleep upright. One mother said there were
three toilets for 100 detained migrants, which her teenage daughter would avoid
using because they had no doors. 

Elsewhere in the world, Human Rights Watch and other groups have documented
large-scale detention of migrant children in Indonesia, Malaysia, and Mexico.

Detention in the Name of National Security
Children deemed to be a security threat may be held under administrative or mil-
itary detention, which have fewer checks than criminal and juvenile justice sys-
tems. 

Such children include captured, surrendered, or demobilized child soldiers,
even though international standards call for states to treat them primarily as vic-
tims and offer them rehabilitation. Children have been held in large numbers in
Afghanistan, Democratic Republic of Congo, Iraq, Somalia, and Syria for alleged
association with armed or extremist groups. The special representative of the UN
secretary-general for children and armed conflict, Leila Zerrougui, expressed
concern that children were detained for alleged involvement with armed groups
in 17 of the 23 situations covered in her 2014 report.

Each year, Israel arrests, detains, and prosecutes in the military court system
some 500 to 700 Palestinian children suspected of criminal offenses in the occu-
pied West Bank, according to Defence for Children International/Palestine Sec-
tion. Israel is the only country that automatically prosecutes children in military
courts. In 2015, Human Rights Watch found that Israeli security forces used un-
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Facilities where children are held are often little more than warehouses. Educa-
tional services are often not available to children who are held for acts of delin-
quency, on national security grounds, or for immigration control. Children who
are deprived of their liberty in the name of protection or care, including children
with disabilities, frequently do not receive the education and other services they
need. Children held for acts of delinquency are too often placed in facilities that
lack the staff and infrastructure necessary to provide anger management
classes, life skills training, counselling, and other rehabilitative support. 

Detained child asylum seekers in particular experience extremely high rates of
anxiety, depression, and symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder, as re-
search in Australia, Britain, and the US has found. Immigration detention may
also lead children to abandon asylum claims even though they need interna-
tional protection.

Alternatives to Detention
To ensure that deprivation of liberty is really used as a last resort, governments
should establish and employ true alternatives to detention. 

In the justice system, these include diversion of children from the formal justice
system through alternative procedures and programs, probation, mediation,
counselling, community service, and, where appropriate, “semi-open” facilities
that give children supervision and structure but allow them to attend schools in
the community and return home for overnight visits.

For migrant children and families, community-based alternatives—housing in
settings that allow asylum seekers, refugees, and other migrants to attend regu-
lar schools, work in the community, and otherwise interact regularly with oth-
ers—are preferable in virtually every respect to immigration detention, as the
experience of supervision and case-management programs in Australia, Canada,
Indonesia, Thailand, the United Kingdom, and the US have shown. 

They may be healthier, more cost-effective, and result in comparable rates of ap-
pearance at asylum or immigration hearings, research has found. States should
also do more to facilitate placing unaccompanied and separated children with
relatives in the destination country or in third countries.
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for example, too often children with disabilities are whisked to institutions
shortly after birth, where they may be tied to beds, receive little or no attention
or education, and be denied health care and adequate nutrition. Human Rights
Watch has found similar abusive practices in Croatia, Greece, and India, to name
just a few recent examples. 

Some children may also be locked up for perceived or actual psychosocial dis-
abilities. Human Rights Watch documented the practice of shackling children as
young as five years old—together with adults—in so-called prayer camps (or spir-
itual healing centers) in Ghana, where they were tied to a tree or wooden post
with a heavy metal chain, denied food, water, and shelter, and separated from
their families. 

Impact of Detention and Imprisonment
Detention takes an enormous toll on children, particularly on their physical and
mental health. Torture and other ill-treatment at the hands of guards is a risk for
every form of detention, especially for children held on national security
grounds.

Children may also face violence and other abuses from fellow detainees, some-
times instigated or condoned by staff. In Australia, for example, a damning re-
port from the Northern Territory’s Children’s Commissioner that was made public
in September 2015 revealed that children in detention were subjected to isola-
tion in cramped quarters, sometimes for nearly three weeks, and to excessive
force. In Florida, two children died in February and September 2015 after other
juvenile detainees beat them, possibly in exchange for contraband food from
guards.

Sexual assault is a specific risk for boys as well as girls, particularly when chil-
dren are held with adults.

There are generally fewer detention facilities for girls, who are usually detained
less often than boys. Many are held far from their families and communities, or
shunted off to the adult system. Some detention centers lack adequate sanita-
tion, and girls may lack the materials and privacy needed to manage their men-
struation. The lack of privacy in areas for bathing or going to the bathroom
exacerbates the risk of sexual harassment or assault.
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year, another federal court found that children could not be housed for long peri-
ods of time in jail-like facilities that have no license to care for children.

In 2010, in response to information provided by Human Rights Watch, UNICEF in-
vestigated Cambodia’s Choam Chao detention center, which it had funded since
2006. After finding abuses in the center, UNICEF called for the immediate re-
lease of all children from drug detention centers in Cambodia. In response, the
government stopped admitting children to the center and closed it shortly there-
after.

Such steps show that governments can do more to reduce their reliance on de-
tention and incarceration. Locking children up is frequently unnecessary, abu-
sive, and counterproductive. It’s time for states to recognize these facts and end
these unlawful practices.

Michael Bochenek is senior counsel in the Children’s Rights Division
at Human Rights Watch.
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Children who use drugs should receive appropriate treatment and care. Compul-
sory drug detention centers cannot be considered a form of “treatment” or an
“alternative to imprisonment.” In line with the calls of the UN special rapporteur
on torture and 12 UN agencies, states should immediately close all drug deten-
tion centers. 

Children with disabilities should enjoy their right to live in the community, with
appropriate support for themselves and their families. When institutional treat-
ment is necessary, it should follow strict therapeutic protocols, including strict
safeguards on involuntary treatment. Children with disabilities should receive
appropriate legal and other support to enable them to make important life deci-
sions, including related to medical treatment, and should have meaningful op-
portunities to challenge institutionalization.

***

Recent years have seen some positive developments in the treatment of children
who otherwise would have been detained. The number of children in juvenile de-
tention centers in the US fell consistently and dramatically from 1996 to 2011,
the last year for which complete data are available. In California, legislation en-
acted in 2014 offered the possibility of earlier parole for several thousand of-
fenders who were under 18 at the time of a crime but who were tried as an adult
and sentenced to an adult prison term, and a 2015 law extended eligibility for
parole to those who were 22 or under at the time of the crime. 

Several countries have agreed in recent years to end or sharply reduce detention
of migrant children. Finland, Malta, and the UK have publicly committed to end-
ing the practice, while policies in France and Israel limit the detention of migrant
children to “exceptional circumstances.” Panama, Japan, Turkey, and Taiwan
have enacted legislation prohibiting detention of migrant children, and South
Africa’s High Court ruled in a series of decisions beginning in 2004 that migrant
children may only be detained as a last resort. 

In February 2015, a federal court required that US immigration officials begin in-
dividually evaluating asylum-seeking families for release. In June 2015, after sus-
tained advocacy from Human Rights Watch and other organizations, US
government officials committed to releasing a majority of detained families
within weeks if they could make a facially legitimate asylum claim. Later in the
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Afghanistan
Fighting between the Taliban and government forces in Afghanistan escalated in
2015, with the Taliban seizing control of Kunduz and holding the city for nearly
two weeks before Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF), with United States air
and ground support, regained control. The Taliban also seized a number of dis-
trict centers and threatened other provincial capitals. The United Nations
deemed nearly half of the country’s provinces as being at high or extreme risk. 

The upsurge in violence had devastating consequences for civilians, with suicide
bombings, improvised explosive devices (IEDs), and targeted attacks by the Tal-
iban and other insurgents causing 70 percent of all civilian casualties. The num-
ber of civilians killed during government military operations, particularly ground
offensives, increased too. 

While both President Ashraf Ghani and Chief Executive Abdullah Abdullah pub-
licly affirmed the government’s commitment to human rights, their National
Unity Government (NUG) failed to address longstanding concerns, including vio-
lations of women’s rights and attacks on journalists. The government launched
an action plan to curb torture and enacted legislation criminalizing the recruit-
ment of child soldiers, but impunity for both continued. 

Parliamentary and provincial elections scheduled for 2015 were postponed in-
definitely pending contested electoral reforms. More people became internally
displaced due to conflict than in any previous year since 2002; the 100,000 new
IDPs in 2015 brought the nationwide total to almost 1 million.

Armed Conflict
IEDs planted by insurgents remained a leading cause of civilian casualties. Such
weapons function as anti-personnel landmines, and their indiscriminate use vio-
lates international humanitarian law. Hundreds of Afghan civilians were also
killed and injured in suicide attacks.

With the Taliban insurgency appearing increasingly splintered—particularly fol-
lowing revelations that senior Taliban officials had kept the 2013 death of Mullah
Omar, the movement’s spiritual leader, a secret—it was impossible to attribute
responsibility for many acts of violence. 
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flict, including through implementing the Guidelines on Protecting Schools from
Military Use.

As fighting intensified in northern provinces, Afghan officials reactivated pro-
government militias to bolster security. In Faryab, Kunduz, and other provinces,
these militia forces were accused of abuses against civilians. 

The year also saw an increase in abductions and hostage-taking of civilians by
insurgent groups, including two incidents in Zabul province: the November 9 kid-
napping and killing of 7 civilians, and the February 23 kidnapping of 31 bus pas-
sengers, 19 of whom were released, with the fate of the others unknown. In both
cases the victims were apparently targeted because they were ethnic Hazaras.
Five employees of the nongovernmental organization Save the Children were kid-
napped in Uruzgan on March 3 by the Taliban and killed when demands for the
release of Taliban prisoners were rejected. 

Women’s Rights
When the Taliban took control of Kunduz, they looted the offices of women ac-
tivists, shelters, and female-run radio stations, and issued threats that com-
pelled dozens of activists to flee the city.

Early in the year, the new Ghani administration publicly affirmed its commitment
to preserving and enhancing protections for women’s rights. However, the gov-
ernment failed to take steps to improve enforcement of the Elimination of Vio-
lence against Women Law (EVAW) and to stop prosecutions of so-called moral
crimes, which lead to imprisonment of women fleeing domestic violence and
forced marriages. 

A February report by the United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan,
UNAMA, concluded that 65 percent of cases filed under EVAW that involved bat-
tery and other kinds of serious abuse were resolved through mediation, while
only 5 percent led to criminal prosecution.

The March 19 murder of Farkhunda Malikzada, 27, by a Kabul mob after she was
falsely accused of burning a copy of the Quran galvanized women’s rights ac-
tivists, who launched public demonstrations demanding justice. Of the dozens
of mostly young men who beat Farkhunda, ran her over, and then lit her on fire,
30 were eventually arrested; an unknown but large number remained at large.
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In Nangarhar province, a group saying it was affiliated with the extremist group
Islamic State (also known as ISIS) claimed responsibility for some attacks, al-
though such claims were hard to verify, including an April 18 suicide attack on
the Kabul Bank in Jalalabad that killed at least 30 people and injured more than
100. On August 7, insurgent attacks killed 50 people and injured 350 in Kabul,
the bloodiest single day in the capital since 2001. 

Targeted attacks on civilians by the Taliban also increased in 2015. In statements
released in April and May, the Taliban vowed to kill government officials, specifi-
cally judges, prosecutors, and employees of the Ministry of Justice. The Taliban
also identified Afghans and foreigners working for aid organizations as targets, a
policy that helped make Afghanistan the world’s most dangerous country for hu-
manitarian aid workers. 

Among those killed were nine Afghan staff members of the organization People
in Need, including one pregnant woman, shot on June 2 in Balkh province. On
May 13, 14 Afghan and foreign civilians were shot in an attack on the Park Palace
guest house in Kabul for which the Taliban claimed responsibility. 

Government forces were increasingly responsible for civilian casualties during
ground offensives, mainly through the use of mortars and rockets used indis-
criminately in civilian-populated areas. During fighting in Helmand in April, most
civilian deaths were caused by mortar fire; journalists were blocked from travel-
ing to the area at the time. On August 28, President Ghani issued an order to all
security agencies to assess their operating procedures and take steps to reduce
civilian casualties. 

On February 2, Ghani signed into law a decree criminalizing recruitment by
Afghan security forces of soldiers less than 18 years old. However, Afghan Local
Police (ALP) and pro-government militias in some provinces continued to recruit
children. The Taliban recruited boys as young as 14 to fight and carry out suicide
bombings. 

The UN also reported a significant increase in attacks against schools between
April and June, mostly by the Taliban. Threats from both pro-government militias
and insurgents led to school closures in Kunduz, Ghor, and Nuristan. In May,
Afghanistan endorsed the global Safe Schools Declaration, thus committing to
do more to protect students, teachers, and schools during times of armed con-
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The trial was held in haste, and some of the accused alleged that their confes-
sions had been coerced. Of the 30, 18 were acquitted, 4 sentenced to death, and
8 sentenced to 16 years’ imprisonment; the death sentences were later reduced
to prison sentences. Of the 19 police charged, 11 were convicted, and 8 acquit-
ted. Eleven police officers were sentenced to one year in prison for failing to pro-
tect Farkhunda.   

The Afghan parliament delivered another setback to women’s rights on July 8
when it rejected President Ghani’s nominee for the Supreme Court, Judge Anisa
Rasouli, head of Kabul’s Juvenile Court and the nation’s first-ever female nomi-
nee. Conservatives had campaigned against her, saying that a woman could not
serve on the Supreme Court. Ghani promised to choose another woman for the
post, but by November, no further nominations had been made. 

On June 30, Ghani launched Afghanistan’s National Action Plan (NAP) on
Women, Peace and Security, which outlines how Afghanistan will implement Se-
curity Council Resolution 1325 and ensure women’s “equal participation and full
involvement in all efforts for the maintenance and promotion of peace and secu-
rity.” 

To the frustration of activists and donors, the NAP was not accompanied by an
implementation plan, and women were not included in the government’s first
“official” negotiations with the Taliban in Pakistan in July. At a September meet-
ing with donors, Ghani reportedly agreed to develop an implementation plan for
the NAP by the end of 2015 to be put into effect in the first half of 2016.

Accountability for Torture by Security Forces
In January, President Ghani launched a national action plan to eliminate torture.
The working committee for the plan was not established until May 4, and
progress on finalizing both policy and legislation was slow. On June 25, the Na-
tional Directorate of Security (NDS), Afghanistan’s security agency, issued an
order reiterating the prohibition on torture, particularly its use in obtaining con-
fessions. 

However, documented cases of torture by police and NDS officials, which had
declined slightly in some provinces in 2014, increased again in 2015. According
to a UNAMA report in February 2015, one-third of detainees in Afghan detention
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in Afghanistan at current levels of 850, 760, and 500 troops, respectively,
through 2016.

US Special Forces continue to carry out counterinsurgency operations in the
country. Although US air support for Afghan government security operations offi-
cially ended in 2014, the US military bombed Taliban positions during a battle to
retake the symbolically important district center of Musa Qala in August 2015. US
drones also launched air strikes with greater frequency against targets believed
to belong to the Taliban and those affiliating themselves with ISIS. 

On October 3, a US warplane acting in support of Afghan and US ground forces
repeatedly fired upon a hospital in Kunduz run by the aid organization Médecins
Sans Frontières, leveling the building and killing at least 30, including 13 health
workers and 10 patients, and wounding dozens more. The US military inquiry
launched an investigation into the incident; by mid-November the findings had
not been made public. 

In August, the US reopened a criminal investigation into the 2012 murders of 17
civilians in Wardak province who had been detained by an Army Special Forces
team. Previous investigations exonerating US forces had not interviewed family
members and other witnesses.

The International Criminal Court continued its preliminary examination of allega-
tions of serious international crimes in Afghanistan which it began in 2007. 

At the London Conference on Afghanistan in December 2014 and the Senior Offi-
cials Meeting in Kabul in September 2015, most donors showed little enthusi-
asm for holding the government to specific human rights benchmarks, including
those outlined in the Tokyo Mutual Accountability Framework, although several
countries continued to push for specific indicators of progress on women’s
rights and media freedom. 

While a number of donors have sought to maintain their support for Afghanistan,
aid has fallen significantly in recent years, in part due to competition from other
global crises, including the needs of refugees and migrants crossing into Europe,
many of whom are Afghans.
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facilities are tortured and unofficial detention centers continue to function, with
four such centers in Kandahar alone. There were no reported investigations into
incidents of torture documented by UNAMA, and no reported prosecutions. 

A September 2015 amendment to the Criminal Procedure Code, imposed by pres-
idential decree, allows Afghan authorities to detain for a renewable one-year pe-
riod anyone suspected of “crimes against internal or external security,” or
believed “likely to commit such a crime.”

Freedom of Expression
Despite modest progress in some areas, reporting restrictions and increasing vi-
olence against journalists meant that Afghanistan’s media continued to function
under threat in 2015. On May 5, the government scrapped the Media Violations
Investigations Commission, a body long used to harass and intimidate journal-
ists, and promised to consult with journalists and civil society groups in estab-
lishing a Mass Media Commission to adjudicate disputes over reporting. As of
October 2015, the commission had not been established. 

On March 1, the government imposed restrictions on reporting from combat
zones and barred all government officials except police chiefs from speaking to
the media about security issues. In August, on orders of the National Security
Council, the NDS summoned six journalists for questioning on suspicion of run-
ning a popular and anonymous Facebook page dedicated to political satire. 

Key International Actors
Although most international forces had withdrawn from Afghanistan by the end
of 2014, approximately 10,000 US forces and military from other NATO countries
remained without a combat role as part of NATO’s Resolute Support training and
support mission. 

During an official visit to Washington by President Ghani and Chief Executive Ab-
dullah in March 2015, the US agreed not to reduce its military presence any fur-
ther through 2015. In October, Obama announced that the current number of US
troops would remain through 2016, and be cut back to about 5,500 by the end of
2016 or early 2017. Germany, Turkey, and Italy agreed to keep their deployments
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Freedom of Association
The Ministry of Interior continued to block the registration of several human
rights and others organizations, impeding their ability to operate legally and ex-
posing them to risk of dissolution. In 2012, the government enacted Law 12-06,
which requires all associations—including those that had already successfully
registered—to re-file registration applications and obtain a registration receipt
from the Interior Ministry before they can operate legally. 

In practice, however, the ministry refused to issue such receipts, without provid-
ing reasons, to a number of associations, thus making their legal status uncer-
tain. Law 12-06 gives authorities wide discretionary powers to refuse to deny
new associations legal status and to order the dissolution of associations that
already have legal status. 

For example, authorities can refuse to register any association whose activities
they deem “contrary to public order, public morality, and the provisions of exist-
ing laws and regulations.” They can also deny registration to a formerly regis-
tered association on vague criteria, such as deeming it to be “interfering with
the internal affairs of the country” or “harming its sovereignty,” or because it has
received foreign funding without obtaining government approval or is deemed to
be conducting activities not specified in its statute. 

The Algerian League for Human Rights (Ligue Algérienne des Droits de l’Homme,
LADDH) and Youth Action Rally (Rassemblement Action Jeunesse, RAJ) were
among a number of formerly registered associations whose new applications for
registration received no answer from the Ministry of Interior, leaving them in
legal limbo. 

Freedom of Speech
Although a new press law enacted in 2012 removed imprisonment as a penalty
for defamation and other speech offenses—such as “contempt” of the presi-
dent, state institutions, or courts—authorities continued to arrest, prosecute,
and imprison critics using penal code provisions. They also threatened media
deemed critical of the government. 

Police arrested Rachid Aouine, a labor rights activist, on March 1 after he posted
an ironic comment on Facebook in response to a government announcement
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Algeria
The government again failed in 2015 to introduce reforms promised since 2011
and severely restricted human rights. Authorities continued to stifle free speech
and rights to freedom of association, peaceful assembly and protest, arbitrarily
arresting and prosecuting trade union and human rights activists. They also con-
tinued to block the legal registration of several national and international human
rights organizations. In July, communal violence in the Ghardaia region—600
kilometers south of Algiers—between local Sunni Arabs and members of the
Amazigh, or Berber, minority left 25 people dead and more than 70 injured,
mostly by gunfire. 

Freedom of Assembly
The government continued to suppress peaceful protests by prohibiting all pub-
lic gatherings held without prior approval. Article 97 of the penal code makes it a
crime to organize or participate in an unauthorized gathering, even if it is peace-
ful, and imposes a penalty of up to one year in prison for demonstrating in public
spaces. 

The courts imposed prison sentences on at least nine labor rights activists con-
victed of engaging in peaceful protests in support of unemployed workers. On
February 11, the First Instance Tribunal of Laghouat sentenced eight members of
the National Committee for the Defense of the Rights of Unemployed Workers
(Comité National pour la Défense des Droits de Chômeurs, CNDDC) to one-year
prison terms, half of which it suspended, after convicting them of “unauthorized
gathering” and “exercising pressure on the decisions of magistrates,” under
penal code articles 97 and 147. 

Police arrested the eight union activists two weeks earlier when they gathered
outside the court to protest against the trial of Mohamed Rag, a CNDDC activist
arrested in January, who received an 18 month prison sentence for engaging in
another protest. The sentences were all confirmed on appeal. 
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Women’s Rights
The People’s National Assembly, the lower chamber of parliament, adopted a
draft law in March to amend the penal code to criminalize physical violence
against a spouse and sexual harassment in public spaces, but amid opposition
from Islamist and conservative parties by September, the Senate had still to de-
bate and vote on the proposed law. There is no other specific law on domestic vi-
olence that provides measures to protect individuals from domestic violence,
including allowing authorities to issue temporary protection orders for victims.
Marital rape is not explicitly recognized as a crime under Algerian law.

Accountability for Past Crimes 
Perpetrators of human rights crimes and abuses during the internal armed con-
flict of the 1990s continued to enjoy impunity under the 1999 Law on Peace and
National Reconciliation. This law criminalizes comments deemed to denigrate
the security forces or state institutions for their conduct during the political strife
of the 1990s, during which state forces committed torture, enforced disappear-
ances, unlawful killings, and other serious abuses. 

Associations representing the families of the disappeared continued to face offi-
cial harassment and pressure to accept state offers of compensation provided
under the same law, and to abandon their demands for details of the fate of
those missing and for truth and justice.

Key International Actors
On March 29, for the first time in more than a decade, the European Parliament
adopted a resolution on the “imprisonment of workers and human rights ac-
tivists in Algeria,” calling on the Algerian authorities “to ensure the safety and
security of civil society activists and human rights defenders and their freedom
to pursue their legitimate and peaceful activities.” 

The Algerian government has only permitted one United Nations human rights
mechanism, namely the special rapporteur on the rights to education in early
2015, to visit Algeria since 2011. Pending requests for access included those of
the UN special rapporteurs on torture and on freedom of peaceful assembly and
of association, and of the UN Working Groups on Enforced or Involuntary Disap-
pearances and on Arbitrary Detention.
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that law enforcement officers who staged protests would face disciplinary ac-
tion. Authorities charged him with “inciting an unarmed gathering” under article
100 of the penal code. On March 9, a court convicted Aouine and sentenced him
to six months in prison. 

In April, authorities censored “Weekend,” a satirical talk show broadcast by the
privately owned El Djazaira TV after the show’s presenter in its April 17 edition re-
ferred to the Paris apartments of several Algerian ministers, hinting at possible
corruption and embezzlement. The state Broadcasting Regulatory Authority
promptly summoned the talk show’s producer, Karim Kardache, and warned him
of possible penalties against the TV station, and publicly accused the program of
“sarcasm and mocking people including state symbols” and of breaches of pro-
fessional ethics punishable under media and broadcasting laws. 

On October 4, the general prosecutor in Al Bayadh tribunal brought charges
against Hassan Bouras, a freelance journalist who has been critical of the gov-
ernment, for “insulting state institutions” and “attacks intended to overthrow
the regime.” He has been in detention since then. Algerian authorities have pre-
viously targeted him for alleging local corruption in al-Bayadh. 

Terrorism and Counterterrorism
At least nine Algerian soldiers were killed in an attack on July 17 when their pa-
trol was ambushed by members of the armed extremist group Al-Qaeda in the Is-
lamic Magreb (AQIM) at Souq al-Attaf in northwestern Ain Defla province. The
attack was one of the most lethal in the country since a mass hostage-taking by
attackers linked to Al-Qaeda at the In Amenas natural gas plant in eastern Alge-
ria killed 40 people in January 2013. 

Algerian authorities arrested and prosecuted several political and minority rights
activists on terrorism charges despite weak evidence. On July 9, police arrested
Kameleddine Fekhar, an Amazigh activist and advocate of autonomy for the
northern Sahara Ghardaia region who had previously accused the government of
“complicity in crimes against humanity by Sunni Arabs against the Amazigh, or
Berber,” and 24 others. Authorities charged all 25 with participating in a terrorist
act and inciting hatred during violent confrontations on July 7 between members
of the Amazigh and the Arab communities in the Ghardaia. 
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with international standards. The Angolan government defended the constitu-
tional provisions on defamation, slander, and similar offenses, saying it protects
the interests of the offended party and does not violate or restrict the right to
freedom of expression. 

Internet blogs and social media remained the main channels for open debate in
Angola. In July, several people including José Gama, whom authorities believe is
linked to the Club-K news website, and Rafael Marques, editor of Maka Angola
news website, were questioned by the intelligence services about the content
and origin of articles about the attorney general published on their websites. The
articles suggested that the attorney general, Joao Maria Moreira de Sousa, was
using his office to deliberately and unlawfully target a businesswoman. 

In May, Rafael Marques, a prominent Angolan journalist and human rights ac-
tivist, was sentenced to six-months’ imprisonment, and suspended for two
years, for criminally defaming seven high-ranking army generals in a book pub-
lished in Portugal in 2011. The court ordered Marques to withdraw the book from
publication and not translate it. Marques had accused the plaintiffs of involve-
ment in torture, rape, and killings. The lawsuit proceeded despite that the legal
time limit to present formal charges expired in June 2014. The Attorney General’s
Office shelved a complaint filed by Marques against the generals and business
associates in 2012 and failed to investigate the allegations.

In June, a group of 15 prominent activists, most of them members of the Revolu-
tionary Movement, were arrested in Luanda, the capital, following a meeting
where they read and discussed books about nonviolent protest methods. Two
other female activists were also questioned in August, but not jailed. All were ac-
cused of preparing acts of rebellion and plotting against the president and state
institutions. If found guilty they could face heavy prison sentences. 

At least four activists went on hunger strike to protest their arrest and detention.
Henrique Luaty Beirão ended his hunger strike after 36 days following requests
by his family and friends. A trial date was set for November. Some of the 15 jailed
activists were kept in pretrial detention for more than 90 days before being for-
mally charged, exceeding the 90 days allowed by Angolan law

Journalists covering protests in Luanda and elsewhere, including in the oil-rich
enclave of Cabinda, were also harassed and detained by state security officials.
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Angola 
The government of President José Eduardo dos Santos continued to violate
human rights in Angola despite several new pledges to improve its record. In
March, the Angolan government said it would accept many of the recommenda-
tions resulting from the Universal Periodic Review of the country held by the
United Nations Human Rights Council in October 2014. In the same month, it
passed a restrictive law regulating the work of nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs). Security forces continued to crack down on independent media, human
rights activists, and other critics through criminal defamation lawsuits, arbitrary
arrests, unfair trials, intimidation, harassment, and surveillance. Two prominent
human rights activists were sentenced to prison terms following unfair trials,
sending a clear message that dissident voices would not be tolerated.

Security forces arbitrarily arrested and used excessive force against critics of the
government, in addition to stopping a number of peaceful anti-government
protests and other gatherings. In June, police arrested 15 activists who had gath-
ered to read and discuss books on peaceful resistance. In Huambo province in
April, police killed an unknown number of followers of a religious sect during an
operation to arrest their leader. 

Freedom of Expression
Freedom of expression continued to be severely restricted in Angola due to gov-
ernment repression, censorship, and self-censorship in state media and in pri-
vate media outlets controlled by ruling party officials. There were some slight
openings in 2015 when some media outlets, including state television TPA and
private TV channel Zimbo, began to allow opposition and civil society groups to
participate in their weekly live discussions on human rights, security, and youth
activism. However, such public discussions on these sensitive topics remained
extremely rare. 

The government continued to regularly use criminal defamation laws and other
abusive laws to silence journalists. In March, the minister of justice and human
rights, Rui Jorge Mangueira, welcomed the concerns raised about the right to
freedom of expression in Angola by the Human Rights Council, but insisted that
current provisions on defamation in the country’s constitution were compliant
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The authorities permitted media and MPs to visit the area, but only under police
escort. Authorities refused requests from local human rights groups, opposition
members of parliament, and the United Nations High Commissioner for Human
Rights for an independent commission to investigate the events. In October,
Kalupeteka was formally charged with crimes of murder, civil disobedience, and
illegal possession of guns. He was awaiting trial at time of writing.

In a rare case of security officials being held to account, seven police officers
and state security agents were sentenced in March to between 14 and 17 years in
prison for the murder of two protest organizers, Isaías Sebastião Cassule and An-
tónio Alves Kamulingue. The two men were abducted, tortured, and killed in
2012 after organizing a protest by former presidential guards and war veterans
over complaints of unpaid salaries and pensions. 

Civil Society 
A new law regulating NGOs in Angola, Presidential Decree 74/15, went into effect
in March and severely restricts civil society independence. It requires civil soci-
ety organizations to register with multiple authorities including the Foreign Min-
istry before they can operate, obtain a “declaration of suitability” issued by the
government, undertake activities that align with government policies, be subject
to supervision by authorities, provide funding agreements for prior approval,
permit authorities to determine the programs and projects they should carry out,
and the location where projects should be undertaken. 

During the 57th ordinary session of the African Commission on Human and Peo-
ple’s Rights in Banjul, the Angolan secretary of state for external relations met
with Angolan and international rights groups and pledged to resolve any “grey
areas” of the decree. 

In September, the director of the Open Society Foundation in Angola, Elias Isaac,
was questioned by the Angolan police over allegations that the organization fi-
nanced the website Club-K, which is critical of the government. Isaac had previ-
ously been accused by ruling party members of financing anti-government
protests. The Open Society Foundation denied all accusations. 
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In August, Nelson Sul d’Angola from Deutsche Welle was briefly held by police in
Luanda, after visiting the 15 jailed activists. Also in August, VOA’s Coque Mukuta
was detained in Luanda when relatives and friends of the 15 jailed activists at-
tempted to hold a peaceful march. Police seized his equipment. 

Right to Peaceful Assembly
Article 47 of the Angolan Constitution permits citizens to protest without prior
authorization, provided they inform authorities in advance, but the government
has continued to respond to any kind of peaceful anti-government protest with
excessive force and arbitrary arrests, claiming that some of the protests were or-
ganized by people with the intent to destabilize the country. In 2015, there was
no record of any peaceful anti-government protest or march that authorities per-
mitted. Authorities banned attempts by supporters of the 15 jailed activists from
the Revoluntionary Movement to hold vigils or peaceful marches. 

Those who tried to organize protests were frequently arrested, detained, and
tried in unfair judicial proceedings. In March, Arão Bula Tempo, human rights
lawyer and president of the Cabinda Provincial Council of the Angolan Bar Asso-
ciation, was charged with rebellion for planning a peaceful demonstration
against corruption. He was conditionally released pending trial. In September,
Marcos Mavungo, a prominent human rights activist who had been arrested in
March, was sentenced to six years in prison for attempting to organize a protest
against bad governance and human rights violations in Cabinda province. In Oc-
tober, Cabinda authorities prevented the Association for Justice Peace and
Democracy (AJPD) from holding workshops about transparency in the oil indus-
try. 

Conduct of Security Forces
Security forces continued to be implicated in excessive use of force. In April, the
opposition party, National Union for the Total Independece of Angola (UNITA),
accused the Angolan security forces of killing hundreds of members of a Chris-
tian religious sect, the Seventh-Day Light of the World, led by José Kalupetaka in
Caala, Huambo province. Police said that during the unrest, 9 police officers and
13 of Kalupeteka’s bodyguards were killed, but denied a massacre had taken
place. 
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Argentina
Argentina enjoys robust public debate, but existing and proposed laws threaten
free expression, and harassment of judges threatens judicial independence.
Prison conditions are poor, police at times use excessive force against demon-
strators, violence against women is endemic, access to reproductive services is
imperiled, and indigenous peoples do not enjoy the rights afforded to them by
law.

Argentina continues to make significant progress regarding lesbian, gay, bisex-
ual, and transgender (LGBT) rights and in prosecuting officials for abuses com-
mitted during the country’s “Dirty War” (1976-1983), although trials have been
subject to delays.

On December 10, Mauricio Macri began a four-year term as president after win-
ning a run-off election in November.

Impunity for the AMIA Bombing
Twenty-one 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. From the outset, judicial corruption and political ob-
struction hindered criminal investigations and prosecutions. 

The investigation stalled when Iran, suspected by the Argentine judiciary 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) to allow an international commission of jurists to review evi-
dence and question Iranian suspects—but only in Tehran. 

Because interviews conducted in Iran would likely not be admissible in an Ar-
gentine criminal court, a coalition of Argentine Jewish groups mounted a legal
challenge against the MOU. The MOU has never been implemented. The perpe-
trators of the AMIA attack continue to go unpunished. 

In January, Alberto Nisman, the prosecutor in charge of investigating the bomb-
ing, was found dead in his home with a single gunshot wound to the head. His
body was discovered only days after he filed a criminal complaint accusing then-
President Cristina Fernández and her foreign affairs minister of conspiring with
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Key International Actors
Angola’s oil wealth and military power continued to make it an influential power
in Africa. Dos Santos played an important role in the region, most notably in con-
flicts in Africa’s Great Lakes. In 2015, France hailed Angola as a stable presence
in the region and the United States praised Angola’s presidency of the Interna-
tional Conference on the Great Lakes Region (ICGLR). Angola continued to hold
its non-permanent seat on the UN Security Council, a mandate that lasts until
2016 

The Angolan government did not accommodate criticism from international part-
ners. In May, following reports of the alleged massacre in Huambo, the Office of
the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) urged the Angolan govern-
ment to conduct “a truly meaningful, independent, thorough investigation” into
the events. The government accused OHCHR of violating its own procedures and
demanded an official apology. 

In September, following a European Parliament resolution on human rights in
Angola that called on the authorities to investigate and end arbitrary arrests and
detentions and torture by the police and security forces, Angola denied the alle-
gations and said the resolution was based on a partial and subjective report by a
European parliamentarian privately visiting the country.
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unconstitutional, and federal judges subsequently struck down pardons favoring
former officials convicted of, or facing trial for, Dirty War human-rights violations.

As of June 2015, courts had decided 142 cases of crimes against humanity com-
mitted by the dictatorship, resulting in 592 convictions. The Center for Legal and
Social Studies (CELS) reported that, as of November, 56 suspects had been ac-
quitted and 2740 had been charged. 

Given the large number of victims, suspects, and cases, prosecutors and judges
face challenges in bringing those responsible to justice while also respecting the
due process rights of the accused. Other concerns include significant trial de-
lays, the failure to capture two convicted military officers who escaped in 2013,
and the unresolved fate of Jorge Julio López, a torture victim who disappeared in
2006—a day before he was due to attend the trial of one of his torturers. 

Argentina has made significant progress both in identifying children of the dis-
appeared who were illegally abducted and given to other families during the dic-
tatorship, and in reuniting them with their biological families. As of November,
118 children illegally taken from their parents during the Dirty War had been
found. The National Bank of Genetic Data, created by the government in 1987,
has been of enormous help in his effort, but its usefulness was severely limited
by a 2009 law. Local human rights activists have challenged the law, and the
case was pending at time of writing. 

Freedom of Expression
In December 2014, Congress adopted a law to regulate access to the Internet and
telecommunication services. The law establishes that telecommunications are a
“public service,” granting the government broad regulatory powers, and creates
an implementing body that would have authority to sanction service providers
who do not comply with its terms. 

An antidiscrimination bill being debated in Congress would grant authorities
broad powers to punish “discriminatory acts,” which are defined in vague terms,
and would increase criminal penalties for such acts. The bill would also require
online news outlets that allow users to post comments to “adopt necessary
measures to prevent broadcasting of discriminatory content,” opening the door
to prior censorship.
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Iran to undermine the Argentine criminal investigation of Iranian suspects. A pis-
tol matching the wound was found beside the body.

In May, a federal court dismissed Nisman’s complaint, and as of November, the
courts had not determined if Nisman was murdered or committed suicide. 

In August 2015, a Buenos Aires court began the trial of several officials—includ-
ing former President Carlos Menem, his head of intelligence, and a judge—for
their alleged interference with the initial investigation into the bombing. 

Judicial Independence
Government officials and supporters have harassed judges, threatening judicial
independence. 

In February, former President Fernández castigated the judges and prosecutors
who were pressing for a rigorous investigation of Nisman’s death, accusing them
of being part of a “judicial party” seeking to “destabilize” the government. 

A three-member panel of federal judges was expected to rule on the constitu-
tionality of the MOU with Iran by the end of June. However, on June 25, govern-
ment supporters in the Council of the Judiciary removed from office one of the
three judges, Luis María Cabral, who had been expected to rule against the
MOU. 

The lawyer whom the council appointed to replace Cabral was suspended from
his position weeks later by a higher court, following a legal challenge to the law
the council had relied on in making the appointment. In November, the Supreme
Court ruled the law unconstitutional, saying it did not provide for proper partici-
pation by the executive or legislative branches and undermined judicial inde-
pendence. At time of writing, the courts had yet to decide on the
constitutionality of the MOU with Iran.

Confronting Past Abuses
Several cases of human rights violations committed during the “Dirty War”
waged by Argentina’s military dictatorship (1976-1983) against political oppo-
nents were reopened in 2003, after Congress annulled amnesty laws that had
been passed in the 1980s. In 2005, the Supreme Court ruled the amnesty laws
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Prison Conditions 
Overcrowding, ill-treatment by guards, inadequate facilities, and inmate violence
continue to be serious problems in Argentina’s prisons. The National Peniten-
tiary Office, an official body created by Congress, reported 33 deaths, including
17 violent ones, in federal prisons between January and September 2015. The of-
fice also documented 796 cases of torture or ill-treatment in federal prisons in
2014, and 241 cases between January and April 2015. In June 2015, a federal
court convicted four officers of the Federal Penitentiary Service for their partici-
pation in the torture of a detainee in 2011.

Indigenous Rights
Indigenous people in Argentina face obstacles in accessing justice, land, educa-
tion, healthcare, and basic services. Argentina lacks a law to protect indigenous
peoples’ right to free, prior, and informed consent when the government adopts
decisions that may affect their rights. 

A 2006 law that requires the government to survey land occupied by indigenous
communities is being implemented slowly. Communities are reportedly being
evicted from their lands even though the law, as amended, suspends evictions
until 2017.

Women’s 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 face numerous obsta-
cles to obtaining an abortion. They also have trouble accessing reproductive
services such as contraception and voluntary sterilization. These barriers mean
that women and girls may face unwanted or life-threatening pregnancies and
that they are subject to criminal prosecution for seeking abortions. 

In a landmark ruling in March 2012, the Supreme Court determined that prior ju-
dicial authorization was unnecessary for abortion after rape, and urged provin-
cial governments to ensure access to legal abortions. The Association of Civil
Rights found that as of March 2015, more than half of Argentina’s 23 provinces
still had not adopted protocols that met the court’s requirements.
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The absence of transparent criteria for using federal funds, and in some
provinces state funds, to purchase media advertisements creates a risk of dis-
crimination against media that criticize government officials or policies. The
Supreme Court has repeatedly ruled that while media companies have no inher-
ent right to receive public advertising contracts, government officials may not
apply discriminatory criteria when deciding where to place advertisements. 

Argentina lacks a national law ensuring public access to information held by gov-
ernment bodies at all levels. A presidential decree ensuring access to informa-
tion issued in 2003 applies only to the federal executive branch, though some
provincial and local governments have adopted regulations for their jurisdic-
tions. The public’s access to information about the function of local, provincial,
and national government remains piecemeal and haphazard.

In 2009, Congress approved a law that included provisions to increase plurality
in the media, and four years later the Supreme Court established parameters re-
garding how the law should be implemented to protect free expression, includ-
ing that a diverse range of perspectives should be heard in state-run media
programming. So far, the federal agency in charge of implementing the law has
not successfully addressed the overwhelmingly pro-government editorial line of
state-run media. In 2014, the agency unilaterally tried to limit the number of
broadcasting outlets owned by the Clarin Group, the biggest private media group
in Argentina. The Clarin Group challenged the government’s proposal, and the
case remains pending before the courts. 

Police Abuse 
Police abuse remains a serious problem. Security forces ocassionally 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 would be used propor-
tionately. In August 2015, dozens of protesters were injured when local police
dispersed a largely peaceful demonstration in the province of Tucumán by firing
rubber bullets and beating protesters with batons.

In May, a policeman in Buenos Aires province was convicted of torturing Luciano
Arruga, a teenager who was arbitrarily detained in 2008 and whose whereabouts
remained unknown until 2014, when his body was found buried in a cemetery in
Buenos Aires. 
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In March 2015, during an informal meeting at the UN Human Rights Council, Ar-
gentina and the International Committee of the Red Cross presented a “good
practice guide” on the use of forensic genetics in investigations of human rights
and international humanitarian law violations.

Prompted by a debt crisis, Argentina pushed for an international framework on
debt restructuring, arguing that it would help governments to fulfill certain rights
obligations. In September, the UN General Assembly adopted a resolution estab-
lishing a set of principles for sovereign debt restructuring, including that negoti-
ations be transparent.
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Despite a 2009 law that includes comprehensive measures to prevent and pun-
ish violence against women, gender-based violence remains a serious concern,
as manifested in June demonstrations throughout the country that were at-
tended by thousands of people demanding reforms to curb such violence. In re-
sponse, the government agreed to develop a national registry of “femicides and
homicides aggravated by gender” and to provide official statistics on the num-
ber of women killed nationwide. No such database was available at time of writ-
ing. 

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 into civil mar-
riages and provides for equal rights and the legal protections of marriage af-
forded to opposite-sex couples, including adoption rights and pension benefits.
Since 2010, nearly 12,500 same-sex couples have married nationwide. 

In 2012, the landmark Gender Identity Law established the right of individuals
over the age of 18 to choose their gender identity, undergo gender reassignment,
and revise official documents without any prior judicial or medical approval. Sur-
gical and hormonal reassignment procedures are covered as part of public and
private health insurance. 

In October 2015, Diana Sacayán, a transgender human rights defender, was
found dead in her apartment, according to the Inter-American Commission on
Human Rights. Former President Fernández condemned the killing and called for
an investigation.

Key International Actors
As a member of the United Nations Human Rights Council, Argentina supported
UN action to scrutinize human rights violations in North Korea, Sri Lanka, Be-
larus, Iran, the Occupied Palestinian Territories, and Syria. In 2015, Argentina co-
led the development of the global Safe Schools Declaration, whereby states
commit to do more to protect students, teachers, and schools during times of
armed conflict, including through implementing the UN Guidelines for Protecting
Schools and Universities from Military Use during Armed Conflict. 
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Police detained more than 200 demonstrators and held them for most of the day
before releasing them without charge. In at least two cases, police refused ac-
cess to lawyers. By evening, thousands gathered on the avenue to protest police
actions. Police did not interfere. Many stayed until the police cleared them with-
out incident on July 6. After an internal inquiry into the July 23 incidents, one of-
ficer was demoted and eight received reprimands for failure to demonstrate
restraint. A criminal investigation into police conduct was ongoing, and no one
had been charged at time of writing. Authorities eventually dropped a criminal
investigation into “hooliganism” regarding the protests. 

Police forcibly dispersed another peaceful protest against the rate increase on
September 11, temporarily detaining approximately 50 protesters. 

On April 7, Yerevan police arrested five members of the opposition movement
Founding Parliament, including Chairman Garegin Chukaszyan, and Jirair
Sefilyan, Varuzhan Avestisyan, Pavel Manukyan, and Gevorg Safaryan. The group
had received permission to hold a rally in Yerevan on April 24, the 100-year an-
niversary of the Armenian genocide. Authorities charged the men with planning
a mass disturbance, after searching their homes and office and seizing wooden
bats, kitchen knives, a stun gun, and a publicly available pamphlet, as well as
their laptops and flags. On April 10, a Yerevan court remanded all five to pretrial
custody, but on May 4, the prosecutor general released them pending the inves-
tigation, which was ongoing at time of writing.

In 2015, appeals courts upheld the verdicts against controversial opposition
leader Shant Harutyunyan and 13 of his supporters, who were arrested in 2013
after clashes with police during an attempted march on the presidential admin-
istration in Yerevan. In 2014, a Yerevan criminal court convicted them of violence
against authorities and imposed prison terms of one to seven years. 

Harutyunyan and activist Vardanyan alleged that police beat them following their
detention.Tthe authorities refused to investigate the allegations. In June, peni-
tentiary officials granted their petitions to serve their remaining sentences in
solitary confinement, due to their fear of politically motivated violence in prison.

On September 15, a Yerevan court sentenced Hayk Kyureghyan to nine years in
prison for shooting air pistols to protest the 2014 trial of Harutyunyan and his
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Armenia
Armenia’s rights record remained uneven, with serious concerns related the gov-
ernment’s interference in freedom of assembly. Other concerns include media
freedom, poor prison conditions, including overcrowding and ill-treatment, and
discrimination against lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) people. 

In December 2015, Armenia held a referendum on constitutional amendments,
proposed by the ruling party, to move from a presidential to a parliamentary sys-
tem. Some critics said the amendments are intended to allow the party to re-
main in power, although the Council of Europe’s Venice Commission said that
the draft constitution was “in line with international standards.” Following the
referendum, some domestic and international observers reported allegations of
large-scale vote-buying, ballot box stuffing, and intimidation and violence
against observers. 

Freedom of Assembly and Political Dissent
Authorities in several cases interefered with freedom of assembly in 2015, in-
cluding by force. Some protesters faced violence. In September, Smbat Hako-
bian, of the Alliance of Freedom Fighters, an independent group critical of the
government, was savagely beaten by several men he did not know, after a
protest march. Police had charged three suspects in an investigation ongoing at
time of writing. 

On June 19, hundreds gathered in central Yerevan to protest a proposed 17 per-
cent hike in electricity tariffs in round-the-clock demonstrations dubbed “Electric
Yerevan.” On June 22, demonstrators marched toward the presidential palace
and, after police blocked them, occupied a central avenue until early June 23,
when police issued warnings and then used water cannons to disperse the
protest. Police officials told media that at least 25 people, including 11 police of-
ficers, were injured. Several protesters sought medical assistance. Activists and
media reported that police attacked and detained numerous reporters, in some
cases, smashing or confiscating cameras and deleting photos and videos of the
events.
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supporters. Many local activists consider the sentence disproportionate, and re-
taliation for Kyureghyan’s political views. 

Freedom of Expression
Authorities continue to curtail media pluralism, and impunity for attacks on jour-
nalists, including by the police, remains the rule. The Committee to Protect Free-
dom of Expression reported that if the law on television and radio remains
unchanged, provisions will take effect in January 2016 limiting each region to
one television station, and at least 10 stations will have to close.

The committee documented 19 cases of violence against journalists in 2015, in-
cluding 13 during the June Electric Yerevan protests, and, aside from the repri-
mands noted above, reported that no one was held responsible for any of the
attacks.

In a positive step, the Constitutional Court ruled in October that journalists are
not obliged to reveal confidential sources in cases not involving serious crimes.
The decision resolved a multi-year attempt by the Special Investigative Service to
force the Ilur.am news portal and Hraparak newspaper to disclose confidential
sources.

Torture and Ill-Treatment in Custody
Despite new guidelines issued to law enforcement officers, human rights groups
reported that torture and ill-treatment in custody remain serious problems in
pretrial and post-conviction facilities, especially to coerce confessions. Some
victims do not file complaints, fearing investigations will not be effective. Im-
punity for torture remains a key concern. 

The Armenian Helsinki Association reported that, in April and August, appeals
courts in Yerevan upheld Aik Agamalyan’s 10-year prison sentence for murder.
Authorities refused to investigate claims that investigators tortured and ill-
treated Agamalyan, 16 at the time of his arrest in 2013, and his relatives to co-
erce a confession.

According to the Helsinki Citizens’ Assembly Vanadzor, a human rights monitor-
ing group, in May, a woman in Yerevan rebuffed a police officer who whistled at
her. Four officers handcuffed her and took her to the station, where they insulted
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On October 17-18, the LGBT rights group PINK Armenia held the first Armenian
forum to discuss problems faced by LGBT people. An article about the event and
a photograph of participants posted on PINK Armenia’s website and re-posted by
various media outlets, received a slew of homophobic comments and threats in
social media, including calls to burn and kill the forum participants. PINK Arme-
nia filed a complaint with the Prosecutor’s Office to investigate the threats and
had not received a response at time of writing. 

PINK Armenia reported that five men attacked two transgender sex workers in a
Yerevan park in August, causing serious injuries, including brain trauma. The vic-
tims attempted to seek assistance from security officers, who refused to help
them. The case was under investigation at time of writing.

In April, an appeals court rejected the appeal by 16 plaintiffs whose lawsuits
against the Iravunq newspaper were dismissed by a court in October 2014.
Iravunq had published several online articles calling for LGBT people and ac-
tivists to be excluded from public life and for their families to shun them. One ar-
ticle included a “blacklist” of 60 such people, with links to their social media
sites. The newspaper refused to publish a retraction.

Women’s Rights
Following her April visit, Anne Brasseur, president of the Parliamentary Assembly
of the Council of Europe, called for immediate action to combat violence against
women and domestic violence, echoing the March report by the council’s human
rights commissioner. Despite evidence that violence against women remains
common, Armenia has no law criminalizing domestic violence and has not be-
come a party to the Council of Europe’s Convention on Preventing and Combat-
ing Violence against Women and Domestic Violence.

Key International Actors
On June 23, following police assaults on journalists in Yerevan, Dunja Mijatovic,
the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe’s (OSCE) representative
on freedom of the media, called for authorities to investigate the incident and
ensure journalists’ safety. 
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and ill-treated her for three hours. A forensic exam revealed bruises and psycho-
logical distress. Her appeal of the Special Investigation Service’s decision to dis-
miss her complaint was under court review at time of writing. She was charged
with insulting an officer, and two preliminary hearings on the charges had been
held at time of writing.

Authorities opened an investigation into allegations that some witnesses were
pressured to testify against Karen Kurngurtsev, whose murder trial was ongoing
at time of writing, but refused to investigate Kurngurtsev’s allegations that police
ill-treated him after his arrest in 2013.

Military Service
Although Armenia has taken significant steps to correct long-standing problems
with military service, including by providing for alternative service for conscien-
tious objectors, Armenian rights groups reported that violence among conscripts
and a high number of non-combat deaths remain concerns. 

Palliative Care
Armenia continues to discuss reforming its complicated and time-consuming
prescription and procurement procedures for opioid medications. A national ac-
tion plan on palliative care remained pending for more than a year at time of
writing. Current regulations obstruct the delivery of adequate palliative care,
condemning most terminally ill patients to unnecessary suffering. Tight police
controls on injectable opioids and restrictive policies on procurement, prescrip-
tion, and disbursement are inconsistent with many of the World Health Organiza-
tion’s recommendations on palliative care.

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
Activists reported that LGBT people continue to face discrimination, harassment,
and physical violence. Although the government dropped a proposed constitu-
tional change that would have prohibited same-sex marriage, it has not ad-
dressed hate speech or discrimination against LGBT people. Gender identity and
sexual orientation are not included in anti-discrmination or hate speech laws,
limiting legal recourse for many crimes against LGBT people. 
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Australia
Australia has a solid record of protecting civil and political rights, with robust in-
stitutions and a vibrant press and civil society that act as a check on government
power. However, the government’s failure to respect international standards for
asylum seekers and refugees continues to take a heavy human toll. 

In 2015, Australia’s practices of mandatory detention of asylum seekers, abuses
related to offshore processing, and outsourcing of refugee obligations to other
countries were heavily criticized by United Nations experts, foreign govern-
ments, and even some Australian government-funded inquiries. 

However, senior government officials dismissed such criticism and even at-
tacked and tried to discredit institutions such as Australia’s Human Rights Com-
mission (AHRC) and the UN. The government has also instituted overly broad and
vague counterterrorism laws and has done too little to address indigenous rights
and disability rights. 

Asylum Seekers and Refugees 
Australia outsources some of its obligations to asylum seekers and refugees to
poorer, less well-equipped, and unsafe countries such as Nauru and Papua New
Guinea (PNG). Australia has also returned several boats carrying migrants and
asylum seekers to Sri Lanka and Vietnam, despite their poor rights records. Aus-
tralia has also towed boats carrying asylum seekers back to Indonesia, endan-
gering lives, and in May, Indonesian police and asylum seekers accused
Australian officials of paying more than US$30,000 to people-smugglers to turn
a boat back to Indonesia.

As of October 31, 2015, 929 asylum seekers and refugees were detained on
Manus Island, PNG, while 621 were in a center on Nauru. Three years after Aus-
tralia first started sending asylum seekers to PNG, not a single refugee had been
resettled. In August, an asylum seeker detained on Manus Island for more than
two years was persuaded and paid by Australian officials to return to Syria. He
has said he was detained by intelligence officers upon arrival in Damascus, and
in October, was injured by shelling.
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On June 24, Michael Georg Link, director of the OSCE’s Office for Democratic In-
stitutions and Human Rights, called on the Armenian authorities to respect the
right to freedom of assembly and investigate the detentions of protesters.

In May 2015, the UN special rapporteur on the sale of children, child prostitu-
tion, and child pornography visited Armenia and noted gaps in awareness cam-
paigns, detection, and reporting mechanisms for cases of abuse and violence
against children. 

In its March European Neighborhood Policy progress report, the European Union
noted that “Armenia made limited progress on deep and sustainable democracy,
human rights and fundamental freedoms,” and urged it to adopt a comprehen-
sive anti-discrimination law, and ensure accountability for attacks and threats
against human rights defenders. 

PACE adopted a declaration in January on the failure of the Armenian authorities
to condemn incitement of hatred against LGBT people and to call for implemen-
tation of a Committee of Ministers’ recommendation on combating discrimina-
tion. 

Armenia underwent its second universal periodic review at the UN Human Rights
Council in January, with the resulting recommendations calling on Armenia to
strengthen children’s rights protections, adopt comprehensive anti-discrimina-
tion legislation, and end impunity for attacks against journalists and human
rights defenders, among others. 
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The immigration department established an independent review of detention
conditions in the Nauru center that found evidence that children and adults were
sexually and physically assaulted. Thirty-three asylum seekers allege they have
been raped or sexually assaulted at the center. A parliamentary senate inquiry
found that the conditions on Nauru were “not adequate, appropriate or safe,”
and recommended that all children be removed from the center as soon as pos-
sible. 

An AHRC report into conditions in Australian mainland immigration detention
centers and facilities on Christmas Island in February found that mandatory and
prolonged detention had profoundly negative impacts on the mental and emo-
tional health and development of children. More than 300 children committed or
threatened self-harm in a 15-month period in Australian immigration detention,
and 30 reported sexual assault. 

Following the report’s release, senior government officials made personal and
unsubstantiated attacks on the credibility and integrity of the president of the
AHRC, Professor Gillian Triggs, including calling for her resignation. The chair-
man of the International Coordinating Committee, the UN body responsible for
accrediting national human rights institutions, described these attacks as intimi-
dating and undermining the independence of the AHRC.

In March, the UN special rapporteur on torture, Juan Mendez, concluded that by
failing to provide adequate detention conditions, end the practice of detaining
children, and put a stop to escalating violence in processing centers, Australia
was in violation of the Convention against Torture. Former Prime Minister Tony
Abbott responded by stating that Australia was “sick of being lectured” by the
UN.

In September, the UN special rapporteur on the human rights of migrants post-
poned a visit to Australia due to the “lack of full cooperation from the govern-
ment regarding protection concerns and access to detention centres.” A High
Court challenge on the legality of offshore detention centers was heard in Octo-
ber, and at time of writing was awaiting judgment.

In May, parliament passed the Australian Border Force Act, making it a crime
punishable by two years’ imprisonment for anyone who works directly or indi-
rectly for the Department of Immigration and Border Protection, including con-
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November, allowing control orders to be applied to children as young as 14, and
introducing a new offense of advocating genocide.

Indigenous Rights
In February, the prime minister’s “Close the Gap” report highlighted the contin-
ued disadvantages that indigenous Australians face. While there were modest
improvements in education and health outcomes, there was little progress on
closing the life expectancy gap. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples still
live on average 10-12 years less than non-indigenous Australians, have an infant
mortality rate almost two times higher, and continue to die at alarmingly high
rates from treatable and preventable conditions such as diabetes and respira-
tory illness.

Indigenous Australians continue to be disproportionately represented in the
criminal justice system. Aboriginal women are the fastest growing prisoner de-
mographic in Australia. 

In November, the High Court upheld the Northern Territory’s “paperless arrest”
powers that allow police to detain individuals for up to four hours for minor, fine-
only offenses. 

A report from the Northern Territory’s children’s commissioner made public in
September revealed serious shortcomings in juvenile detention practices in the
territory. Youths in detention were subjected to isolation in cramped quarters,
sometimes for nearly three weeks at a time, as well as to excessive use of force.
In response to a disturbance in one Darwin juvenile detention center, staff used
tear gas on six children, hooded and handcuffed them, including two who had
taken no part in the disturbance, and temporarily moved them all to an adult
prison. 

Across Australia, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children under age 18 are
seriously overrepresented in youth detention facilities, representing more than
half of child detainees. Indigenous children are often held in detention on re-
mand, despite the international requirement that the detention of children be
used as a last resort and for the shortest appropriate period of time.
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tractors such as doctors and aid workers, to disclose information obtained by
them while doing that work. Medical groups have spoken out against the new
law.

Under a refugee transfer deal struck with Cambodia, four refugees agreed to be
relocated from Nauru to Cambodia in June. A fifth refugee was relocated in No-
vember. To gain Cambodia’s cooperation, Australia promised Cambodia A$40
million (US$29 million) in development aid and allocated a further A$15.5 mil-
lion (US$11.2 million) to fund refugee resettlement in Cambodia.

The Migration Act continues to provide for the mandatory and indefinite deten-
tion of “unlawful non-citizens,” including children. According to the December
2014 amendments to the Migration Act, non-citizens can have their visas can-
celed for committing certain offenses or failing a “character test,” which is af-
fecting migrants, long-term Australian residents (including those from New
Zealand), and refugees. In November 2015, violence broke out on Christmas Is-
land following the death of an Iranian refugee who escaped the center and
whose body was found at the bottom of a cliff. 

Counterterrorism Laws
Australia has adopted extensive and overly broad new counterterrorism laws in
response to the threat of “home-grown terrorism.” Amendments to the Aus-
tralian Security Intelligence Organisation (ASIO) Act in October 2014 criminalize
disclosure of information “that relates to a special intelligence operation” pun-
ishable by 5 or 10 years’ imprisonment. The offenses will have a chilling effect on
whistleblowers, human rights defenders, and journalists, and impede reporting
that fosters legitimate public debate and is in the public interest. 

In March, the government passed the Telecommunications Amendment bill, re-
quiring telecommunications companies to retain metadata for a period of two
years so that Australian intelligence organizations can access the data. 

In June, the government introduced the Australian Citizenship Amendment (Alle-
giance to Australia) bill, which provides that dual citizens who act in a manner
“contrary to their allegiance to Australia,” including engaging in or supporting
terrorist activities, will be stripped of their citizenship. The bill includes problem-
atic provisions that operate retrospectively. Further legislation was introduced in
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council, Australia has a mixed record, advancing certain thematic issues but not
playing a leadership role on grave country situations globally. Australia has often
responded dismissively to recommendations made by UN experts about its own
domestic human rights record.

In November, Australia’s domestic rights record was reviewed for the second
time as part of the council’s Universal Periodic Review process. More than 100
countries spoke up at the review, and nearly half of them—from every corner of
the globe—criticized Australia’s asylum laws and refugee policies and its treat-
ment of indigenous people. 

Because New Zealand citizens bear the brunt of changes to Australia’s immigra-
tion laws and face detention and deportation, criticism from New Zealand has in-
creased. In November, New Zealand Minister of Internal Affairs Peter Dunne
called Australia’s immigration detention policies “savage and inhumane” and
stated that “the modern concentration camp approach Australia has taken is
simply wrong.”
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Disability Rights
Women and girls with disabilities in Australia face higher rates of violence in the
community and in institutional settings than other women and girls. Some face
coerced sterilization and forced psychiatric interventions. To date, the Australian
government has done little to address such violence. 

In September, a school principal was fired for building a metal cage in a class-
room and using it to restrain a 10-year-old boy with autism. The incident
prompted an inquiry into how schools respond to students with “complex needs
and challenging behaviors.”

According to the AHRC, people with intellectual disabilities are overrepresented
in the prison population and have limited access to justice. There is also a lack
of community-based independent living arrangements and support services for
people with disabilities. 

Sexual Orientation
Australia does not recognize the right of same-sex couples to marry. There is in-
creasing public support for same-sex marriage in Australia, and some parliamen-
tarians are pushing for a plebiscite or referendum on the right of same-sex
couples to marry.

Foreign Policy
Australia rarely raises concerns publicly about human rights violations in coun-
tries with which it cooperates on border protection matters, or in countries with
which it has significant trade relationships. 

The public outcry over Indonesia’s execution in April of Australians Andrew Chan
and Myuran Sukumaran for drug trafficking pushed senior Australian officials
and politicians to condemn the executions and reiterate Australia’s stance
against the death penalty more broadly. In July, the government established an
inquiry to review how Australia engages internationally to promote the abolition
of the death penalty. 

In 2015, Australia announced its candidacy for a seat at the UN Human Rights
Council in Geneva for the 2018-2020 term. To date, with observer status at the

WORLD REPORT 2016

90



Appeals Court released Arif Yunus on his own recognizance due to his deteriorat-
ing health, and in December the same court changed the sentences of both
Yunuses to five years’ probation and released Leyla Yunus. 

Political analyst Ilgar Mammadov and journalist Tofig Yagublu remained in prison
on charges of inciting violence, despite repeated calls by the Council of Europe
to release Mammadov following a 2014 European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR)
decision on his case, and a November 2015 ECtHR decision finding Yagublu’s de-
tention unlawful. 

In August, the Supreme Court upheld a 2014 sentence of five-and-a-half years in
prison against Anar Mammadli, the head of the Election Monitoring and Democ-
racy Studies Centre (EMDSC), an independent election monitoring organization. 

On March 18, President Ilham Aliyev pardoned 101 prisoners, including EMDSC
co-founder, Bashir Suleymanli. 

Persecution of Lawyers
Azerbaijan’s bar association disbarred or punished several lawyers representing
human rights defenders and activists. In several cases, prosecutors summoned
lawyers as witnesses in the cases they were representing and removed the
lawyers due to alleged conflict of interest. On July 10, a Baku court disbarred
human rights lawyer Khalid Bagirov for alleged misconduct after questioning the
court’s decision against his client, Ilgar Mammadov. Also in July, a court dis-
barred Alayif Hasanov, following a defamation suit after he publicized alleged
beatings of Leyla Yunus by her cellmate. 

Freedom of Media
The closed trial of Rauf Mirgadirov, an outspoken formerly Ankara-based corre-
spondent arrested in 2014 on trumped-up espionage charges, began in Baku on
November 5. 

In December 2014, authorities raided Radio Azadlig’s Baku office, interrogated
employees, seized equipment, and sealed off the premises. Several staff mem-
bers fled the country. In February 2015, authorities forbade Radio Azadlig jour-
nalist Babek Bakir from traveling abroad due to a travel ban.
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Azerbaijan
The government’s unrelenting crackdown decimated independent nongovern-
mental organizations (NGOs) and media. Courts sentenced leading human rights
defenders, political activists, and journalists to long prison terms in politically
motivated, unfair trials. Dozens more face harassment, have been imprisoned,
are under criminal investigation, face travel bans, or have fled. The authorities
denied entry to international human rights monitors and journalists. 

Azerbaijan’s international partners have expressed concern about the trials of
government critics and the broader climate of repression, but they have yet to
impose concrete consequences to secure rights improvements. Azerbaijan
hosted the first European Games in Baku in June, but the European Olympic
Committees did not act when Azerbaijan failed to respect Olympic Charter media
freedom and human dignity guarantees.

Prosecuting Government Critics
The government continues to bring false charges against critics in politically
motivated prosecutions to silence and imprison them. Common charges used
by the government include hooliganism, drug possession, treason, and so-
called economic crimes. This practice reached a peak in 2015, with dozens of
human rights defenders, journalists, political activists, and other critics prose-
cuted, convicted, or remaining in prison in this manner.

Among those convicted this year and handed prison sentences ranging from six
to eight-and-a-half years are human rights lawyer Intigam Aliyev; veteran human
rights defenders Leyla and her husband, Arif; prominent investigative journalist
Khadija Ismayilova; and human rights campaigner Rasul Jafarov. Others impris-
oned on politically motivated charges include Seymur Haziyev, a columnist for
the opposition newspaper Azadlig; Musavat members Siraj and Faraj Kerimlis;
and Popular Front Party member Murad Adilov. Human rights activist Taleh Khas-
mammadov received a three-year sentence.

The Yunuses still face treason charges. Their serious, pre-existing health condi-
tions worsened since their 2014 arrests. Both made allegations of ill-treatment
in detention, which the government has not investigated. On November 12, the
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Torture and Ill-Treatment
Torture and ill-treatment continue with impunity. On August 20, Bahruz Hajiyev
died in a Mingechevir police station soon after police detained him for question-
ing. The Interior Ministry said that Hajiyev threw himself from a window. Ha-
jiyev’s relatives reported that his body showed signs of other violence. 

In December 2014, Elshad Babayev died in prison. Babayev’s sister released
photographs of the body with apparent signs of violence. Authorities opened a
criminal case, but no one has been identified as responsible for his death. 

In July and August, Ilgar Mammadov publicly alleged he had been attacked by
fellow inmates for refusing to sign a letter of repentance to President Aliyev. In
August, the secretary general of the Council of Europe (CoE) sent a letter to the
justice minister urging a thorough investigation. Mammadov said that prison of-
ficials beat him in October. Authorities failed to effectively investigate. 

In April, the United Nations Subcommittee on Torture conducted a visit and
found the government did not guarantee “all fundamental legal and procedural
safeguards” to prisoners, “including access to a lawyer, a medical doctor, and to
contact his or her family.”

Elections
The Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights of the Organization for
Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE/ODIHR) refused to send its observa-
tion mission to the November 1 parliamentary elections, citing the government-
imposed restrictions on the mission. ODIHR had previously said that the election
environment was negatively impacted by detentions, lawsuits, and other pres-
sure on journalists. The European Parliament and the OSCE Parliamentary As-
sembly also refused to send observers. The Council of Europe Parliamentary
Assembly’s limited observation mission said the vote was “generally in line with
international standards,” but three of its observers dissented, citing the lack of
“conditions for holding free and democratic elections.” 
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Around the June 2015 European Games, authorities deported or barred entry to
several leading international journalists. 

Emin Milli, director of Berlin-based Internet television station Meydan TV, alleged
threats from Azerbaijan’s minister of youth and sport for critical reporting. Mey-
dan TV staff in Berlin also reported cases of harassment and threats against their
relatives in Azerbaijan. On September 3, prosecutors questioned three Meydan
TV freelance reporters about their coverage of protests and a death in custody.
Also in September, a court sentenced Meydan TV journalist Shirin Abbasov to 30
days’ detention for allegedly resisting police. Almost all Meydan TV journalists in
Baku face travel bans. 

Swiss authorities helped secure the departure of the founder of the Institute for
Reporters’ Freedom and Safety, Emin Huseynov, from Azerbaijan to Switzerland
in June. Fearing a politically motivated arrest, in August 2014 Huseynov sought
refuge in the Swiss embassy in Baku, where he remained until his departure. 

The daily Azadlig faced imminent closure because of government restrictions on
sales, the state-run distributor’s refusal to pay debts to the newspaper, and ac-
cumulated defamation fines. In July, authorities detained three relatives of exiled
Azadlig editor Ganimat Zahidov. Two were sentenced to 25 and 30 days’ admin-
istrative detention on bogus charges. A third remains in custody on drug
charges. 

In December 2014, parliament approved amendments prohibiting foreign media
funding and authorizing the court-ordered closure of any outlet that dissemi-
nates incorrect information twice within a year.

Freedom of Association
Dozens of independent NGOs have been effectively closed since 2014 following
prosecutions on laws that severely interfere with NGO operations. A December
2014 report by the Council of Europe’s Venice Commission found that amend-
ments made to Azerbaijan’s Law on NGOs since 2012 “restrict the operations of
NGOs in Azerbaijan,” through more stringent registration and reporting require-
ments, severe penalties, and bans on foreign funding. 
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and unconditional release” of government critics. On August 20, six UN experts
issued a joint statement condemning the Yunuses’ conviction as “manifestly po-
litically motivated” and called for an end to “persecution against human rights
activists” in Azerbaijan. In September, the UN high commissioner for human
rights condemned the crackdown and called for the release of government crit-
ics. 

The government forced the OSCE’s already downgraded operations in Baku to
close in July. The OSCE special representative on media freedom issued several
statements about prosecutions of journalists, the raid on Radio Azadliq, and the
death of Rasim Aliyev. 

In March, the UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women
noted legal improvements, including a domestic violence law, and the institu-
tion of a minimum age of marriage at 18 years. The committee criticized the
delay in ratifying the CoE’s convention on violence against women; a lack of ade-
quate measures to address violence against women and child marriage; as well
as restrictive NGO laws and the arrest of and interference with women journalists
and activists.

The Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative (EITI) downgraded Azerbaijan’s
standing from a “compliant” to a “candidate” country in April, insisting that the
government ensure “civil society in Azerbaijan can participate in the EITI in a
meaningful way.” 
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Key International Actors
With the exception of the European Parliament, European Union institutions and
member states have not mounted a unified response to Azerbaijan’s human
rights crackdown or imposed consequences for bilateral relations. Negotiations
on an EU-Azerbaijan strategic partnership agreement are ongoing. 

The EU’s special representative for human rights did not use his February visit to
Baku to secure substantive human rights improvements. The EU high represen-
tative for foreign affairs and security policy issued statements, including about
“disproportionate” sentences, but stopped short of calling for the release of
government critics, except for Leyla and Arif Yunus. 

The EU’s report on Azerbaijan’s implementation of the European Neighborhood
Policy found “regression” on human rights and fundamental freedoms. 

The United States State Department issued several statements condemning
prosecutions of human rights defenders. In May, media reports revealed that the
state-owned oil company, SOCAR, had secretly funded a 2013 trip to a confer-
ence in Baku and expensive gifts for 10 US Congress members and 32 of their
staff members. Ethics investigations found no evidence that lawmakers or staff
knew the Azerbaijani government had funded the conference. Following the trip,
a provision favorable to SOCAR and other oil companies was inserted into US
legislation. After the investigations, participants returned the gifts.

In a June resolution, the Parliamentary Assembly of the CoE condemned “the
crackdown on human rights in Azerbaijan” and called for an end to “systemic re-
pression.” The council’s secretary general and the president of the parliamentary
assembly issued statements concerning the trials. In October, the secretary gen-
eral announced the organization’s withdrawal from a human rights working
group with Azerbaijan, citing the deterioration of the situation of human rights
defenders. 

The Council of Europe human rights commissioner intervened before the Euro-
pean Court of Human Rights on a number of cases, noting “a clear pattern of re-
pression in Azerbaijan against those expressing dissent or criticism of the
authorities.”

At the June UN Human Rights Council, 25 states, led by Ireland, condemned the
“systematic silencing of critical voices” in Azerbaijan, and called for “immediate

WORLD REPORT 2016

96



Bahrain
In 2015, further evidence emerged of the torture and mistreatment of detainees,
pointing to the ineffectiveness of institutions established since 2011 to safe-
guard detainees, and the persistent failure of authorities to hold officials ac-
countable for torture and other serious rights violations. 

Anti-government protests continued despite a ban on freedom of assembly, and
police used excessive force to disperse demonstrators. Authorities continued to
restrict freedom of expression, prosecuting high profile activists and opposition
figures for speech-related offences and subjecting them to unfair trials. The gov-
ernment used repressive new legislation to arbitrarily strip rights activists and
political dissidents of their citizenship, in some cases rendering them stateless.
Authorities attributed the deaths of three police officers in two incidents to ter-
rorist attacks.

Torture
Torture of detainees continued due to the failure of authorities to implement ef-
fectively recommendations for combatting torture that the Bahrain Independent
Commission of Inquiry (BICI) put forward in 2011. 

Individuals detained at the Criminal Investigations Directorate between 2013
and 2015 described a range of torture methods used there, including electric
shock, prolonged suspension in painful positions, severe beatings, threats to
rape and kill, forced standing, exposure to extreme cold, and abuse of a sexual
nature.

In 2011, the BICI report had identified all of these methods of torture and con-
cluded that the authorities “followed a systematic practice of physical and psy-
chological mistreatment, which in many cases amounted to torture, with respect
to a large number of detainees in their custody.”

Bahraini lawyers complained about official practices that have the effect of cir-
cumventing the country’s legislative safeguards against torture, particularly the
authorities’ failure to divulge the whereabouts of detained suspects, often for
weeks at a time. 
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In May, a court of appeal upheld a six-month sentence Rajab received in late
2014 for “offending national institutions” after he criticized the government on
social media for using counterterrorism laws to prosecute human rights defend-
ers and said that Bahraini security forces foster violent beliefs akin to those of
the extremist group Islamic State (also known as ISIS).

In July, authorities announced that King Hamad had pardoned Rajab for unspeci-
fied health reasons, but at time of writing he still faced charges relating to the
comments that led to his arrest in April and remained under a travel ban. 

In July, authorities arrested Ibrahim Sharfi, secretary general of the opposition
National Democratic Action Society, and accused him of encouraging the govern-
ment’s overthrow and “inciting hatred” in a speech that consisted solely of
peaceful criticism of the government and calls for political reform. 

Authorities had released Sharif from prison two weeks earlier, nine months be-
fore the end of a five-year sentence. In 2011, a court found Sharif guilty of “terror-
ism” on the basis that he was one of a group of individuals who chose to
“advocate the declaration of a republic in the country.” At time of writing, Sharif
remained in pretrial detention with a December 15 trial date.

On June 16, 2015, a Bahraini court convicted Sheikh Ali Salman, secretary gen-
eral of the country’s largest legally recognized opposition political society, Al
Wifaq, of three speech-related charges and sentenced him to four years in
prison. The presiding judge refused to allow Sheikh Salman’s defense lawyers to
present potentially exculpatory evidence, including recordings of speeches for
which he was prosecuted, on the grounds that “the intent of them is to raise
doubts about the substantiating evidence that has persuaded the court.” At time
of writing, Salman’s third appeal hearing was scheduled for December 12. 

In August, the Bahraini cabinet discussed a draft law on “criminalizing contempt
of religions,” which would also criminalize “any hate and sectarian discourse
that undermines national unity.” At time of writing, the cabinet had referred the
draft to the Ministerial Committee for Legal Affairs for further study. 

Revocation of Nationality
As a result of a 2014 amendment to Bahrain’s citizenship law, the Interior Min-
istry can, with cabinet approval, revoke the citizenship of any person who, ac-
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Former detainees and families of inmates held at Jaw Prison alleged that security
forces firing tear gas and bird shot used disproportionate force to quell violent
unrest among prisoners there on March 10, 2015. They then subjected inmates to
torture and cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment, including forcing hundreds
of prisoners to stay outside in open areas, where they beat and humiliated them.
One prisoner described how security forces made inmates strip to their under-
wear and perform exercises while shouting chants in support of King Hamad bin
Isa Al Khalifa. 

Another described how officers broke an inmate’s collarbone and then left him
without medical attention. A group of inmates accused of encouraging the riot
were taken to a separate building, where some were severely beaten in toilets
and administration rooms, where there are no cameras.

The institutions that the authorities established in response to the BICI report
findings and recommendations, in particular the Special Investigations Unit
(SIU) and the Ministry of Interior Ombudsman, are still failing to hold security
forces and high officials accountable for torture and serious mistreatment of per-
sons in custody. 

The SIU has not conducted investigations or prosecutions that have led to the
conviction of any individuals for acts of torture in cases relating to Bahrain’s po-
litical unrest. The ombudsman, who accepts individual complaints and directs
them to the appropriate investigatory authority, did not provide details concern-
ing the 83 cases his office referred to the SIU, so it is unclear how many may
have related to allegations of torture.

Freedom of Expression and Fair Trial
Bahraini authorities continued to prosecute individuals, including high-profile
activists and opposition figures, for exercising their right to freedom of expres-
sion. 

In April, authorities arrested the prominent human rights activist Nabeel Rajab
after he criticized the authorities on social media. Rajab had repeated allega-
tions that authorities had tortured Jaw Prison inmates in the aftermath of unrest
at the jail on March 10, and criticized the Bahraini military’s involvement in the
conflict in Yemen. 
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Key International Actors
Bahrain joined the Saudi Arabia-led coalition that began attacking Houthi forces
in Yemen in March. Coalition airstrikes caused thousands of civilian deaths and
injuries in Yemen, while a coalition-imposed sea and air blockade threatened to
cause widespread starvation.

In June, the United States State Department lifted restrictions on arms sales to
Bahrain stating that the government had made “some meaningful progress on
human rights reforms,” while acknowledging that the human rights situation
was not “adequate.”

In September, 33 states, including the US and the United Kingdom, supported a
joint statement at the United Nations Human Rights Council in Geneva—the fifth
since June 2012—criticizing Bahrain and calling for the release of political pris-
oners and for the revision of laws that restrict freedom of expression. Both the
US and the UK signed the statement. 

On July 9, the European Parliament adopted an emergency resolution on the
rights situation in Bahrain, and on the case of Nabeel Rajab in particular. Rajab
received a pardon from the king four days later. The US and the UK had also criti-
cized his original conviction.
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cording to authorities, “aids or is involved in the service of a hostile state” or
who “causes harm to the interests of the Kingdom or acts in a way that contra-
venes his duty of loyalty to it.” 

On January 31, the minister of interior revoked the citizenship of 72 Bahrainis
stating that they had been involved in “illegal acts,” including “inciting and ad-
vocating regime change through illegal means,” “defaming brotherly countries,”
and “defaming the image of the regime.” 

The 72 individuals included former parliamentarians, doctors, politicians,
human rights activists, and several Bahrainis alleged to have left the country to
join ISIS. The government did not inform the individuals concerned, some of
whom are living in exile abroad, of the specific reasons for revoking their citizen-
ship.

Women’s Rights and Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
Law no. 19 of 2009 on the Promulgation of the Law of Family Rulings regulates
matters of personal status in Bahrain’s Sunni courts. It does not apply in the
country’s Shia courts, with the result that Shia women, who comprise the major-
ity of women in Bahrain, are not covered by a codified personal status law. 

In May, a parliamentary committee called for the repeal of article 353 of the
penal code, which allows rapists to escape punishment if they marry their victim.
The article was not amended by the end of 2015. In August, the king ratified the
Law on Protection from Family Violence, which for the first time provides meas-
ures to protect individuals from domestic violence, including requiring authori-
ties to investigate and assist domestic violence victims, and allows public
prosecutors to issue temporary protection orders for victims. 

In November, Bahrain’s Supreme Council for Women announced the launch of a
National Strategy for the Protection of Women from Domestic Violence.

Same-sex conduct is not criminalized in Bahrain. However, there is no law that
prohibits discrimination on the grounds of sex, gender, sexual orientation, or
gender identity.
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Bangladesh
Bangladesh headed in an authoritarian direction in 2015. Bangladesh has not
had an effective parliamentary opposition since the Bangladesh Nationalist
Party (BNP) boycotted national elections in 2014. In place of parliamentary de-
bate, 2015 saw the BNP taking to the streets and the government under Awami
League leader Sheikh Hasina cracking down on free expression and civil society. 

In several instances, commuters were killed or injured when street protests
turned violent. The frequent blockades and strikes also prevented many children
from attending school or sitting examinations. 

The government responded by deploying troops to quell the street violence, de-
taining thousands of opposition members, and restricting BNP leader Khaleda
Zia to her office ahead of planned opposition protests. Key opposition leaders
were arrested, accused of serious offenses, some of which were trumped up.
Many remained in hiding, fearing arrest. Security forces committed serious
abuses including killings, “disappearances,” and arbitrary arrests, with few in-
vestigations or prosecutions of those responsible. 

Freedom of speech came under increasing attack. Media critical of the govern-
ment continued to face closure, and editors faced charges and arrest. Four blog-
gers with atheist sympathies were hacked to death. Instead of denouncing the
attacks, the government called on bloggers to use restraint in their exercise of
free speech. Civil society activists and journalists faced lawsuits from ruling
party supporters for criticizing the government, and contempt of court allega-
tions for criticizing unfair trials.

Bangladesh made some progress in ensuring better safety regulations in gar-
ment factories following the collapse of the Rana Plaza building, which killed
and injured thousands of workers in 2013. There were some improvements to
labor laws in 2015, including the removal of arbitrary legal hurdles to unionize,
but some factory owners still used threats and violence against union leaders to
stymie union formation.

105

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCHWORLD REPORT 2016

104



In August, RAB was identified as responsible for the killing of three ruling party
activists, leading to dismay among government supporters. 

Attacks on Civil Society
The government increased its attacks on civil society organizations and critics in
2015, and drafted a new law restricting foreign funding to Bangladeshi groups. 

The human rights organization, Odhikar, was regularly harassed, its access to
foreign funding blocked. In August, after Odhikar published a report on extraju-
dicial killings, the police issued a statement warning that activities that harm the
reputation of the security forces are considered acts of subversion. Criminal
charges remain pending against its secretary, Adilur Rahman, and director, ASM
Nasiruddin Elan, for allegedly publishing false information. 

Ain O Salish Kendra (ASK), another prominent human rights organization, re-
mained under pressure for reporting on enforced disappearances and extrajudi-
cial killings. In May 2014, ASK reported an attempt by security forces to abduct
its director of investigations, Mohammad Nur Khan. Groups working on indige-
nous and minority issues continued to report intimidating surveillance, and hu-
manitarian groups working with the refugee Rohingya population faced ongoing
restrictions.

Freedom of Expression
In several instances, critical editors and journalists were sued by government
supporters. In August, university teacher Muhammad Ruhul Amin Khandaker
was convicted for a 2011 Facebook comment blaming the prime minister for a
rise in fatal traffic accidents. Later in August, journalist Probir Sikdar was ar-
rested for a Facebook post that alleged to have “tarnished the image” of a ruling
Awami League leader, a relative of Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina, and a member
of her cabinet.  

Journalists and civil society activists critical of Bangladesh’s war crimes tribunal
(see below) faced contempt charges and trials. Journalist David Bergman was
found guilty of contempt for criticizing the tribunal. When a group of 49 civil soci-
ety actors signed a petition against his conviction, they were charged with con-
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Security Force Abuses and Impunity
The ruling Awami League entered office promising zero tolerance for serious
human rights abuses, but such abuses have continued unabated and in some
areas have increased. The Detective Branch of the police, the Bangladesh Border
Guards (BGB), and the Rapid Action Battalion (RAB) have been responsible for
serious abuses, including arbitrary arrests, torture, enforced disappearances,
and killings.

Opposition BNP spokesman Salahuddin Ahmed was abducted on March 10,
2015, from a friend’s apartment where he was in hiding. Witnesses said the ab-
ductors identified themselves as member of the Detective Branch, while other
witnesses reported RAB vehicles in the area. In May, Ahmed was found in India
and was charged by Indian authorities with illegal entry. He sought protection
from the United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR), saying he had been abducted
by unknown gunmen and feared for his life if returned to Bangladesh. The gov-
ernment failed to investigate the possible role of security forces in this and other
disappearances, even in cases where family members identified the perpetrators
to be members of RAB or police.

The opposition Jamaat-e-Islami party claims its activists were arrested and tor-
tured by the police, including its Detective Branch, and says several members
were killed by security forces. For instance, witnesses saw the police arrest Ah-
madullah, a 22-year-old student supporter of the party, on January 31; his body
was found the next morning. The police claimed that he was killed in crossfire
between security forces and Jamaat supporters. 

Several Jamaat supporters said that the police took them into custody and delib-
erately shot them in the knee or shin to disable them. Odhikar, a Bangladesh
human rights group, documented at least 30 cases where people were shot in
the leg—sometimes after arrest. The police claimed the shootings occurred dur-
ing efforts to disperse violent mobs.

According to the Bangladesh human rights organization Ain O Salish Kendra, of
the 135 people killed by security forces between January and September 2015,
90 were by the police, 33 by RAB, and the rest by other security agencies includ-
ing the BGB. 
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tempt as well. Most of them offered unconditional apologies to avoid convic-
tions. 

Several bloggers and their publishers were hacked to death by Islamist militants
in 2015 for promoting secularism. Ansar Al Islam, an insurgent group linked to
Al-Qaeda, claimed responsibility and threatened further attacks. Although
Sheikh Hasina promised to take action against the attacks, she also warned the
bloggers against “hurting people’s religious sentiments.” The killings of three
foreigners in October and November, this time claimed by the armed extremist
group Islamic State (also known as ISIS), heightened anxieties over what ap-
peared to be increasing violence in the name of religion.

Labor Rights
Intense international and national scrutiny following the collapse of the Rana
Plaza factory complex in April 2013 led to efforts to shore up safety conditions
and workers’ rights across the garment sector. International brands pledged to
conduct fire and safety inspections across all factories they used in Bangladesh
and to make their reports public. Concerns remained about inspections carried
out by Bangladeshi authorities, however, as these were not made public. Union
leaders and those seeking to join unions faced threats and opposition from fac-
tory managers and owners, including physical violence in some instances. 

Labor conditions remain poor in other industries. The government continues its
de facto policy of not enforcing labor and environmental laws against tanneries
in Hazaribagh, a residential area of Dhaka. Workers in the tanneries continue to
suffer from highly toxic and dangerous working conditions, and local residents
complain of illnesses caused by the extreme pollution of air, water, and soil re-
sulting from tannery operations. Some tanneries have begun to build new prem-
ises at a dedicated industrial zone in Savar, but production had not started, and
the seriousness of the government’s commitment to better regulating tanneries
there remained unclear at time of writing.

Early and Forced Marriage
Bangladesh has the highest rate of marriage in the world for girls under 15. Sixty-
five percent of girls in Bangladesh marry before age 18. While the legal age of
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War Crimes Trials
The International Crimes Tribunal (ICT), set up to address laws of war violations
committed during Bangladesh’s 1971 independence movement, continued its
operations in 2015 without addressing serious procedural and substantive de-
fects that lead to unfair trials. 

In April, Mohammad Kamaruzzaman, a leading member of the Jamaat-e-Islami
party, was hanged. His trial violated basic fair trial standards, arbitrarily curtail-
ing the ability of the defense team to submit evidence, including witnesses and
documents, and to challenge the credibility of prosecution witnesses by con-
fronting them with prior inconsistent statements. 

In July, the death sentence against BNP member Mir Qasem Ali Salahuddin
Qader Chowdhury was upheld on appeal. Both he and Ali Ahmed Mohammed
Mujahid were executed on November 21 after the president rejected their last-
minute clemency petitions. Several other accused were awaiting final appellate
judgments at time of writing, including Motiur Rahman Nizami, who was sen-
tenced to death in October 2014. 

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity 
Same-sex sexual behavior, dubbed “carnal intercourse against the order of na-
ture,” is criminalized in Bangladesh. Lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender
rights groups reported continuing threats, particularly after homophobic public
comments by Islamic leaders. 

In 2013, the cabinet issued a circular indicating legal recognition of a third gen-
der, called hijra, a traditional cultural identity for transgender people who, as-
signed male at birth, do not identify as men. The third gender status came with
no official definition but could ostensibly accord hijras education, health, and
housing rights. However, the decree did not indicate any process by which legal
recognition as a third gender should be conferred. In December 2014, a group of
12 hijras were selected for a government employment scheme, and in early 2015
they were subjected to invasive and abusive exams as part of the hiring process.
The hijras said they were asked humiliating questions about their bodies, and
some reported that the physicians in charge of the exams called them “disgust-
ing” and then instructed hospital janitors and security guards to conduct physi-
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marriage for women is 18, the law is almost entirely unenforced. Local govern-
ment officials often facilitate child marriages by collecting bribes in return for
furnishing forged birth certificates. 

The government failed in 2015 to take decisive steps to end the practice. Elimi-
nating child marriage will require ending associated school costs that lead to
drop-outs, despite free tuition; making schools responsible for helping to pre-
vent child marriages; taking appropriate action against government officials who
facilitate child marriage; strengthening criminal justice responses to child mar-
riage and sexual harassment and threats against girls; improving girls’ access to
information about family planning and to contraceptive supplies; and improving
public awareness about the health and legal consequences of child marriage.

In 2014, Sheikh Hasina pledged to end marriage of children under age 15 by
2021 and under 18 by 2041. Her government subsequently proposed to lower the
age of marriage for girls to 16. 

Overseas Workers
Many Bangladeshis work in Persian Gulf countries as domestic workers. The gov-
ernment has sought to increase the recruitment of such workers without putting
in place adequate protection mechanisms. Bangladeshi workers in the Gulf re-
port being deprived of food and forced to endure psychological, physical, and
sexual abuse. Bangladesh has set a minimum salary equivalent to around
US$200, the lowest minimum salary of all sending countries–and its embassies
in the region do not provide adequate protection and assistance to many
Bangladeshi nationals there. 

Refugees
Nearly 32,000 long-term Rohingya refugees live in camps administered by
UNHCR along Bangladesh’s border with Burma. These refugees, and another
200,000 stateless Rohingya in Bangladesh, face often terrible conditions, and
humanitarian groups seeking to provide assistance to them in border regions
face highly restrictive conditions. 
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Belarus
President Aliaksander Lukashenka released on humanitarian grounds six oppo-
sition figures who had been imprisoned on politically motivated charges, but the
overall human rights situation in Belarus in 2015 did not improve. 

The death penalty remains in use. Officials pressure and arrest human rights ac-
tivists and critics on spurious charges. Authorities regularly harass independent
and opposition journalists. Legislative amendments further restricted freedom of
expression, in particular Internet freedom. 

Observers deemed the October presidential elections insufficiently transparent
and flawed due to significant irregularities with vote counting. While Belarus
held its first human rights dialogue with the European Union since 2009, author-
ities continued to refuse cooperation with the United Nations special rapporteur
on Belarus. In a positive development, in September, Belarus signed the Con-
vention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities but has yet to take the neces-
sary steps to become a full party to the treaty.

Death Penalty
Belarus remains the only European country to use the death penalty. In 2015, the
country took no steps to introduce a moratorium or to abolish it. In April, at the
Council of Europe’s Parliamentary Assembly, a Belarusian parliamentarian
stated that Belarus is “ready to discuss the issue of the abolition of the death
penalty with the Council of Europe.”

In July, an appeals court in a closed hearing upheld the March death sentence of
Siarhei Ivanou, 21, for the murder of a young woman. In November, a regional
court sentenced Ivan Kulesh to death for the murder of three women.

Arrests and Harassment of Human Rights Defenders 
and Critics
The authorities continue to routinely use arbitrary detentions, searches, and in-
terrogations to harass government critics.
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cal exams, which included touching their genitals. Shortly after the medical
exams, the hijras’ names were exposed in a newspaper article that declared
them impostors because they were “really men.” The 12 were denied their em-
ployment positions and report increased harassment from neighbors. 

Key International Actors
In June, Bangladesh and India signed a border agreement which allowed the two
countries to exchange small land enclaves; prior to the agreement, people living
in the enclaves had been effectively stateless, many without legal title to their
property.

Influential bilateral partners, including the United States, United Kingdom, and
India failed to press for an end to government repression of the political opposi-
tion and civil society. These and other countries welcomed the government’s ef-
forts to curb extremist groups but failed to demand proof or challenge its claims
that opposition political parties were engaged in “terrorism,” a claim it used to
justify attacks on opponents. 

The US Department of Justice funded and trained an internal investigations pro-
gram within RAB, but the program produced no human rights prosecutions or
convictions, and the US said little publicly to signal the importance of RAB ac-
countability. 

India pledged in 2012 to prosecute members of the Border Security Force for se-
rious abuses against illegal Bangladeshi migrants crossing the border, but made
little progress in 2015.

After intense international and national scrutiny following the collapse of the
Rana Plaza factory complex in April 2013, two large international cooperative
agreements–one involving largely European companies (Bangladesh Accord)
and the second involving largely North American companies (Alliance)–pledged
to conduct fire and safety inspections across all factories they use in
Bangladesh. However, when the accord pushed for labor law reforms, the gov-
ernment insisted that the accord’s mandate was restricted to safety inspections.
The US refused to reinstate Bangladesh’s GSP plus status, arguing that it had
not made sufficient improvements in labor sector reforms. 
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Kasinerau, was not charged, but was hospitalized with a jaw fracture, allegedly
inflicted in police detention to pressure him to testify against the others. 

Freedom of Expression
Authorities routinely harass and interfere with the work of independent and op-
position journalists and bloggers. Law enforcement officials intensified prosecu-
tions of independent freelance journalists for cooperation with unregistered
foreign media, bringing 28 cases against 13 journalists through August, accord-
ing to the Belarusian Association of Journalists. All resulted in significant fines. 

December 2014 amendments to the law on mass media, hastily adopted without
public discussion, authorized the Ministry of Information to block website ac-
cess without judicial review after issuing two warnings, and made website own-
ers responsible for unlawful content. In December 2014, the ministry blocked
dozens of websites, including the largest independent information agency, the
Belarusian Private News Agency, or BelaPAN, and opposition sites. 

In the first half of 2015, the ministry denied access to 26 sites on the grounds
that they were “distributing drugs,” published profanity, or in one case, criti-
cized the World War II Victory Day celebration and its participants. The latter in-
volved an article calling on the authorities to use resources to assist war
veterans, rather than organize a parade. Access was restored to two sites after
they sought to remedy “the committed violations.” December 2014 amendments
to the criminal code introduced sentences of up to two years’ jail for online
defamation. 

The ministry issued 30 warnings to 29 media outlets through August for viola-
tions such as using the acronym “RB” instead of the official Republic of Belarus
in their materials. After two or more warnings, the ministry may request a court-
ordered closure.

The December 2014 amendments also require distributors of print and broadcast
media to register with the Ministry of Information and entitle the ministry to with-
draw distribution rights on numerous grounds.

In December 2014, a draft law on “protecting children from information harmful
for their health and development” was introduced in parliament. The law pro-
poses to restrict dissemination of factually neutral or positive information about
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In February, authorities forced leading human rights lawyer Elena Tonkacheva of
the Legal Transformation Center to leave the country after annulling her resi-
dence permit on spurious grounds. Tonkacheva, a Russian citizen who had lived
in Belarus for more than 30 years, was barred from re-entering for 3 years. 

In March, the police searched the Viasna Human Rights Center’s Mahilau office,
seizing computers in conjunction with a libel case against a local newspaper ed-
itor. Authorities did not return the computers until August, although the investi-
gation was closed in April. The group’s representatives believe that authorities
searched the computers for information about their human rights work. 

In February and March, Leanid Sudalenka, chairman of the Legal Initiative’s
Homiel branch, received death threats against him and his family, making spe-
cific reference to Sudalenka’s human rights work. The authorities refused to in-
vestigate. In early April, the authorities searched the Social and Political Center
in Homiel, which hosts Sudalenka’s organization and other groups, as well as
Sudalenka’s home. Police seized computers and questioned Sudalenka under a
criminal investigation for alleged distribution of pornography from his email. Su-
dalenka believes the investigation is in retaliation for his human rights work; he
said that his email account had been hacked months before, and he stopped
using it. 

On August 22, President Lukashenka pardoned and released on “humanitarian
grounds” six men sentenced in politically motivated trials: Mikalai
Statkevich, Ihar Alinevich, Mikalai Dziadok, Yauhen Vaskovich,
Artsyom Prakapenka, and Yuri Rubtsou. Like others convicted in political trials
and released since 2011, the criminal records of those pardoned were not ex-
punged, preventing them from occupying governmental jobs or standing in elec-
tions. Once released, such individuals remain on law enforcement “preventative
watch lists,” authorizing police to question them frequently. Some have also
been forbidden, without explanation, from leaving Belarus.

On August 11, in Minsk, police detained five youth activists for graffiti in public
places. Police released two of them, but detained and later charged Maksim
Pekarski and Vadzim Zharomski with “hooliganism committed by a group of per-
sons.” Pekarski and Zharomski were released after confessing and paying dam-
ages, but the criminal investigation continues. A third man, Viachaslau
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Key International Actors
Belarusian authorities appeared to be seeking a political rapprochement with
European governments and institutions, and hosted a number of high-level vis-
its. Yet the European visitors failed to take full advantage of the opportunity to
secure tangible rights improvements.

The government continued to actively oppose and refuse to cooperate with the
mandate of Miklos Haraszti, the United Nations special rapporteur on Belarus,
appointed in 2012. In June, the UN Human Rights Council extended the rappor-
teur’s mandate for another year.

In February, authorities invited Andrea Rigoni, PACE rapporteur on the situation
in Belarus, to visit. Rigoni met with officials, opposition activists, and NGO lead-
ers. Rigoni called on PACE to seize the “favourable momentum” and encourage
further initiatives to improve human rights and full normalization of Council of
Europe (CoE) relations. Yet he stopped short of specifying what steps Belarus
should take.

At the May UN Human Rights Council’s Universal Periodic Review of Belarus,
states raised concerns about the death penalty, politically motivated imprison-
ment, torture, and freedoms of assembly, association, and speech, but Belarus
did not commit to specific reforms of its restrictive legislation. Belarus was urged
to fully cooperate with UN human rights mechanisms. 

In Brussels in July, the EU and Belarus held their second-ever human rights dia-
logue; the dialogue had been suspended since they first met in 2009. Topics in-
cluded establishment of a national human rights institution; freedom of
expression, assembly, and association; the death penalty; combating torture;
and children’s rights. The EU also raised the detention of human rights defend-
ers and activists on politically motivated charges. There is no publicly available
information on the government’s response or any concrete outcomes. 

On July 31, 24 Belarusian officials were removed from the EU’s list of individuals
subject to travel bans and asset freezes. In October, in response to the release of
opposition figures and in the context of improving EU-Belarus relations, the EU
suspended for four months restrictive measures applying to 170 individuals and
three entities in Belarus.
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lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people, blatantly discriminatory on the
basis of sexual orientation. 

Freedom of Association
Authorities continue to enforce legislation criminalizing involvement in an unreg-
istered organization, and at the same time arbitrarily deny registration to and at-
tempt to dissolve nongovernmental organizations (NGOs).

In March, the Ministry of Justice attempted to dissolve the only officially regis-
tered regional human rights organization, the Mahilau Human Rights Center, cit-
ing problems with its legal address. The group’s representatives maintain that
security service officials pressured their landlord to revoke their rental agree-
ment. Authorities brought a similar lawsuit against the group in 2014. In April,
the ministry withdrew the lawsuit.

In June, the Supreme Court deemed lawful the Ministry of Justice’s refusal to reg-
ister the Human Rights Association “For Fair Elections.” The association’s
founders believe the grounds for refusal were minor and correctable, and that
the denial, the third since 2011, was arbitrary and politically motivated.

On August 31, President Lukashenka signed a decree that the government said
would improve procedures for NGOs receiving foreign donations. Belarusian
NGO experts counter that the decree tightens reporting requirements and state
control over use of foreign donations, and preserves existing restrictions, includ-
ing wide latitude to refuse permission for foreign donations and severely penal-
ize groups receiving unregistered foreign aid. 

For the first time since 2001, the authorities invited monitors from the Parlia-
mentary Assembly of the Council of Europe (PACE) to observe the October presi-
dential election. In its pre-electoral statement, PACE emphasized that public
broadcasters are obligated to ensure equal access for candidates without privi-
leging the incumbent president. The Organization for Security and Co-operation
in Europe’s Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (OSCE/ODIHR)
also observed the elections. The OSCE observers found that significant prob-
lems, particularly during vote counting, undermined the integrity of the election
and concluded that Belarus still has a considerable way to go in meeting its
OSCE commitments for democratic elections.
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Bolivia
Impunity for violent crime and for human rights violations remains a serious
problem in Bolivia. Extensive and arbitrary use of pretrial detention—and trial
delays—undermine defendants’ rights and contribute to prison overcrowding,
despite recent legal reforms.

The administration of President Evo Morales has created a hostile environment
for human rights defenders that undermines their ability to work independently.
Threats to judicial independence, violence against women, and child labor are
other major concerns.

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 between 1964 and 1982,
according to the United Nations Human Rights Committee. A contributing factor
has been the unwillingness of the armed forces to provide information on the
fate of people killed or forcibly disappeared during this period. In March, the
deputy solicitor general announced plans to create a truth commission to inves-
tigate these crimes, but the government has not yet defined its scope. 

Efforts to bring to justice those allegedly responsible for killings during violent
clashes in 2008 between supporters and opponents of President Morales have
made little progress. As of September 2015, a La Paz court had yet to rule in a
case involving Leopoldo Fernández, former prefect of Pando Department, and
three local officials charged in 2008 for their roles in the killing of 13 people. 

The government has not reopened an investigation into the April 2009 killing of
two Hungarians (one of Bolivian birth) and an Irishman who the government al-
leged were mercenaries involved in a separatist plot. Police shot them dead after
storming into their hotel rooms in Santa Cruz. Independent reports suggest that
at least two of the three may have been extrajudicially executed. 

Prosecutors have yet to investigate fully allegations that police in 2011 gagged,
stripped, and beat protesters when dispersing a largely peaceful demonstration
against a proposed highway in the Isiboro Secure National Park and Indigenous
Territory (known as “TIPNIS”). In April 2015, the Attorney General’s Office dis-
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Key international actors, including the EU, the CoE, and the United States, wel-
comed the release of six political prisoners in August, while making clear that
further steps were needed for Belarus to move toward normalized relations.
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crowding and poor conditions in prisons. As of May, there were 13,793 inmates
in prisons with a maximum capacity of 5,126. 

A 2014 law decreased the maximum periods of pre-trial detention in most cases,
but eliminated the maximums for certain crimes. Decrees adopted since 2012
allow the president to reduce the sentences of those convicted of crimes and
pardon those in pretrial detention for minor crimes. As of August, more than
3,300 people had benefited from the changes. 

Human Rights Defenders
Human rights defenders continue to face harassment and threats, including from
government officials, undermining their ability to work independently. 

In 2013, President Morales signed a law and adopted a decree granting the gov-
ernment broad powers to dissolve civil society organizations. Under the decree,
any government office may request that that Ministry of Autonomy revoke an or-
ganization’s permit if it performs activities different from those listed in its by-
laws, or if the organization’s legal representative is criminally sanctioned for
carrying out activities that “undermine security or public order.” As of September
2015, a case brought by the Ombudsman’s Office challenging both provisions
was still pending before the Constitutional Court.

In August 2015, Vice President García Linera accused four Bolivian NGOs of trying
to “impede the development” of Bolivia; in June, President Morales said that any
international NGO engaged in activities “detrimental to the exploitation of natu-
ral resources would have to leave Bolivia.” 

In 2013, the government expelled the Danish nongovernmental organization
IBIS, which had worked with indigenous groups, accusing it of engaging in “po-
litical interference.” 

Freedom of Expression
While public debate is robust, the Morales administration periodically lashes out
at journalists, accusing them without basis of publishing what it calls lies and
politically motivated distortions. In September, the minister of the presidency
accused local outlets of participating in an international conspiracy against Bo-
livia and President Morales. 
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missed the criminal case against a former vice minister of interior and at least 10
members of the National Police whom the Ombudsman’s Office had implicated
in the violations. 

The lack of justice has led to mob attacks (or “lynchings”) against citizens or po-
lice officers believed responsible for crimes. Ten people were killed in lynchings
from January to November 2014, according to the UN High Commissioner for
Human Rights. In September 2015, a mob tied a suspected criminal to a pole and
beat him to death in El Alto, according to press reports. Impunity for lynchings
remains the norm.

Military Abuses and Jurisdiction
Human rights violations against soldiers remain a problem. The Ombudsman’s
Office reported that four soldiers died on military premises between January and
August 2015, and no one has been held accountable for their deaths.

The Constitutional Court ruled in 2012 that a civilian court should have jurisdic-
tion in the case of a conscript who died in 2011 following a combat training exer-
cise during which instructors allegedly beat him on the head and chest. The
court urged lawmakers to reform Bolivia’s military justice code to ensure that
human rights violations are heard in civilian courts. In August 2015, a civilian
court convicted three military officers for the conscript’s death, but, at time of
writing, the code had not been reformed. 

Judicial Independence 
The Bolivian justice system has been plagued by corruption, delays, and politi-
cal interference for years. The 2009 constitution provided for judicial elections to
overhaul Bolivia’s highest courts, but the Plurinational Assembly selected candi-
dates through a process that lacked transparency and did not adequately con-
sider their qualifications. In January 2015, President Morales announced a new
judicial reform process, but the government has not yet defined its scope. 

Due Process and Prison Conditions
As of June, 78 percent of inmates in Bolivian prisons had not been convicted of a
crime. Extended pretrial detention and trial delays have led to increased over-
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In January 2015, the Health Ministry instructed public and private health services
to comply with a 2014 Constitutional Court ruling that prior judicial authorization
and prosecution of the alleged offender were not prerequisites for post-rape
abortion. 

Child Labor
In 2014, the Plurinational Assembly adopted legislation allowing children as
young as 10 to work, violating international standards and making Bolivia the
first country in the world to legalize employment at such a young age. In Febru-
ary 2015, the Ombudsman’s Office said that 850,000 children worked in Bolivia,
most of them less than 14 years old.

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
Impunity for acts of violence and discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation
or gender identity persist. No one has been held accountable for the killings of
more than 55 LGBT persons since 2004, according to local groups.

The 2009 constitution defines marriage as the union of a man and a woman. A
proposal to legalize civil unions remained pending before the Plurinational As-
sembly at time of writing. 

Key International Actors
President Morales announced in 2013 that he was “seriously considering with-
drawing” from the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, but Bolivia par-
ticipated in hearings there in 2015.

In July, during its review of Bolivia’s compliance with the Convention on the Elim-
ination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), the CEDAW Committee ex-
pressed concern at the prevalence of different forms of violence against women
in Bolivia and the continuing impunity enjoyed by most perpetrators.
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Bolivia lacks transparent criteria for using government funds to purchase media
advertisements, and some media companies have accused the government of
discriminating against outlets that criticize government officials. There is no na-
tional law ensuring public access to information held by government bodies.

Indigenous Rights
The 2009 Bolivian Constitution includes comprehensive guarantees for the
rights of indigenous groups, including collective land titling, intercultural educa-
tion, prior consultation on development projects, and protection of indigenous
justice systems. A 2011 law establishing jurisdictional boundaries between in-
digenous and ordinary justice systems has yet to be fully implemented.

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’ right to land and resources. 

Gender-Based Violence and Reproductive Rights
Women and girls in Bolivia remain at high risk for gender-based violence, de-
spite a 2013 law that sets forth comprehensive measures to prevent and prose-
cute violence against women. The law created the crime of “femicide” and called
for the establishment of shelters for women, as well as special prosecutors and
courts for gender-based crimes.

As of April 2015, a special police force created by the law had received some
60,000 complaints of gender-based violence, including 8,394 in 2015. In Au-
gust, official sources reported that 115 “femicides” had occurred in Bolivia since
2013, and prosecutors had obtained convictions in 10 cases. 

Women and girls face numerous obstacles to accessing reproductive health
products, contraceptives, and services including abortion after rape (one of the
few circumstances in Bolivia in which abortion is not penalized). Between 2008
and 2013, 775 women were criminally prosecuted for having an abortion, accord-
ing to Ipas, a local nongovernmental organization, and thousands sought med-
ical care for incomplete abortions.
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national Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) has convicted 14 peo-
ple of crimes committed at Srebrenica, and the trials of the alleged architects of
the genocide continue in the Hague, progress in the national courts has been
more limited. 

At time of writing, the defense case in the trial of Ratko Mladic, the Bosnian Serb
wartime general, was in progress at the international tribunal. Mladic has been
charged with genocide, war crimes, and crimes against humanity, including in
Srebrenica. In late 2014, ICTY judges granted the prosecution’s request to re-
open the case to put forth new evidence of a mass grave discovered in the vil-
lage of Tomašica, in the Prijedor municipality, the presentation of which
concluded in July. The trial judgment is expected in November 2017.

In July, Bosnian Serb wartime President Radovan Karadzic, also on trial at the in-
ternational tribunal on many of the same charges as Mladic, demanded a new
trial, citing unfair treatment and prosecution errors. His claim was rejected and
his trial continued. Closing arguments were heard in late September and a ver-
dict was expected in the first quarter of 2016. 

The Bosnian government remained slow to implement the national war crimes
strategy, adopted in 2008 to improve the prosecution of domestic war crimes.
Prosecutors still lack sufficient capacity and funding, particularly at the district
and cantonal levels. According to current estimates by the Organization for Secu-
rity and Co-operation in Europe, there is a backlog of more than 1,200 cases in
Bosnian courts involving several thousand suspects.

By September 2015, the War Crimes Chamber of the State Court of Bosnia and
Herzegovina had reached 15 verdicts (3 acquittals, 9 convictions, and 3 partially
acquitting verdicts) at the first instance in relation to 24 defendants, and 18 ver-
dicts (1 acquittal, 15 convictions, and 2 partially acquitting verdicts) at the sec-
ond instance in relation to 27 defendants, increasing the total number of
completed cases to 290 since the court became fully operational in 2005.
Throughout 2015, Zeljka Cvijanovic, prime minister of the Republika Srpska en-
tity, repeatedly challenged the legitimacy of the state court and the state prose-
cutor’s office.

The State Court sentenced two Bosnian Serb soldiers to 10-year prison terms in
June for rape during the 1992 to 1995 conflict, and in a landmark ruling, granted

125

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH

Bosnia and Herzegovina
Despite parliament’s commitments for reforms, there was little change in 2015
regarding human rights for the people of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Severe floods
in 2014 worsened the already bleak economic and social prospects for internally
displaced people and those who returned home after the war. 

Journalists remained vulnerable to intimidation and threats. The authorities
failed to make progress on ending discriminatory restrictions political office can-
didacy for Jews, Roma, and members of other minority groups. Roma remain the
most vulnerable group, subject to widespread discrimination. The 20th anniver-
sary of the Srebrenica genocide highlighted the limited progress on justice for
war crimes in Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

Ethnic and Religious Discrimination
The government made no progress toward amending the constitution to elimi-
nate ethnic and religious discrimination in candidacy for the national tripartite
presidency and the House of Peoples. Currently, the constitution requires candi-
dates for these institutions to come from one of the three main ethnic groups—
Bosniaks, Serbs, and Croats. The European Court of Human Rights in 2014 ruled
to affirm a previous judgment that this limitation in the constitution violates the
European Convention on Human Rights. 

Authorities failed again to make changes to the voting system in the city of
Mostar, ordered by the Constitutional Court of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Resi-
dents of the city have been unable to vote in local elections since 2008. 

Roma remain the most vulnerable group in the country, facing widespread dis-
crimination in employment, education, and political representation. Lack of a
free and universal birth registration system means that many Roma are not on
the national public registry that records births, deaths, and marriages. This im-
pedes their access to public services, including health care.

Accountability for War Crimes
The 20th anniversary of the Srebrenica genocide shone a spotlight on the lim-
ited progress toward justice for war crimes committed in Bosnia. While the Inter-
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ernmental inspections. State response to these threats and intimidation is often
ineffective, and police investigations rarely yield results. 

Freedom of Assembly and Expression
No progress was made on the allegations that police in Sarajevo and Tuzla used
excessive force during protests in February 2014, as well as during the subse-
quent detention of protesters. 

Sarajevo Open Centre, the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender rights organi-
zation, documented 75 cases of hate speech, 15 cases of hate crimes, and 6
cases of discrimination based on sexual orientation or gender identity in the first
9 months of 2015. There was no progress in the police investigation into a 2014
attack on a film festival organized by Sarajevo Open Centre. 

Key International Actors
In August, the Council of Ministers adopted a strategy for the implementation of
the Council of Europe’s Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence
against Women and Domestic Violence, which was ratified by Bosnia and Herze-
govina in 2013. The convention creates a comprehensive legal framework to
tackle all aspects of violence against women and girls.

In April, on the occasion of International Roma Day, the Organization for Security
and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) called for greater efforts by Bosnia and
Herzegovina to end Roma exclusion. The organization emphasized that institu-
tions in Bosnia and Herzegovina should allocate funding necessary for the im-
plementation of OSCE action plans on housing, education, health, and
employment for Roma.

The Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination of the Office of the
United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights in its concluding observa-
tions urged Bosnia and Herzegovina to amend the constitution as well as the
electoral law to abolish discriminatory treatment on the basis of ethnicity. Addi-
tionally, it called upon the state to ensure the sustainable reintegration of re-
turnees and to combat direct and indirect discrimination against minority
returnees.
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financial compensation to the victim. Previously, rape survivors have had to seek
compensation through the civil court.

The Appeals Division of the Court of Bosnia and Herzegovina in February revised
the sentence of Milorad Trbic in relation to his criminal conviction for genocide,
from 30 years to 20 years in prison. Trbic was among dozens of people convicted
of war time abuses whose sentences were vacated or convictions were quashed
by the Constitutional Court of Bosnia and Herzegovina, following a 2013 Euro-
pean Court of Human Rights ruling that Bosnian courts had wrongly applied law
not in force during the war, when the offenses were committed. 

In August, the Prosecutor’s Office of Bosnia and Herzegovina indicted Naser Oric
and Sabahudin Muhic for war crimes related to the killing of three prisoners dur-
ing the war. In October, the Prosecutor’s Office indicted Dzordze Ristanic for war
crimes committed against several hundred Bosniaks and Croats in the territory
of Brcko.

National Security 
Imad Al Husin, a naturalized Bosnian from Syria detained in 2008, remained in
indefinite detention on national security grounds, despite a 2012 European
Court of Human Rights ruling that required Bosnia and Herzegovina to charge
him, release him, or find a safe third country in which to resettle him.

Zeyad Khalaf Al Gertani, an Iraqi citizen, detained without charge on national se-
curity grounds from 2009 until 2014, remained under a supervision order confin-
ing him to the Bosnian town of Banovici, away from his family. At time of writing,
the conditions of his release were under review by the Constitutional Court of
Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

Freedom of Media
Journalists continued to face threats and intimidation. As of July, the national
journalists’ association registered 52 cases of violations of media freedom and
expression, including 4 physical attacks and death threats, and 12 cases of
threats and pressure. Local and national political authorities interfere with jour-
nalists’ work, subjecting some media outlets to bogus financial and other gov-
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Brazil
Chronic human rights problems plague Brazil, including unlawful police killings,
prison overcrowding, and torture and ill-treatment of detainees. Some recent ef-
forts to reform the criminal justice system aim to address these problems, but
others would exacerbate them. 

The judiciary in 2015 worked with state governments toward ensuring that de-
tainees are promptly brought before judges after their arrest, as required by in-
ternational law. But in August, the Chamber of Deputies approved a
constitutional amendment that would allow 16- and 17-year-old children to be
prosecuted as adults for serious crimes, in violation of international standards.
At time of writing, enactment of the amendment still required two additional
votes by the Senate. 

Internationally, Brazil continued to lead efforts to strengthen protections for the
right to privacy in 2015, but its overall record at the United Nations Human Rights
Council (HRC) was mixed. Between 2010 and 2015, the number of refugees ad-
mitted in the country doubled, reaching a total of 8,400 people.

Public Security and Police Conduct
The number of killings by police officers, including those off-duty, went up by al-
most 40 percent in 2014 to more than 3,000, according to official data compiled
by the nongovernmental organization (NGO) Brazilian Forum on Public Security.
In Rio de Janeiro—the state with the highest rate of killings by police—569 peo-
ple died at the hands of on-duty officers from January to October 2015, an in-
crease of 18 percent over the same period in 2014. In Sao Paulo, on-duty officers
killed 494 people in the first nine months of the year, an increase of 1 percent
over the same period in 2014.

Police routinely report these deaths as the result of shootouts with criminals.
While some of these killings result from legitimate use of force, others do not, as
Human Rights Watch and other groups have reported and Brazilian criminal jus-
tice officials have recognized.

Police officers in several states have also been implicated in death squad-style
killings. In the state of Para, 10 people were killed in November 2014 after the
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The United States State Department annual report on human rights in Bosnia
and Herzegovina, published in June, highlighted the considerable number of al-
legations of torture and other cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment or punish-
ment. Additionally it underline harsh, and sometimes life-threatening,
conditions in prisons and detention centers. 

In its annual progress on Bosnia and Heregovina published in November, the Eu-
ropean Commission highlighted the inadequate legal and institutional frame-
work for the observance of human rights, intimidation of journalists,
deterioration in the conditions for freedom of expression, and ongoing threats
and attacks against the LGBTI community. 
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killing of a police officer who—according to an investigation carried out by the
state legislature—had led a death squad. Prosecutors have accused 14 military
police officers of failing to help the victims or pursue the killers. In Amazonas, 12
police officers and 3 civilians were detained for allegedly forming a death squad
that killed at least 8 people in July, during a weekend in which 36 people were
murdered in Manaus, the state capital. In Sao Paulo, 8 police officers were de-
tained on charges of involvement in the killing of 19 people—including 2 chil-
dren—within a few hours after the August killing of a police officer. 

Also in Sao Paulo, 3 police officers were detained in connection with the Sep-
tember killing of two 16-year-old children and two 18 year olds. Police investiga-
tors believe that the killings were an act of revenge against the youth for
allegedly stealing the purse of the wife of one of the detained officers. 

Prison Conditions
Many Brazilian prisons and jails are severely overcrowded and plagued by vio-
lence. The number of adults behind bars jumped 80 percent in the past decade,
and in June 2014 it exceeded 600,000 people—over 60 percent more than the
prisons were built to hold—according to the latest data from the Ministry of Jus-
tice’s Integrated System of Penitentiary Information (InfoPen).

Overcrowding and lack of sufficient staff hinder prison authorities from main-
taining control within the prison grounds, leaving inmates vulnerable to violence
and gang activity. The crowded conditions also impact prisoners’ health. The
prevalence of HIV infection in Brazil’s prisons is 60 times—and of tuberculosis
almost 40 times—that of the overall population, according to InfoPen. A lack of
adequate medical screening, prevention, and care, along with poor sanitation
and ventilation, contribute to the spread of disease among inmates.

With support from the National Council of Justice (known as CNJ, using the Por-
tuguese acronym), which oversees the judicial system, all of Brazil’s states have
begun to bring detainees before a judge promptly after arrest, as required under
international law, although the programs only apply to certain geographic areas
in each state for now. In the absence of those “custody hearings,” detainees
may wait many months for a first hearing with a judge, contributing to prison
overcrowding. 
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Freedom of Association and Expression
In October, the Senate approved a counterterrorism bill that contains overbroad
and vague language that could be misused to prosecute as terrorists demonstra-
tors and others engaged in dissent. A vote at the Chamber of Deputies was pend-
ing at time of writing.

At least seven journalists and bloggers had been killed in 2015 at time of writing.
Two were tortured before they were executed. All had reported on corruption or
crime and had criticized local politicians. During the past five years, at least 17
journalists have lost their lives in direct relation to their work, according to the
Committee to Protect Journalists, an international press freedom group.

Reproductive Rights
Abortion is prohibited except in cases of rape, anencephaly—in which the fetus
has a fatal congenital brain disorder—or when necessary to save a woman’s life.
In 2015, conservative members of Congress pushed a bill and a constitutional
amendment that would eliminate those exceptions by awarding embryo and
fetal rights. Both proposals are under discussion in the Constitution, Justice and
Citizenship Commission of the Chamber of Deputies. 

Women and girls who obtain an abortion illegally face sentences of up to three
years in prison, while people who perform abortions face up to four years in
prison. Abortions performed in clandestine clinics put women at high risk. For
example, Tatiana Camilato, a 31-year-old mother raising three children alone in
Rio de Janeiro, died in July 2015 during an unsafe procedure, according to press
interviews with her relatives.

Disability Rights
In June, Congress approved a disability rights law that requires public agencies
to give priority to people with disabilities when providing services related to
health, education, work, housing, culture, and sport. The law also instructs cities
to adapt sidewalks and public spaces for people with disabilities. 
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Maranhao was the first state to begin the practice, in October 2014. According to
data published by the CNJ in November 2015, in 50 percent of the custody hear-
ings held in the state, judges determined that pretrial detention was not war-
ranted and ordered the detainees released pending trial. In contrast, when
custody hearings were not held, judges ordered pretrial release in only 10 per-
cent of the cases, according to the state´s judiciary. At time of writing, Brazil’s
congress was discussing a bill to make custody hearings mandatory throughout
the country. 

Those hearings also allow judges to detect torture or mistreatment of detainees,
a major problem in Brazil. In Rio de Janeiro, almost 20 percent of detainees who
had a hearing during the first month of the program said that they had been mis-
treated by police, according to the state’s Public Defender’s Office. 

In March, the National Mechanism for Preventing and Combating Torture started
work, designing a plan of action to monitor detention centers. Its 11 members
are authorized to conduct unannounced visits to any detention center and to
make recommendations to authorities. The mechanism is part of the National
System to Prevent and Combat Torture, created by law in August 2013. 

Children’s Rights
In two votes in July and August 2015, the Chamber of Deputies approved a con-
stitutional amendment that would allow 16- and 17-year-old children accused of
serious crimes to be tried and punished as adults. The proposal, which would
need to be approved by the Senate in two votes to be enacted, would violate in-
ternational norms calling on states not to prosecute people under 18 as adults. 

In July, the Senate passed a bill that would increase the maximum time a child
can be confined in a juvenile center from three to 10 years. If approved by the
Chamber of Deputies, the bill would aggravate overcrowding. Juvenile centers
held close to 22,000 children in 2014, but facilities only had capacity for about
18,000, according to the latest data published by the National Council of the
Prosecutor’s Office, which inspects those units.
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the Catholic Church. A member of that indigenous group was killed in August
after a group of landowners arrived at a piece of contested land occupied and
claimed by the Guaraní-Kaiowá. At time of writing, the police had not publicly
identified any suspect in the killing. 

Confronting Military-Era Abuses
In December 2014, a national truth commission published its final report after
more than two years of work investigating human rights violations from the mili-
tary rule of 1964 to 1985. The commission found that violations were “wide-
spread and systematic” and were planned by officials at the highest level. The
report identified 377 individuals responsible for human rights violations, includ-
ing torture, killings, and enforced disappearances.

The perpetrators of these crimes have been shielded from justice by a 1979
amnesty law. In April 2010, the Supreme Court reaffirmed lower court rulings that
the amnesty law barred most prosecutions of state agents involved. Six months
later, the Inter-American Court of Human Rights ruled that this interpretation vio-
lated Brazil’s obligations under international law.

Federal prosecutors have pursued some cases against former military officers for
killings during the military era. Federal courts in Rio de Janeiro and Sao Paulo
have allowed the prosecution of at least two cases against former military offi-
cers for killings during the military era. The Supreme Court, in decisions in 2014
and 2015, temporarily halted both cases, pending its reexamination of the valid-
ity of the amnesty law. 

Key International Actors
After an August visit to Brazil, the UN special rapporteur on torture and other
cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment called on the government
to address prison overcrowding and show a “genuine commitment” to combat-
ing torture. In September, after a visit to the country, the UN special rapporteur
on minority issues urged Brazil to “fulfill promises of equality” for minorities. 

In a joint statement issued in November, four UN rapporteurs criticized the coun-
terterrorism bill approved by the Senate, saying that it is “too broadly drafted
and may unduly restrict fundamental freedoms.”
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Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
In March, the Supreme Court upheld the right of same-sex couples to adopt chil-
dren, on the basis of the Court’s 2011 approval of same-sex marriage. In 2013,
the National Council of Justice ordered all notary publics to register same-sex
marriages. But a committee of the Chamber of Deputies was, at time of writing,
debating a bill that would define a family as a union between a man and a
woman. 

The national Human Rights Ombudsman’s Office received 522 complaints of vio-
lence and discrimination against lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender per-
sons in the first half of 2015.

Labor Rights
Since 1995, the Ministry of Labor has documented more than 48,000 cases of
workers being subjected to forced labor, degrading working conditions, and
other abusive working conditions that under Brazilian law rise to the level of
“slave-like” working conditions. From May 2013 to May 2015, 420 companies
faced penalties for employing people in “slave-like” conditions.

In December 2014, in response to a petition by a trade group, the Supreme Court
ordered the federal government to stop publishing the list of companies penal-
ized by the Ministry of Labor for employing workers in abusive conditions. Local
NGOs have been able to get around that order by using the Transparency Law to
request that the Ministry of Labor release the data. 

Rural Violence
Rural activists and indigenous leaders involved in conflicts over land continue to
face threats and violence. According to the Pastoral Land Commission, a Catholic
NGO, 46 people involved in land conflicts were killed from January to November.
Many of those killings, the commission noted, were allegedly ordered or carried
out by large landowners or illegal loggers. 

For instance, in Mato Grosso do Sul, the Guaraní-Kaiowá people, who are fight-
ing to regain rights to their ancestral land, in 2015 suffered violent attacks by
militias linked to landowners, according to the Indigenous Missionary Council of
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Burma
The transition from military to civilian rule in Burma that started in 2011 slowed
down and reversed in some sectors in 2015. Despite a significantly improved en-
vironment for freedom of expression and media, in key areas the government’s
commitment to improving its human rights faltered or failed. The landslide vic-
tory of the opposition National League for Democracy (NLD) in November elec-
tions, the first relatively open national elections in 25 years, seemed poised to
reenergize reforms in some areas, but it was too early to gauge at time of writing.

Elections
Nationwide parliamentary elections were held on November 8, with 91 parties
and hundreds of independent candidates contesting over 1,100 seats. The NLD
won a majority of seats in both national houses of parliament and in regional
and state assemblies, with more than 85 percent of seats.

The Union Electoral Commission (UEC) lacked independence and impartiality in
the lead-up to elections. Its chairman repeatedly said he hoped for victory by the
military-backed ruling Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP), and the
commission itself issued guidelines prohibiting political parties from criticizing
the military in policy platform speeches broadcast over state-controlled media.

Due to changes in political party laws and enforcement of the draconian 1982
Citizenship Law, the applications of more than 50 Muslim candidates were disal-
lowed during candidate eligibility screening, including those of two sitting ruling
party members of parliament who identify as Rohingya Muslims. Neither the
USDP nor the NLD fielded a Muslim candidate anywhere in Burma, and no Mus-
lim citizen was voted into parliament nationwide. 

The nationwide repeal of temporary citizenship cards (the so-called white cards)
disenfranchised over 800,000 people who had previously been permitted to
vote in the 2008 constitutional referendum and the 2010 elections, many of
them Rohingya in Arakan State. 

Despite these serious defects, the two-month campaign was surprisingly open,
with few reports of intimidation, violence, or irregularities. Party rallies were con-
ducted peacefully throughout the country, and there were no significant curbs on
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Also in November, two UN rapporteurs said the steps taken by the Brazilian gov-
ernment and two mining companies to prevent harm after the collapse of a tail-
ing dam, which contained waste from mining operations, were “clearly
insufficient.” The accident killed at least 15 people, left 4 people missing, and
released toxic chemicals into the Doce River. Brazil’s government considers it
the biggest environmental disaster in the country’s history.

As a member of the UN Human Rights Council, Brazil was inconsistent, abstain-
ing on a key resolution by the council on Syria in March, but voting in June to
condemn Syrian human rights violations. Brazil abstained on a resolution to
renew the mandate of the special rapporteur on Iran, who has denounced
human rights violations there. 

Brazil continued to lead on privacy rights in the digital age, co-authoring with
Germany a resolution approved unanimously by the Human Rights Council to ap-
point a special rapporteur to promote and protect the right to privacy worldwide.
Brazil was also a sponsor of Human Rights Council resolutions condemning
racism and highlighting the corrosive impact of institutional corruption on
human rights.

In May, Brazil endorsed the global Safe Schools Declaration, thereby committing
to do more to protect students, teachers, and schools during times of armed
conflict, including by implementing the Guidelines on Protecting Schools from
Military Use. The 2014 guidelines were developed by representatives from 14
countries as well as human rights and humanitarian organizations.

The number of refugees admitted to Brazil has doubled over the past five years
to a total of more than 8,400 in 2015, according to the Ministry of Justice. About
a quarter of those admitted since 2011 have been Syrians. Brazil renewed a reso-
lution that facilitated issuing humanitarian visas to Syrian citizens and devel-
oped new policies to better respond to the needs of refugees, especially for
obtaining identity papers.
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freedom of expression or media. Polling was conducted in a transparent manner
with large numbers of domestic and international observers, and political par-
ties observing the count. The UEC acted professionally through the tallying pe-
riod with daily updates on results.

Constitution
Despite calls from ethnic communities and opposition parties, the Burmese mili-
tary refused to permit consideration of any amendments to the 2008 constitu-
tion in the national parliament in June and July. The constitution allocates 25
percent of parliamentary seats to the military and requires 75 percent of parlia-
ment to vote to approve constitutional changes, giving the military an effective
veto. 

Amendments that were rejected included a proposed change to section 59(f) on
eligibility for the presidency, which bars opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi
from the position because she has children that hold foreign citizenship, and
proposed changes to sections 261 and 262, giving the president rather than
state and regional assemblies the authority to select the influential chief minis-
ters of 14 of Burma’s 15 states and regions.

Religious Minorities
Discrimination and threats against the Muslim minority in Burma, a manifesta-
tion of growing ultra-nationalism, intensified in Burma in 2015 with the in-
creased prominence of the Buddhist-monk-led Association for the Protection of
Race and Religion, known by its Burmese acronym Ma Ba Tha. 

Ma Ba Tha successfully urged the government to draft and pass four so-called
“race and religion protection laws”: the Population Control Law, passed in May;
and the Buddhist Women’s Special Marriage Law, the Religious Conversion Law,
and the Monogamy Law, passed in August. The four laws are discriminatory and
violate religious freedom by, for example, creating special rules for Buddhist
women who marry—or seek to marry—non-Buddhist men; introducing vaguely
defined acts against Buddhism as grounds for divorce, forfeiture of child custody
and matrimonial property, and potential criminal penalties; and empowering au-
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home affairs, a serving military officer, made chair. Prominent activist Ko Bo Kyi
was removed from the committee. 

On March 5, plainclothes police auxiliaries, suspected to be members of the
Swann Arr Shin (Masters of Force), which had not been deployed against protest-
ers since 2007, assaulted a small group of student protesters and activists from
the 88 Generation Peace and Open Society Group who were peacefully assem-
bling to criticize the government’s education law. Police then arrested the pro-
testers. 

Five days later, on March 10, security forces blocked a small group of student
protesters in the town of Letpadan from marching on Rangoon. When students
attempted to tear down the barricades, police forces abandoned all discipline
and violently assaulted the students, arresting over 80 of them. Students who
were injured in the assault say they received only rudimentary medical care. At
time of writing 50 students remain in custody in Tharrawaddy Prison on charges
of rioting, assaulting police officials, and illegal assembly.

After the March violence, the European Union, which has been providing techni-
cal assistance to the Burma police force as part of a community policing and
crowd control project, criticized the authorities and called for an investigation. In
September, the Myanmar National Human Rights Commission issued a report
calling for abusive police to be punished, as well as any student demonstrators
who may have acted to provoke officials. No police officers had been prosecuted
at time of writing.

Land rights activists in Burma are regularly arrested and charged with unlawful
assembly and trespass for protesting land appropriation and displacement. Au-
thorities arrested a number of land rights activists and farmers in Karen State in
June and August who had been calling for compensation and redress for land
they claim was unlawfully seized. Prominent activists such as Su Su Nway were
also arrested in 2015, and authorities sentenced a number of leaders of the long-
running protests in the Letpadaung copper mine case in Monya, including vet-
eran activist Naw Ohn Hla, to four years in prison for peaceful protests they led
outside the Chinese embassy in Rangoon.
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thorities to limit the number of children that members of designated groups can
have. 

In contrast, the parliament did not pass the comprehensive Violence Against
Women Law, a bill that would have strengthened women’s rights protections. 

Burmese civil society organization leaders who publicly criticized the laws were
accused of being “traitors” by senior Ma Ba Tha officials and some reportedly
faced death threats. In September, nine embassies in Rangoon made a public
statement against the misuse of religion in the 2015 elections, sparking a rebuke
from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

While some political parties, notably the NLD, voted against the laws, other po-
litical figures promoted the laws as protecting Burma from Muslim threats. Presi-
dent Thein Sein took credit for the laws in a social media video as election
campaigning began in September. Ma Ba Tha held a series of nationwide victory
rallies lauding the laws as protecting the Buddhist faith against an Islamic “inva-
sion” and in some cases declared its support for the USDP, marking its growing
involvement in electoral politics.

Prominent Ma Ba Tha member and leader of the “969” anti-Muslim boycott
movement U Wirathu threatened the UN special rapporteur on Burma, Yanghee
Lee, during her January visit to Burma, calling her a “bitch” and a “whore,” and
exhorting followers to assault her. The government took no steps to respond to
this incitement, and no prominent public figure in Burma has openly criticized
the rising discrimination and threats endorsed by Ma Ba Tha or its intimidation
of civil society.

Freedom of Association and Assembly
The numbers of political prisoners in Burma rose in 2015 as the government’s
commitment to ending the imprisonment of activists waned. At year’s end, an
estimated 112 people were incarcerated for alleged violations of the flawed
Peaceful Assembly Law and other political offenses, a notable rise in cases since
the large prisoner amnesties of 2012. At least 486 more were facing trial.

The leadership of the joint committee overseeing political prisoner releases—
composed of representatives of the government, former political prisoners, and
political parties—was changed in February with the hardline deputy minister of
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nationally displaced persons (IDPs) in 2015, helping them rebuild homes in the
areas from which they had been displaced in 2012.

An estimated 110,000 refugees who fled Burma during decades of civil war re-
main in nine camps in northwest Thailand. UNHCR, international and national
nongovernmental organizations, and the Thai government continue to discuss a
plan for voluntary repatriation of members of this group. Refugees continue to
express concerns about insufficient participation in planning for their return and
the uncertain security situation in Burma, including the prevalence of land mines
in some of the areas to which they may return. 

Ethnic Conflict and Forced Displacement
Armed conflict between the Burmese military and non-state armed groups esca-
lated in 2015. Clashes between the Burmese army and Kachin Independence
Army (KIA) troops continued sporadically, reportedly involving disputes over nat-
ural resource extraction. 

In northern Shan State, fighting between the army and the Ta-ang National Liber-
ation Army (TNLA), often in conjunction with insurgents from the Arakan Army
and Shan State Army-North, continued throughout the year and several thou-
sands of civilians were displaced by conflict. In central Shan State, fighting be-
tween the Burmese army and Shan rebel forces escalated around the November
elections, displacing some 6,000 civilians.

On February 17, two volunteers from the Myanmar Red Cross Society were injured
when their convoy was attacked by unknown assailants. They were part of a
marked Red Cross convoy that was evacuating civilians displaced by fighting in
Shan state. Four days later, a Myanmar Red Cross volunteer was injured in an at-
tack on a marked Red Cross convoy traveling from Laukkai.

In March, fighting began in the northern Shan State special region of Kokang be-
tween the army and forces of the Myanmar National Democratic Alliance Army
(MNDAA). Burmese forces used airstrikes and heavy artillery bombardments, al-
legedly indiscriminately, during the fighting against the MNDAA. Tens of thou-
sands of civilians were displaced in Kokang areas, with many fleeing to China.

The government sought to conclude a nationwide ceasefire with 16 non-state
armed groups in 2015. Instead, conflict escalated to levels not seen since before
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Rising intolerance against Burma’s LGBT communities was voiced by senior gov-
ernment officials, including a security minister in Mandalay Region who called
on police to arrest and “educate” transgender people.

Refugees
The maritime exodus of Rohingya Muslims dramatically increased in 2015, with
Rohingya families departing from Burma and Bangladesh on smuggling vessels,
at times joined by large numbers of Bangladeshi migrant workers. 

The United Nations estimates that 94,000 people made the journey between
January 2014 and May 2015. In May 2015, some 5,000 people on boats were
abandoned by smugglers and denied entry to Thailand, Malaysia, and Indone-
sia, with at least 70 dying during the ordeal. After intensive international media
coverage, Malaysia and Indonesia finally permitted boats to land, and then
promptly interned the new arrivals. 

Thailand did not formally allow landings, but when boats made it to shore any-
way, authorities detained those on board. Boats intercepted by authorities in
Burma were towed to Maungdaw in Arakan State, and Bangladeshi citizens were
repatriated back to Bangladesh. 

A regional conference in Bangkok on May 29 hosted by Thailand and attended by
17 countries failed to adequately address the dispossession and abuse of Ro-
hingya in Arakan State that continues to fuel the maritime crisis. At time of writ-
ing many observers were forecasting a resumption in maritime flight by
desperate Rohingya, accompanied by serious human rights abuses, starting
again in late 2016, when sailing conditions improve in the Bay of Bengal and the
Andaman Sea.

Some 140,000 mostly Rohingya Muslims remain in internally displaced person
camps in Arakan State, subject to strict restrictions on movement and access to
basic services. Although access by humanitarian agencies to the camps im-
proved somewhat in 2015, allowing for provision of limited health and education
services, the situation remains dire. Poor conditions in the camps and the threat
of renewed violence against the Rohingya are an important driver of maritime ex-
odus. On the positive side, the government assisted an estimated 10,000 inter-
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Burundi
Burundi’s progress toward democracy and stability has suffered serious set-
backs, as political upheaval and widespread killings by security forces and
armed opposition groups gripped the country. 

In April, demonstrations broke out in response to the news that President Pierre
Nkurunziza would seek election for a third term. Police used excessive force and
shot demonstrators indiscriminately, killing and injuring scores of people. 

The government launched a crackdown against civil society activists and journal-
ists and closed the four most popular private radio stations. Leading human
rights activist Pierre Claver Mbonimpa was seriously injured in an assassination
attempt. 

Around 200,000 Burundians fled the country, most to Tanzania and Rwanda.
Dozens of journalists, civil society activists, and opposition party members re-
main in exile.

Killings escalated after July’s presidential election that returned Nkurunziza to
power. Most opposition parties boycotted the election. Government forces,
armed opposition groups, and unknown assailants killed more than 100 people
in the second half of the year. 

Abuses by Security Forces 
In late April, the announcement by the ruling National Council for the Defense of
Democracy-Forces for the Defense of Democracy (CNDD-FDD) that Nkurunziza
would stand for a third term ignited protests in the capital Bujumbura, and later
in other locations. Many Burundians complained that the president’s third term
violated a 2000 peace agreement that sets a maximum of two five-year presiden-
tial terms. Police suppressed the protests violently, shot dead dozens of demon-
strators, and injured many others. 

Following a failed coup d’état by a group of military officers on May 13, the gov-
ernment intensified its crackdown on protesters. Police arrested hundreds of
people, including suspected opponents, many arbitrarily, and detained them for
prolonged periods without trial. 
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the fighting in Kachin State entered an uneasy truce in 2013. Some 130,000
Kachin civilians remain internally displaced in camps, with many IDPs in KIA-con-
trolled areas receiving little international assistance, largely due to Burmese
army obstruction. 

Child Soldiers 
The Burmese military continues to recruit and use child soldiers, as do many
paramilitary and militia forces under Burmese army command, and child soldiers
have reportedly been recruited and deployed by many non-state armed groups
as well. The Burmese military has maintained its support for the 2012 Action
Plan agreed to with the UN and international groups to end child soldier recruit-
ment, and has allowed monitors to visit army and militia camps.

Key International Actors
Influential bilateral partners of Burma including the United States, United King-
dom, European Union, and Australia maintained their support for the limited re-
forms of the Thein Sein government despite increased concerns over renewed
assaults on basic freedoms. Numerous governments praised the relatively open
November elections and the conduct of parties and the UEC. 

The EU continued to sponsor Burma resolutions in the UN Human Rights Council
(HRC) and General Assembly in 2015. In July, the HRC passed a resolution con-
demning persecution of Rohingya and other minorities in Burma and called on
the government to ensure human rights protections for all groups.

China did not raise human rights concerns in 2015 but sharply criticized Burma
for its failure to stem fighting in Kokang that spilled over the border, particularly
for air strikes that killed a number of Chinese civilians.

Russia continues to sell Burma conventional arms, and there are reports that
Burma and North Korea maintain military links. The US, UK, and Japan engaged
in limited military-to-military engagement with Burma in 2015.
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led to clashes between these groups and the security forces, notably in Kayanza
and Cibitoke provinces.

Other Killings
In August and September, unknown gunmen shot dead several high-profile peo-
ple in Bujumbura, including Adolphe Nshimirimana, the former head of the intel-
ligence services; Jean Bikomagu, former army chief-of-staff; and Patrice
Gahungu, spokesperson for the Union for Peace and Development-Zigamibanga
(UPD) opposition party, whose president, Zedi Feruzi, was killed in May. 

Members of the opposition Movement for Solidarity and Democracy (MSD) and
National Liberation Forces (FNL) parties were also killed, as were several mem-
bers of the ruling CNDD-FDD, in what appeared to be reprisal attacks. Army Chief-
of-Staff Prime Niyongabo escaped an attack on September 11. Some of his
bodyguards were killed in the attack. 

In the second half of the year, dead bodies were discovered on the streets of Bu-
jumbura, and in other locations, on an almost daily basis. Some had been shot
in the head. Others bore injuries or scars indicating they may have been tor-
tured. Many victims remained unidentified. 

Civil Society and Media
On January 20, Bob Rugurika, director of the private station Radio publique
africaine (RPA), was arrested, days after his radio station broadcast a series of
reports about the September 2014 murder of three elderly Italian nuns in Bujum-
bura. He was charged with conspiracy to murder, violating confidentiality in crim-
inal investigations, harboring a criminal, and failing to uphold “public
solidarity.” The Court of Appeal ordered his release on bail on February 18.

In late April, soon after protests against Nkurunziza’s third-term bid started, the
government closed RPA. It also stopped two other private stations, Radio Isan-
ganiro and Radio Bonesha, from broadcasting outside the capital, disabled their
telephone land lines, and prohibited all three stations from broadcasting live
from demonstrations. 

The day after the attempted coup d’état, on May 14, people presumed loyal to
the president attacked the offices of RPA, Radio Bonesha, Radio Isanganiro, and

147

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH

Police and intelligence agents ill-treated or tortured scores of those arrested, in
some cases making them stand on their heads, and beating them with electric
cables while naked to force them to admit they were leaving the country to join
an armed rebellion. Members of the ruling party’s youth league, known as Im-
bonerakure, also arrested and beat people, despite not having legal powers of
arrest.

Attacks by protesters against the police prompted police to seal or raid some
neighborhoods of the capital. Men in police uniforms then entered these areas,
allegedly searching for weapons, and shot dead a number of unarmed residents,
in some cases indiscriminately. 

Senior ruling party officials used inflammatory and apparently threatening lan-
guage in public speeches and statements. In a speech to local officials on Octo-
ber 29, Senate President Révérien Ndikuriyo repeatedly used the word “gukora,”
which means “to work” in the Kirundi language. The same word was used to in-
cite people to mass violence before and during the 1994 Rwandan genocide.

President Nkurunziza warned on November 2, that anyone who failed to hand
over weapons by November 7 would be “punished in accordance with the anti-
terrorist law and fought like enemies of the nation.” He told security forces they
could use all means at their disposal to restore security. Search operations
began on November 8.

Violence by Armed Opposition Groups
While anti-Nkurunziza demonstrations were initially peaceful, some demonstra-
tors resorted to violence, throwing stones and Molotov cocktails and shooting
marbles with sling shots at the police. On May 7, demonstrators in Bujumbura
killed an Imbonerakure by throwing stones at his head and hitting him with
clubs. They then put a tire around his body and burned him. 

Government opponents in certain Bujumbura neighborhoods stepped up their
violence after the July elections, throwing grenades at police patrols and attack-
ing police stations. At least 26 police were killed and many others injured. 

There were persistent reports of an armed rebellion, elements of which were be-
lieved to be based in Rwanda, others inside Burundi. Cross-border incursions
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Extrajudicial Executions in Cibitoke
In late December 2014 and early January 2015, the Burundian National Defense
Force and police, assisted by armed Imbonerakure, committed at least 47 extra-
judicial executions following a clash with an armed opposition group in Cibitoke
province. Cibitoke borders the Democratic Republic of Congo where some Burun-
dian armed opposition groups are believed to operate. The victims were mem-
bers of the armed group who had surrendered, following gun battles with the
security forces. Police, military, or Imbonerakure then shot or beat many of them
to death.

The prosecutor general set up a commission of inquiry to investigate these alle-
gations, but the commission members failed to talk to key witnesses. Some local
authorities intimidated witnesses, especially those who they believed had spo-
ken to “foreigners”, and warned them not to talk about these events. The com-
mission’s report, published in April, was deeply flawed and misrepresented
information collected from some witnesses. It claimed that almost all the com-
batants died during the fighting, with the exception of three who were killed by
policemen acting on their own initiative. It stated that these policemen were ar-
rested. 

Key International Actors
Many governments and intergovernmental organizations, including the African
Union (AU), the United Nations, and the European Union, expressed strong con-
cern at the deteriorating human rights situation. Partly in response to the extra-
judicial executions in Cibitoke, the United States and the Netherlands, as well as
other European countries, suspended part of their assistance to the Burundian
military and police. 

The EU announced a review of its aid to Burundi in the framework of the Cotonou
agreement. In September, the EU imposed sanctions on three senior police and
intelligence officials and one opposition member who took part in the failed
coup. In November, the US imposed sanctions on the minister of public security,
the deputy director general of the police, and two leaders of the failed coup.

On November 12, the UN Security Council unanimously adopted a resolution
strongly condemning human rights violations in Burundi, urging a rejection of vi-
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Radio-Television Renaissance. Armed men in police uniforms threw a grenade in
Radio Bonesha’s office and destroyed its broadcasting equipment. The pro-rul-
ing party Radio Rema FM was also attacked. The government announced an in-
vestigation into these attacks, the results of which are not known. The radio
stations remained off the air at time of writing.

The prosecutor general set up a commission of inquiry into the demonstrations.
The commission’s report, published in August, described the protests as an “in-
surrectional movement.” It claimed the damage to the radio stations was the re-
sult of “mutineers who guarded the stations” and that the director of Radio
Bonesha, Patrick Nduwimana, had asked insurgents and military putschists to
destroy Radio Rema FM. 

The report named 24 civil society activists and several opposition politicians as
having participated in the “insurrection” and said casefiles had been opened
against some of them. The commission failed to investigate the use of excessive
force by police during demonstrations. 

On August 3, an unknown gunman on a motorcycle shot leading human rights
activist, Pierre Claver Mbonimpa, in the face, when he was in his car. Mbonimpa
survived with serious injuries. An outspoken critic of government abuses, Mbon-
impa, president of the Association for the Protection of Human Rights and De-
tained Persons (APRODH), had been arrested and detained for four months in
2014. Mbonimpa’s son-in-law, Pascal Nshimirimana, was shot dead outside his
house in Bujumbura on October 9, and his son, Welly Nzitonda, was shot dead
on November 6, after being stopped by the police.

On August 2, members of the intelligence services severely beat Esdras Ndiku-
mana, correspondent for Radio France Internationale and Agence France-Presse,
as he was taking photographs at the murder scene of former intelligence chief
Nshimirimana.

Antoine Kaburahe, director of the independent newspaper Iwacu, was sum-
moned to the prosecutor’s office in Bujumbura twice in November in connection
with his alleged complicity in the May coup attempt.

On November 23, the interior minister suspended the activities of 10 Burundian
civil society organizations, including APRODH, after the prosecutor general or-
dered their bank accounts to be frozen.
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Cambodia 
Prime Minister Hun Sen’s government launched new assaults on human rights in
Cambodia, especially during the second half of 2015, arresting and jailing mem-
bers of the political opposition and activists, and passing a draconian new law
on nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) that the government rushed through
the National Assembly on July 13. Other repressive laws were also proclaimed or
proposed, including laws or regulations on the Internet, as Hun Sen, who has
ruled since 1985, increasingly undermined fundamental human rights. 

Opposition leader Sam Rainsy attempted to establish a “culture of dialogue”
with Hun Sen and the ruling Cambodian People’s Party (CPP), but his initiative
failed to stem arrests or attacks on the opposition, and on November 13, 2015, a
politically motivated arrest warrant was issued for him based on a conviction for
peaceful expression in 2011. 

Land confiscations also continued in 2015, and corruption remained rampant.
Cambodia is a party to the United Nations Refugee Convention, but authorities
refused to register more than 300 Vietnamese Montagnard asylum seekers for
determination of their claims and summarily deported at least 54 of them to Viet-
nam.

Politically Motivated Prosecution and Assault
On July 13, a Phnom Penh court launched an investigation to consider bringing
defamation and interference with justice charges against prominent NGO figure
Ny Chakriya, who had raised questions about the independence of the judiciary
in a land-grabbing case. 

On July 21, 11 opposition Cambodia National Rescue Party (CNRP) organizers, on
trial since 2014 on trumped-up charges of leading or participating in an anti-gov-
ernment “insurrection,” were suddenly convicted and sentenced by a Phnom
Penh court to 7 to 20 years in prison. Despite the absence of evidence connect-
ing them to any criminal acts, they were found responsible for crowd violence
that erupted when government security forces broke up a peaceful CNRP-led
demonstration calling for the reopening of Phnom Penh’s “Freedom Park” on July
15, 2014. The convictions were accompanied by official warnings that seven

151

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH

olence, and calling for the resumption of dialogue. The UN High Commissioner
for Human Rights also issued several strong statements of concern. 

The UN Electoral Observation Mission in Burundi (MENUB) was set to withdraw
by the end of the year. A team of the Office of the UN High Commissioner for
Human Rights remained in place in Burundi, and the AU deployed human rights
observers. In September, the UN Human Rights Council unanimously agreed to
consider the human rights situation in Burundi at its three main sessions in
2016. 
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CNRP National Assembly members also charged with insurrection in connection
with the same incident could be convicted and imprisoned despite their parlia-
mentary immunity. Following this, Hun Sen convened a closed meeting of almost
5,000 of the top CPP security force officials at which he issued an “absolute
order” that security forces must “ensure there would be no color revolution” in
Cambodia by “eliminating acts by any group or party” deemed “illegal.” 

On August 4-5, following Hun Sen’s public call for more arrests of those allegedly
responsible for the July 2014 Freedom Park violence, police detained three CNRP
activists who were then charged with participating in the purported insurrection,
while arrest warrants were issued for several others. 

On August 13, Hun Sen ordered the arrest of Hong Sok Hour, an opposition party
senator who the previous day had posted a video clip on Facebook including
footage of the Cambodia-Vietnam border and of a badly translated excerpt from
the 1979 Cambodia-Vietnam friendship agreement. Disregarding the senator’s
parliamentary immunity, a “counter-terrorism” security force contingent under
the authority of Hun Sen’s son-in-law detained him. More arrests followed be-
tween late August and early October 2015, including of a student who posted a
Facebook message advocating a “color revolution.”

On October 26-27, following public encouragement by Hun Sen to conduct anti-
CNRP demonstrations, elements of the prime minister’s bodyguard unit and oth-
ers in civilian clothes brutally assaulted two CNRP parliamentarians outside the
National Assembly. Three persons were arrested and charged with the attack,
but others involved who were photographed were not taken into custody. The
CNRP thereafter stopped attending National Assembly sessions, citing security
concerns.

On November 13, following repeated warnings by Hun Sen that Sam Rainsy was
liable to criminal prosecution, the Phnom Penh court issued an arrest order to
belatedly enforce a judicial ruling of March 2013 confirming a two-year sentence
related to Rainsy’s allegation that Cambodian Foreign Minister Hor Namhong
was implicated in crimes committed when the Khmer Rouge ruled Cambodia. The
French Supreme Court, citing international human rights standards, had previ-
ously ruled that these comments were a legitimate exercise of freedom of ex-
pression. On November 19 and December 1, the Phnom Penh Court targeted him
with additional new trumped-up criminal actions.
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imprison people for using telecommunications in a manner deemed to endanger
“national security.”

Arbitrary Detention, Torture, and Other Ill-Treatment
The authorities, especially in Phnom Penh, launched repeated street sweeps
that detained hundreds of alleged drug users, homeless people, beggars, street
children, sex workers, and people with disabilities in so-called drug treatment or
social rehabilitation centers. Detainees never saw a lawyer or a court, nor had
any opportunity to challenge the legality of their detention. Detained individuals
received no meaningful training or health care, and faced torture, ill-treatment,
and other abuses including, in some centers, forced labor. During 2015, at least
three died in suspicious circumstances. 

Khmer Rouge Tribunal
Numerous public statements by Cambodian officials and the start in June of pub-
lication of previously confidential court materials revealed numerous instances
of government non-cooperation with the United Nations-assisted Extraordinary
Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia (ECCC), set up to prosecute those most re-
sponsible for crimes committed by the Khmer Rouge from 1975-79. 

While the government allowed a trial of two former leaders of the Khmer Rouge
government, Nuon Chea and Khieu Samphan, on charges of crimes against hu-
manity, genocide, and war crimes, it refused to carry out orders by a UN secre-
tary-general-nominated investigating judge to arrest two other former Khmer
Rouge leaders, Meas Muth and Im Chem. 

This violated the 2003 UN-Cambodia agreement establishing the ECCC and con-
tinued a long pattern of opposition by Hun Sen to additional prosecutions. The
government’s non-cooperation has seriously undermined possibilities for inves-
tigating suspects whom Hun Sen, himself a former Khmer Rouge commander,
does not want brought to justice. 

Asylum Seekers and Refugees
Since late 2014, a wave of Montagnard ethnic minority asylum seekers from Viet-
nam has arrived in Cambodia. Most of them practice forms of Christianity that
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Legislation Restricting Civil Society
The new NGO law allows the authorities to arbitrarily deny NGOs registration and
shut them down. The law is aimed at critical voices in civil society and could seri-
ously undermine the ability of many domestic and international associations
and NGOs, as well as community-based advocacy movements, to work effec-
tively in Cambodia. 

Its restrictions on the right to freedom of association go well beyond the permis-
sible limitations allowed by international human rights law. The law gives the in-
terior, foreign affairs, and other ministries sweeping, arbitrary powers to shut
down domestic and foreign membership groups and organizations, unchecked
by judicial review, and allows them to prohibit the creation of new NGOs. It re-
quires registered groups to operate under a vaguely defined obligation of “politi-
cal neutrality,” on pain of dissolution, and criminalizes activities by unregistered
groups. 

After passage of the law, Hun Sen and other government officials launched a
campaign against human rights-oriented NGOs, including those focusing on
land disputes and women’s rights. The authorities began to insist that grass-
roots civil society activities could no longer be carried out unless those involved
had registered with the government in accordance with the new provisions, giv-
ing the government wide authority to decide what activities can and cannot take
place. 

On August 19, the government issued a sub-decree upgrading the status of an
anti-cybercrime unit and empowering it to “investigate and take measures in ac-
cordance with the law with regard to actions via the internet of instigation, in-
sult, racial discrimination, and generation of social movements,” particularly
those that might lead to a “color revolution.”  

On November 30, the government put a draft telecommunications law before the
National Assembly, even though doing so was not inscribed in the legislature’s
agenda. The draft had never been made available for discussion by concerned
civil society organizations. The CPP adopted it without parliamentary debate. The
law gives government authorities arbitrary powers to issue orders to telecommu-
nications operators, to secretly monitor and record telecommunications, and to
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Vietnamese authorities characterize as “evil way” religion. In early 2015, Cambo-
dia recognized 13 as refugees but refused to allow more than 300 other Montag-
nards to register as asylum seekers. At least 54 were summarily returned to
Vietnam in violation of the Refugee Convention, while those remaining in Cam-
bodia faced the threat of similar deportation, and some decided their best op-
tion was to return “voluntarily” to Vietnam.

In June 2015, the government implemented a deal with Australia to resettle some
of the refugees held on the island of Nauru, but conditions for refugees in Cam-
bodia were so inadequate that only four refugees agreed to relocate. In Septem-
ber, one of the four decided to leave Cambodia.

Key International Actors
China, Vietnam, Japan, and South Korea were Cambodia’s leading foreign in-
vestors in 2015, while Japan, the European Union, and the United States were
the leading foreign donors. Vietnam was by far Cambodia’s most important part-
ner in security matters, followed by China. The US provided limited military train-
ing, and was more outspoken than others about human rights violations in
Cambodia. The EU only rarely commented on human rights in public, and almost
all others were silent.

The World Bank, which suspended new lending to Cambodia in 2011 because
the government had forcibly evicted people in a manner violating the bank’s pol-
icy, considered resuming funding for government land projects in 2015 but at
time of writing had not done so. The bank said nothing publicly about govern-
ment repression of land rights advocates.
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Rights of Indigenous Peoples
During the 19th and 20th century, approximately 150,000 indigenous children
were removed from their families and communities and placed in residential
schools, where they were forbidden to speak their own languages or practice
their culture. Many also suffered physical and sexual abuse. 

In 2015, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, mandated to provide former
students and others affected by residential schools with an opportunity to share
their experiences, found that the Canadian government pursued a policy of “cul-
tural genocide” using residential schooling as a central element. According to
the commission, the government’s goal was to divest itself of its legal and finan-
cial obligations to indigenous peoples and to gain control over their land and re-
sources. 

The commission made a number of recommendations to uphold indigenous peo-
ples’ rights and to promote reconciliation. The UN Human Rights Committee sub-
sequently endorsed the recommendations in 2015, but the Harper government
did not accept them.

Indigenous groups have criticized Canada for failing to respect land agreements
with indigenous communities or to consult adequately with them, including with
regard to resource extraction plans on traditional lands. The government has yet
to pay adequate attention to severe poverty, housing, water, sanitation, health-
care, and education problems in indigenous communities, particularly those in
remote and rural areas. Inadequate access to clean, safe drinking water contin-
ues to pose a major public health concern in a number of indigenous communi-
ties.

Sex Work
Following the 2013 ruling by the Supreme Court of Canada striking down previ-
ous restrictions that the court deemed violated the rights and security of sex
workers, the parliament in December 2014 passed the Protection of Communi-
ties and Exploited Persons Act, which criminalizes communicating for the pur-
poses of selling sexual services in public, or buying, advertising, or benefitting
from the sale of sexual services. As sex workers, researchers, and human rights
groups outlined in testimony before parliament, the act severely limits sex work-
ers’ abilities to take life-saving measures, such as screening clients. Criminaliz-
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Canada
Canada’s global reputation as a defender of human rights was tarnished by the
failure of the Stephen Harper government, in power until October, to take essen-
tial steps to remedy serious human rights problems. Particular areas of concern
include the rights of indigenous peoples, the legal status of sex work, restrictive
counterterrorism measures, the impact of Canada’s extractive and garment in-
dustries abroad, and the rights of asylum seekers and migrants. 

Violence against Indigenous Women and Girls
Growing public concern over missing and murdered indigenous women and girls
has led to numerous calls from provincial leaders, opposition political parties,
civil society, and in 2015, two United Nations committees, for a national inquiry
into the violence. 

The UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women con-
cluded that Canada had committed a “grave violation” of the rights of indige-
nous women by failing to promptly and thoroughly investigate the high levels of
violence they suffer. The committee also called attention to their mistreatment
by the police, an issue that Human Rights Watch documented in its 2013 report
Those Who Take Us Away. 

The UN Human Rights Committee expressed similar concern over the violence
facing indigenous women and girls, as well as Canada’s failure to provide ade-
quate and effective responses. Both UN committees recommended that Canada
conduct a national inquiry to address the issue, a recommendation the Harper
government rejected but which the newly elected Liberal government of Justin
Trudeau has pledged to implement. 

In October 2015, eight police officers of the Sûreté du Québec (Quebec Provincial
Police) faced suspension over allegations of abuse of indigenous women in the
mining city of Val-d’Or. At time of writing, the province had no plans for an inde-
pendent civilian investigation of the allegations, but had appointed a civilian au-
ditor to oversee an investigation by the Montreal police, a separate municipal
organization.
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against their will, that they were forced to work long hours, and that they lived in
constant fear of threats of torture and intimidation. 

In 2015, the UN Commission of Inquiry on Human Rights in Eritrea reported that
it had collected evidence that most workers at the Bisha mine were in fact con-
scripts performing their national service. Nevsun has rejected all of these allega-
tions.

In 2011, Human Rights Watch documented widespread violent abuses, including
brutal incidents of gang rape, carried out by employees of Canadian mining giant
Barrick Gold at the Porgera gold mine in Papua New Guinea. The company has
taken numerous steps to prevent further abuses and in 2015 provided remedy
packages to more than 100 women who suffered abuse at the hands of company
employees. The company has commissioned an independent assessment to
evaluate the extent to which that program conformed to international norms and
positively impacted the women involved.

In 2015, the UN Human Rights Committee called on Canada to enhance the effec-
tiveness of existing mechanisms to ensure that Canadian corporations respect
human rights standards when operating abroad, to consider establishing an in-
dependent mechanism with powers to investigate human rights abuses by such
corporations abroad, and to develop a legal framework that affords legal reme-
dies to victims. 

Garment Industry Abuses
Canada is among the top four markets for garments and textiles from Cambodia,
where garment workers often work in discriminatory and exploitative labor con-
ditions. Workers, who are mostly young women, have trouble asserting their
rights, and labor under short-term contracts that make it easier to fire and con-
trol them, with poor government inspections and enforcement and aggressive
tactics against independent unions.

Canadian clothing brands have a responsibility to promote respect for workers’
rights throughout their supply chains, including both direct suppliers and sub-
contractor factories. As documented in the 2015 Human Rights Watch report
Work Faster or Get Out, not all Canadian companies have fully lived up to these
responsibilities.
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ing communication disproportionately impacts street-based sex workers, many
of whom are indigenous, poor, or transgender, forcing them to work in more dan-
gerous and isolated locations.

Counterterrorism
In June 2015, Canada passed the Anti-Terrorism Act, a law that imperils constitu-
tionally enshrined human rights, including the freedoms of expression and asso-
ciation.

Vague and overbroad provisions in the law empower the Canadian Security Intel-
ligence Service to engage in operations that could disrupt legitimate acts of dis-
sent and even violate Canada’s Charter of Rights and Freedoms with virtually no
oversight. The law’s authorization of unfettered information-sharing among 17
government agencies invites violations of rights to privacy and procedural pro-
tections to prevent torture and ill-treatment. The act also denies meaningful due
process to persons placed on Canada’s no-fly list and to non-citizens facing de-
portation. Its new criminal offense of “advocating terrorism” could undermine
free speech. It also significantly lowers the threshold and lengthens the period
for detaining a suspect without charge.

The UN Human Rights Committee expressed similar concerns about the act, call-
ing on Canada to refrain from adopting legislation that imposes undue restric-
tions on the exercise of civil and political rights.

Mining Industry Abuses
Canada is the mining industry’s most important global financing hub, home to a
majority of the world’s mining and exploration companies. These firms have an
enormous collective impact on the human rights of vulnerable communities
worldwide. Yet the Canadian government neither regulates nor monitors the
human rights practices of Canadian mining companies at work abroad.

In 2013, Human Rights Watch documented allegations that Vancouver-based
Nevsun Resources’ flagship Bisha gold mine in Eritrea was partly built using
forced labor deployed by the local state-owned contractor Segen Construction.
The following year, three Eritreans filed a lawsuit against Nevsun in a Canadian
court, alleging that the company was complicit in the use of forced labor by
Segen at the Bisha mine. The plaintiffs claim that they worked at the mine
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Central African Republic
A transitional government led by interim President Catherine Samba-Panza
struggled to establish security in the Central African Republic. The Bangui Na-
tional Forum, held in May, set the country on a path toward elections, but there
was little progress on reconciliation, disarmament, and the reassertion of state
control. 

Although the capital, Bangui, was relatively calm for the first half of the year, re-
newed sectarian violence gripped the city in late September. In 2015, at least
100 people died, of which at least 45 were civilians, shot at point blank range or
stabbed to death or had their throats slit. Over 400 people were injured. 

Sectarian violence and attacks on civilians were widespread in central regions of
the country, most notably in Ouaka province, where predominantly Muslim Se-
leka rebels and largely Christian and animist anti-balaka militias continued to
fight each other. By the end of 2015, thousands had been killed on both sides
and hundreds of villages burned. An estimated 456,000 people, the majority
Muslim, remained refugees. A further 447,000 remained displaced internally. 

The United Nations peacekeeping mission, MINUSCA, deployed across many
parts of the country, after taking over from African Union (AU) peacekeepers in
2014. They worked alongside French peacekeepers, known as Sangaris, to at-
tempt to protect civilians and re-establish order. Their efforts were hampered by
accusations that international peacekeepers were involved in sexual abuse of
civilians, including children. Special representative of the secretary-general,
Babacar Gaye, who led MINUSCA, resigned over the scandal. 

Impunity remained a serious challenge, although there was new hope with steps
taken toward the establishment of a Special Criminal Court in the national jus-
tice system. The International Criminal Court (ICC) prosecutor continued investi-
gations started in September 2014.

Attacks on Civilians
The Seleka (“alliance” in Sango, the country’s principal language), a predomi-
nantly Muslim rebellion made up of loosely affiliated factions, fractured into sev-
eral different groups after infighting over political agendas and resources. The
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In spite of abuses, Canada has not introduced regulations to provide incentives
or require international apparel brands domiciled in Canada to make non-finan-
cial, human rights-related disclosures, such as the names of their suppliers and
subcontractors, to facilitate labor rights compliance throughout the supply
chain. 

Asylum Seekers’ and Migrants’ Rights
In 2012, parliament passed Bill C-31, which permits the government to designate
a group of incoming migrants as “irregular arrivals,” subjecting them to manda-
tory detention with limited judicial review and risking the prolonged detention of
refugees and children 16 and older. Bill C-31 created a Refugee Appeal Division,
but asylum seekers from 27 “designated countries” that have a history of re-
specting human rights are not allowed to appeal their denials, although the Fed-
eral Court may review their denials. C-31 also places a five-year ban on “irregular
arrivals” from applying for permanent residence, which impinges upon the right
of separated refugee families to reunite.

In July, the Federal Court held that denying applicants from “designated coun-
tries” the right to appeal a rejected claim violates equality rights under Canada’s
Charter of Rights and Freedoms. Three people had challenged the constitutional-
ity of the policy: a gay man from Croatia and gay partners from Hungary, who all
feared persecution based in part on their sexual orientation. The government is
appealing the decision.

Also in 2012, Canada modified the Interim Federal Health Program to limit ac-
cess to essential healthcare services to many asylum seekers, a decision that a
Canadian court subsequently declared a form of “cruel and unusual treatment,”
and thus unconstitutional. In response, the federal government introduced a
temporary health program providing partial health care coverage for some
refugees.

In 2015, the UN Human Rights Committee urged Canada to refrain from detaining
“irregular migrants” for indefinite periods, to ensure that detention is used as a
measure of last resort, and to provide refugee claimants from “designated coun-
tries” with access to an appeal. The committee further recommended that
Canada reinstate essential healthcare services to all refugee claimants, irrespec-
tive of their status.
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conditions and were blocked by the transitional government and UN peacekeep-
ers from leaving, were provided with more appropriate humanitarian aid and
were finally permitted to leave for refugee camps in Cameroon or elsewhere in
April. During the 16 months they had lived in Yaloké, 53 people had died from
malnutrition and disease, the majority children. Muslims in other enclaves had
some freedom to move around safely, though the sectarian violence in Bangui in
late September was a serious setback. 

Elections
In June, the transitional parliament voted to block refugees living outside the
country from voting in upcoming national elections, which would have dispro-
portionally affected the minority Muslim population, many of whom remained
refugees. This decision was overturned by the transitional constitutional court in
July. Registration for refugees began in September. 

A constitutional referendum, scheduled to be held on October 4, was delayed
due to the violence in Bangui, and was scheduled for December 13. On October
8, the president of the national electoral authority resigned saying credible elec-
tions could not be held before the end of 2015. The first round of elections was
scheduled to be held on December 27. The former president, Francois Bozizé, on
whom the UN imposed sanctions for his role in the 2013-2014 violence, and
Patrice Edouard Ngaissona, one of the leaders of the anti-balaka, were among
the 44 candidates for president. On December 8, the transitional constitutional
court ruled that Bozizé and Ngaissona were not eligible to stand, along with 12
other candidates. 

Peacekeeper Abuses
In May, revelations of sexual abuse of children by French and other international
peacekeepers strained peacekeeping efforts. The revelations were based on a
leaked UN report from 2014 which detailed sexual abuse by peacekeepers, of
boys as young as nine. French authorities said they dispatched a team to Bangui
soon after learning about the allegations, but had been unable to conclude their
investigations due to lack of information. As a result of the public pressure,
French authorities ordered a new investigation. 

165

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH

various factions continued to attack civilians, killing hundreds, often under the
pretext of searching for and protecting themselves against the anti-balaka. 

Seleka rebels also burned or otherwise destroyed villages and engaged in wide-
spread looting. For example, in late 2014 and early 2015, Seleka fighters from
the Union for Peace in the Central African Republic (l’Union pour la Paix en Cen-
trafrique), a former Seleka group, killed at least 120 people and burned hun-
dreds of homes on the road between Kouango and Bianga, in Ouaka province. 

The anti-balaka, a collection of predominately Christian and animist armed fight-
ers who harbor hatred against Muslims, fought the Seleka and targeted Muslim
civilians as well as, increasingly, others who were seen as being too close to
Muslims or were not supporting the anti-balaka. In central regions, the anti-bal-
aka killed scores of civilians and burned homes. For example, in late March, anti-
balaka fighters killed at least 14 ethnic Peuhl herders outside Kaga Bandoro as
they were moving their cattle. Ten of the victims were children, aged between
one and nine years old, and three were women. The Peuhl scattered into the
bush and several others went missing and are presumed dead. 

Some anti-balaka fighters also held ethnic Peuhl hostage for ransom, raped
Peuhl women and girls and, in some cases, held them as sex slaves. MINUSCA
helped to facilitate the rescue of over 90 Peuhl held hostages in the southwest
for many months. 

Refugees and Internally Displaced Persons
The situation for internally displaced persons and refugees remained difficult
and few returned to their homes. After the September violence in Bangui, a fur-
ther 37,000 people were displaced in the capital. Many displaced people, such
as those in Ouaka and Ouham provinces, had little or no humanitarian assis-
tance. Human Rights Watch documented the deaths of 142 people from January
to June in Ouaka province who had sought safety in the remote forests and sa-
vannah bush and later died from malnutrition and disease. This is likely only a
fraction of the total. 

In western parts of the country there was some improvement for 36,000 Muslims
who resided in enclaves protected by international peacekeepers since the vio-
lence of 2013 and 2014. Hundreds of Muslims in Yaloké enclave who lived in dire

WORLD REPORT 2016

164



In August, MINUSCA peacekeepers and UN civilian staff were also accused of
multiple cases of sexual abuse in the country, including the alleged rape by a UN
peacekeeper of a 12-year-old girl. UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon demanded
the resignation of Babacar Gaye, then-head of MINUSCA, and reiterated the UN’s
zero tolerance policy. In June, he also established a panel to review the UN’s re-
sponse to sexual exploitation and abuse and other serious crimes committed by
peacekeepers not under the UN’s command in the Central African Republic. After
a delay the panel was due to release its report on December 17. 

In June, the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights found that AU peacekeep-
ers from the Republic of Congo were responsible for the enforced disappearance
of at least 11 people in Boali in March 2014. In December 2013, AU peacekeepers
allegedly beat to death two anti-balaka fighters they had detained in Bossangoa.
No action had been taken regarding these findings at time of writing. 

National and International Justice Efforts
Impunity remained one of the main challenges in addressing horrific past and
ongoing atrocities. In September, some 600 prisoners escaped from the main
prison in Bangui with the help of government soldiers. Prison breaks also oc-
curred in other parts of the country. 

In June 2015, Samba-Panza promulgated a law creating a Special Criminal Court,
a hybrid court within the national justice system that will focus on grave interna-
tional crimes committed since 2003, and will include both national and interna-
tional judges and prosecutors. Government authorities and the UN started
preparations to secure funding, technical support, and international experts. 

The ICC continued investigations into war crimes and crimes against humanity
committed since 2012. The ICC’s case against the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA),
a Ugandan rebel movement active in several countries across the region, was
given new life in January when commander Dominic Ongwen surrendered in
Obo, in the southeast of the country. The LRA had been operating in the country
since 2008. Ongwen faces 67 counts of war crimes and crimes against humanity
for crimes committed in Uganda. The LRA continued to threaten and abduct civil-
ians in eastern parts of the country, though with less frequency than in past
years. 
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Chile
Chile’s parliament in 2015 debated laws to strengthen human rights protection,
as promised by President Michelle Bachelet, but none had been enacted at time
of writing. These included measures to reform Chile’s counterterrorism law and
to decriminalize abortion in limited circumstances. Other long-needed reforms,
however, including an expected bill to end the jurisdiction of military courts over
alleged human rights abuses by the Carabineros—the police responsible for
public order and crime prevention—had not been introduced as of November. 

While courts continue to prosecute individuals for abuses committed during mil-
itary rule, the Supreme Court has used its discretionary powers in many cases to
reduce sentences against human rights violators, resulting in punishments in-
commensurate with the gravity of the crimes.

Confronting Past Abuses
In March 2015, the chief justice reported that 1,056 cases of human rights viola-
tions committed during military rule (1973-1990) were under investigation, 112 of
them for torture. According to the Ministry of the Interior’s human rights pro-
gram, as of December 2015, 344 individuals had received final sentences for
human rights violations, including killings and enforced disappearances. One
hundred and seventeen were serving prison sentences. 

While some individuals convicted of extrajudicial executions initially receive
long prison sentences, the Supreme Court’s criminal chamber has in many cases
reduced the penalties on final appeal on the basis that the time elapsed since
the crime justifies a lesser, or even a non-custodial, sentence. Two of the five
judges on the panel have consistently dissented from this position. 

In addition, the prison service and appeals courts have granted benefits such as
day release and parole to individuals convicted of crimes against humanity,
which the Supreme Court has upheld.

Gen. Manuel Contreras, who commanded Pinochet’s secret police, the DINA,
died in a military hospital in August 2015. Contreras was responsible for sum-
mary executions, enforced disappearances, and torture that claimed thousands
of victims during the early years of the dictatorship. At the time of his death, he
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The ICC trial of Jean-Pierre Bemba Gombo, a Congolese national and former vice
president of the Democratic Republic of Congo accused of failing to control his
militia—allegedly implicated in murder, rape, and pillage in Bangui in 2002 and
2003—rested at the end of 2014, and during 2015 the judges deliberated on the
evidence. At time of writing they had not yet rendered a judgement. A second ICC
trial against Bemba and three accomplices on charges of tampering with wit-
nesses opened in September 2015. 

Key International Actors
International actors paid less attention to the crisis than in previous years, al-
though the UN Security Council renewed the mandate of MINUSCA, increased the
troop ceiling, and specifically asked the mission to monitor human rights abuses
against persons with disabilities. France reduced the number of peacekeepers
from 2,000 to 900 troops and urged that elections be held before the end of the
year. The European Union, the largest donor, provided €22 (US$24) million in
humanitarian assistance and €141.6 (US$ 154) million in development assis-
tance. The United States provided US$116 million to peacekeeping and humani-
tarian aid. 

The Republic of Congo continued to act as the chief mediator in the crisis under
the auspices of the Central African Economic and Monetary Community.
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inal proceedings in military courts lack the independence and due process guar-
antees of ordinary criminal proceedings. Investigations are secret, the proceed-
ings are conducted mainly in writing, and lawyers have limited opportunities to
cross-examine witnesses. 

Many legitimate complaints of human rights abuses that are filed with military
courts are dismissed. Sentences are often inappropriately reduced by the mili-
tary appeals court. Both the Constitutional Court and the Supreme Court have
opposed military jurisdiction in such cases. 

In May 2014 the minister of defense promised to present draft legislation before
the end of June 2015 that would overhaul the military criminal code and end mili-
tary jurisdiction over crimes committed against civilians by the armed forces (in-
cluding Carabineros). At time of writing, the bill had still not been presented.

Police Abuses
In May 2015, a student, Rodrigo Avilés, was knocked off his feet by a police water
cannon and severely injured when his head struck the sidewalk during a street
protest in Valparaíso. The Carabineros initially denied responsibility, but after a
video on state television showed Avilés being hit by a jet of water fired by police
at short range, the Carabineros dismissed the officer responsible. They also an-
nounced that disciplinary action would be taken against two officers shown in a
video to have struck a teenage girl without provocation during the same demon-
stration, leaving her unconscious on the ground.

Appeals courts have repeatedly called on the Carabineros to observe strict proto-
cols on the use of force when entering Mapuche indigenous communities in the
context of land conflicts in southern Chile. In February 2015, the Supreme Court
ordered the Carabineros to respect the right to liberty and personal security (am-
paro) of three Mapuche teenagers who were allegedly pursued, detained, and
beaten by police in October 2014. Cases of brutality and the disproportionate
use of force, however, continue to be reported. Women and children have been
among the victims of these abuses. 
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was serving accumulated sentences of 529 years, and other cases against him
were pending. 

Secrecy continues to cast a shroud over past human rights crimes. The problem
was dramatically demonstrated in 2015 following the publication of a former sol-
dier’s testimony that an officer had set fire to two teenagers, Rodrigo Rojas and
Carmen Gloria Quintana, after their detention during a 1986 street protest. Rojas
died of his injuries in hospital; Quintana was left permanently disfigured after
multiple operations for her burns. 

The official version, based on military witnesses who allegedly had been in-
structed and intimidated, was that the victims had accidentally burned them-
selves with a Molotov cocktail. In November 2014, a former soldier testified that
a patrol commander had ordered them to be doused with gasoline and set on
fire, confirming Quintana’s account of what happened. Based on this testimony,
in July 2015 Judge Mario Carroza charged 12 former soldiers with first degree
murder. 

In August, the minister of defense formed a human rights unit, headed by a for-
mer judge, to coordinate and facilitate military cooperation in cases under judi-
cial investigation.

Counterterrorism Law
A bill presented by the government in November 2014 to replace Chile’s coun-
terterrorism law was still under discussion in the Senate at time of writing. The
current law lacks sufficient due process protections, and its definition of terror-
ism is overly broad. The 2014 bill would update and narrow the definition of ter-
rorism, excluding crimes against private property, which had previously formed
the basis for terrorism prosecutions of Mapuche indigenous activists. It would
also strengthen due process guarantees, giving defense attorneys the right to be
informed of the identity of protected witnesses, question them about their evi-
dence, and probe their credibility. 

Military Jurisdiction
Military courts continue to exercise jurisdiction over abuses committed by the
uniformed police, the Carabineros, who are military officers on active duty. Crim-
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Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
A “civil union” bill presented by former President Sebastián Piñera in 2011 that
provides legal recognition and protection for same-sex couples became law in
April 2015 and went into effect in October. Another bill tabled by five senators
from different parties in May 2013 to achieve legal recognition of the gender
identity of transgender people was under discussion in the human rights com-
mittee of the Senate at time of writing.

Human Rights Defenders
In April 2015, three opposition members of the Chamber of Deputies presented a
motion proposing that the chamber ask the Supreme Court to dismiss the direc-
tor of the National Human Rights Institute (INDH), Lorena Fries, for “manifest and
inexcusable negligence.” Their action followed a complaint by the chief of police
about a school text on human rights distributed by INDH, which argued that
Carabineros made numerous arrests during street protests in part to deter
marchers from exercising their freedom of assembly. 

The questioned passage was supported by official statistics showing that the
number of arrests in demonstrations far outnumbered the individuals actually
charged with an offense. After hearing Fries’ defense, the Chamber of Deputies
in June rejected the dismissal request by a two-to-one margin. The dismissal re-
quest and chamber vote—a disproportionate reaction to the INDH’s criticism of
the police—showed the agency’s vulnerability to political reprisals.

Key International Actors
In July 2015, the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights pub-
lished its concluding observations on Chile’s fourth periodic report to the com-
mittee. The committee called on Chile to strengthen its legislation against
discrimination and to increase the resources provided to the INDH. It also recom-
mended that Chile expedite adoption of the pending abortion bill and consider
broadening the circumstances in which abortion is permitted to ensure the bill’s
compatibility with women’s right to health and life.

Also in July, the UN special rapporteurs on freedom of assembly and association,
freedom of opinion and expression, and human rights defenders sent a joint let-
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Torture
Torture by police and prison guards is a recurrent problem. Following Supreme
Court rulings against military jurisdiction over alleged abuses by Carabineros,
some cases were, at time of writing, under investigation by civilian prosecutors
and were expected to be heard by civilian courts. Chile’s criminal code still lacks
a specific reference to torture as defined in international instruments. President
Bachelet promised in her state of the nation address in May 2015 to present a
bill to rectify this.

Prison Conditions
Despite measures adopted in 2010-2013 to reduce the prison population, many
of Chile’s prisons are still grossly overcrowded. Conditions remain poor, and vio-
lent abuses by prison guards are common. A survey of more than 2,000 prison-
ers conducted in 2013 by the Gendarmería, the Chilean prison service, revealed
that more than a third claimed to have suffered violence from prison guards and
more than a fifth said that they had been tortured. In January 2015, 18 prison
guards were given suspended sentences of 61 days for beating a group of 57
prisoners in Rancagua prison following an escape attempt.

Reproductive Rights
Chile is one of four countries in Latin America (the other three being El Salvador,
Honduras, and Nicaragua) with an absolute prohibition on abortion, even in the
event of medical necessity or rape. In January 2015, President Bachelet pre-
sented legislation to decriminalize abortion in cases of rape or fetal unviability,
or where there was a risk to the life of the woman or girl. 

In August, the Chamber of Deputies’ Health Committee approved the legislation
in principle, the first stage of the parliamentary approval process. However, the
bill was opposed by the Catholic Church, which exercises great influence in
Chile, by sectors of the Christian Democrat Party, and by legislators of the oppo-
sition Alliance for Chile, who said they would challenge the bill in the Constitu-
tional Court.
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China
Ruled by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) for more than six decades, China
remains an authoritarian state, one that systematically curtails a wide range of
fundamental human rights, including freedom of expression, association, as-
sembly, and religion. While there were a few modest positive developments in
2015—authorities, for example, reduced the number of crimes eligible for the
death penalty from 55 to 46 and issued directives guaranteeing students with
disabilities “reasonable accommodation” in university entrance exams—the
trend for human rights under President Xi Jinping continued in a decidedly nega-
tive direction. 

Senior Chinese leaders, perceiving a threat to their power, now explicitly reject
the universality of human rights, characterizing these ideas as “foreign infiltra-
tion,” and penalizing those who promote them. Freedoms of expression and reli-
gion, already limited, were hit particularly hard in 2015 by several restrictive new
measures.

Individuals and groups who have fought hard in the past decade for human
rights gains were the clearest casualties of an aggressive campaign against
peaceful dissent, their treatment starkly contrasting with President Xi’s vow to
promote “rule of law.” Between July and September, about 280 human rights
lawyers and activists were briefly detained and interrogated across the country.
About 40 remain in custody, most in secret locations without access to lawyers
or family, some beyond the legal time limits; most have been accused of being
part of a “major criminal gang” that “seriously disrupts public order.” The gov-
ernment has shut down or detained staff of a number of nongovernmental organ-
izations (NGOs) and arrested and imprisoned many activists. 

The government also proposed or passed laws on state security, cybersecurity,
counterterrorism, and the management of foreign NGOs; these laws conflate
peaceful criticism of the state with threats to national security. For example, the
second draft of the Foreign Non-Governmental Organizations Management Law
imposes an onerous supervisory framework and restrictions on staffing and op-
erations of these organizations, and gives police an expansive role in approving
and monitoring their work. Although close scrutiny of NGOs is not new for a gov-
ernment that has long labeled peaceful criticism as a threat to state power, the
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ter to Chile’s ambassador to the UN expressing concern at the action taken by
legislators against the INDH’s director.

In May, Chile endorsed the global Safe Schools Declaration, committing to do
more to protect students, teachers, and schools during times of armed conflict,
including by implementing the Guidelines on Protecting Schools from Military
Use.

WORLD REPORT 2016

174



proliferation of laws authorizing such intrusion provides officials with even more
ammunition to intimidate or punish activists. 

President Xi’s domestically popular anti-corruption campaign continues to fea-
ture prosecutions that violate the right to a fair trial. In June, former security czar
Zhou Yongkang was given a life sentence following a closed-door trial and
months of unlawful and secret detention. At the same time, anti-corruption ac-
tivists involved in the New Citizens Movement, including legal scholar Xu Zhiy-
ong, continue to languish in jail.

Human Rights Defenders 
Activists seeking to defend human rights have faced a surge in reprisals under
Xi, at times enduring arbitrary detention, enforced disappearance, politicized
prosecutions, and torture by authorities in response to their work. 

Various NGOs have been closed and their staff detained on bogus charges. In
late 2014, authorities detained Guo Yushan and He Zhengjun, the director and
administrative manager of the prominent Beijing-based public policy think tank,
Transition Institute, accusing them of “illegal business operations;” they were
released on bail in September 2015. In June, two former directors of Zhengzhou
Yirenping, a group affiliated with the prominent anti-discrimination organization
Beijing Yirenping, were taken into custody. They were subsequently released,
but a government spokesperson vowed to “punish” Yirenping for unspecified
“unlawful activities.” Other NGOs, even lesser-known ones or ones working on
subjects considered less politically sensitive, such as the Shenzhen Christian
Guan’ai Home for the Homeless, faced closure and arrests. 

In addition to the nationwide round-up of about 280 lawyers and activists in
2015, human rights lawyers were increasingly subject to physical assault, includ-
ing by court officials. In August, lawyer Zhang Kai was detained for providing
legal advice to Christians in Zhejiang Province who had resisted the authorities’
forced removal of crosses on church buildings. Other lawyers, including Pu
Zhiqiang and Tang Jingling, detained in separate cases since May 2014, remain
in custody pending trial or verdict. 

The government has increasingly used vague public order charges to silence
human rights defenders. At time of writing, Guo Feixiong, a prominent Guang-
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Financial reporting has often appeared less tendentious than political journal-
ism. But in August, the government took the alarming step of detaining Wang Xi-
aolu, a financial reporter, for having written about the authorities’ deliberations
over withdrawing stabilizing measures in response to the sharp declines in the
Chinese stock market crash in June and July. 

Also in August, the Urumqi government tried two brothers of Shohret Hoshur of
Radio Free Asia, a reporter based in the United States, on state security charges;
the brothers likely were being punished for Hoshur’s critical reporting on condi-
tions in Xinjiang, a sensitive minority region in western China. In September, a
computer programmer was sentenced to 12 years in prison for placing anti-CCP
slogans on TV. 

Women’s Rights 
While the CCP is rhetorically committed to gender equality, its lack of respect for
human rights means that women continue to face systemic discrimination on is-
sues ranging from employment to sexual harassment. Family planning policies,
which control the number and spacing of children people can have, continue to
impose severe restrictions on women’s reproductive freedoms. In October, au-
thorities announced an end to its decades-old “one-child” policy; couples may
now have two children. 

In March, at least 10 women’s rights activists were taken into custody by police
for plans to post signs and distribute leaflets to raise awareness about sexual
harassment in three Chinese cities. Five were soon released, but the others were
held for 37 days on charges of “picking quarrels,” sparking a widespread inter-
national outcry. Though the five were released on bail, continuing restrictions on
their movements and police harassment led them to close their organization, the
Weizhiming Women’s Center in Hangzhou. 

In March, the Supreme People’s Court and other agencies issued instructions re-
quiring judges to consider domestic violence as a mitigating circumstance in
criminal cases against victims of such violence. In August, China’s legislature re-
viewed a draft of the long-awaited Law against Domestic Violence. While a step
in the right direction, the draft falls short of international standards, particularly
in its definition of domestic violence. Cases of domestic violence in which local
authorities fail to respond appropriately continue to occur with worrying regular-
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dong activist, was still awaiting a verdict after being tried in November 2014 for
“gathering crowds to disturb social order.” 

A number of activists, including elderly journalist Gao Yu, Pu Zhiqiang, Uighur
scholar Ilham Tohti, and anti-corruption activist Liu Ping, continue to be de-
tained or imprisoned without adequate medical care. 

Freedom of Expression 
The Chinese government tightly restricts freedom of expression through censor-
ship and punishments. While the Internet has offered a marginally freer space,
the government censors politically unacceptable information through means
such as the “Great Firewall.” Despite media censorship, journalists and editors
have at times pushed the limits of acceptable expression. 

In 2015, government agencies such as the State Internet Information Office is-
sued multiple new directives, including tightened restrictions over the use of
usernames and avatars, and requirements that writers of online literature regis-
ter with their real names. The government has also shut down or restricted ac-
cess to Virtual Private Networks (VPNs), which many users depend on to gain
access to content otherwise blocked to users inside the country. 

In March, authorities also deployed a new cyber weapon, the “Great Cannon,” to
disrupt the services of GreatFire.org, an organization that has worked to under-
mine China’s censorship. In July, the government published a draft cybersecurity
law that will requires domestic and foreign Internet companies to practice cen-
sorship, register users’ real names, localize data, and aid government surveil-
lance. In August, the government announced that it would station police in major
Internet companies to more effectively prevent “spreading rumors” online. 

In January 2015, Education Minister Yuan Guiren told universities to ban teaching
materials that promote Western values and censor speech constituting “attack
and slander against the Party.” 

In April, prominent journalist Gao Yu was sentenced to seven years in prison for
allegedly leaking an internal CCP document calling for greater censorship of lib-
eral and reformist ideas. She was forced to confess, and the confession was
aired on state TV long before criminal investigations against her ran their course. 
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Disability Rights 
China ratified the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) in
2008, but persons with disabilities continue to face barriers and discrimination,
including lack of access to education.

More students with low vision and blindness took the national university en-
trance exams, or gaokao, this year, following the Education Ministry’s 2014 deci-
sion to make Braille and electronic versions available. In April, the ministry also
promulgated new regulations requiring exam administrators to provide “one or
more” forms of “reasonable accommodation,” such as extending the time al-
lowed for completing exams and providing sign language services to students
with disabilities taking the gaokao. Given that other laws and regulations do not
clearly require education institutions to provide such students with “reasonable
accommodation” as defined in the CPRD, the April decision is a significant step
forward.

Regulations drafted in 2013 on access to education for people with disabilities
have still not been adopted. Official guidelines continue to allow universities to
deny enrollment in certain subjects if the applicants have certain disabilities.
Consequently, although more students with disabilities can now take the
gaokao, many universities continue to deny them entry to their chosen field of
study or entry to the university altogether. 

The 2013 Mental Health Law stipulates that treatment and hospitalization should
be voluntary except in cases where individuals with severe mental health condi-
tions pose a danger to, or have harmed, themselves or others. In April, however,
a Shanghai court ruled against Xu Wei, the first patient ever to invoke the law to
challenge his confinement. Xu Wei has been held against his will for over a
decade for schizophrenia. 

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity 
Homosexuality was decriminalized in 1997 and removed from an official list of
mental illnesses in 2001. There is still no law protecting people from discrimina-
tion on the basis of sexual orientation or gender identity, however, and there is
no legal recognition of same-sex partnership. 
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ity. In July, for example, a woman was killed by her husband during a mediation
session in a police station.

Freedom of Religion 
The government restricts religious practice to five officially recognized religions
and only in officially approved religious premises. The government audits the ac-
tivities, employee details, and financial records of religious bodies, and retains
control over religious personnel appointments, publications, and seminary ap-
plications. 

In 2015, authorities continued their campaign to remove crosses from churches,
and in some cases demolished entire churches in Zhejiang Province, considered
the heartland of Chinese Christianity. The campaign is publicly described as an
effort to remove “illegal structures” that do not comply with zoning require-
ments, but according to an internal provincial directive, it is designed to reduce
the prominence of Christianity in the region. 

At least a hundred Christians have reportedly been briefly detained for resisting
the demolitions since the start of the campaign in early 2014. At least one
church leader, Huang Yizi, was convicted of “gathering crowds to disturb social
order” and in March given one year in jail for speaking out against the removals. 

In June, a top CCP official told religious leaders that “hostile forces” are using re-
ligion to infiltrate China, and that they must “Sinicize religion” to ensure that re-
ligious worship contributes to national unity.

The government classifies many religious groups outside its control as “evil
cults,” such as Falungong, and membership alone can lead to criminal and
extra-legal punishments. Another group, Buddhist sect Huazang Dharma, has
been targeted for arrests, and its leader, Wu Zeheng, was sentenced to life in
prison in October for “using cults to sabotage law enforcement,” extortion, and
other charges.

In August, the National People’s Congress approved proposed changes to article
300 of the Criminal Law, which punishes individuals for organizing and partici-
pating in cults. The potential penalty range has been lengthened to include life
imprisonment.  
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A 2014 report by a Chinese lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) organi-
zation revealed that very few Chinese textbooks portray LGBT people using ob-
jective and non-discriminatory language. 

In what could be a sign of growing social acceptance of same-sex relationships,
Chinese social media lit up with discussion and debate following the June US
Supreme Court decision legalizing same-sex marriage in the US. In July, a Sun
Yat-Sen University student donned a rainbow flag at a graduation ceremony and
received gestures of support from the chancellor; state media widely covered the
story. 

LGBT groups and individuals continue to file lawsuits that challenge discrimina-
tion. In April, a man sued his Shenzhen employer for firing him after a video re-
vealing his sexuality went viral online. In August, a university student in
Guangdong Province sued the provincial education department for officially ap-
proved textbooks that depict homosexuality as an illness. 

Tibet
The 6th Tibet Work Forum meeting in late August, held to determine central gov-
ernment policy for the region for years to come, emphasized the imperatives of
security and “stability,” but authorities failed to address systematic ethnic and
religious discrimination and restrictions, or the profound socioeconomic
changes brought by massive re-housing and resettlement campaigns in which Ti-
betans were compelled to participate.

Central government authorities continue to deploy officials in villages and
monasteries and have expanded surveillance mechanisms to the grassroots
level, a development which appears to have contributed to more frequent arrests
of local community leaders, environmental activists, villagers involved in social
and cultural activities, and writers and singers whose works are considered sen-
sitive.

In July, Tenzin Delek Rinpoche—one of Tibet’s highest-profile political prison-
ers—died in detention. In violation of the relevant regulations, authorities re-
fused to release his body or investigate the circumstances of his death. Also in
July, Lobsang Yeshe, a village head imprisoned for his role in a local anti-mining
protest in May 2014, died in prison following reports that he had been mis-
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“activities that damage the physical and mental health of citizens.” In recent
years, authorities have used similar official and unofficial directives to discour-
age or even ban civil servants, teachers, and students from fasting during Ra-
madan. In March, a Hotan court convicted 25 Uighurs of “endangering state
security” for their participation in “illegal” religious studies—in this case, private
religious classes.

Hong Kong 
Although Hong Kong is guaranteed autonomy in all matters other than foreign af-
fairs and defense, and enjoys an independent judiciary and other civil liberties,
Beijing appears to be encroaching on the rights to political participation, expres-
sion, and assembly there. 

In June, Hong Kong’s legislature rejected a Beijing-backed proposed electoral re-
form package for the region’s chief executive. The proposal, which would expand
the franchise but allow a Beijing-dominated nominating committee to screen out
candidates it did not like, was opposed by many Hong Kong residents and in
2014 had sparked the months-long “Umbrella Movement” protests. 

About 1,000 people were arrested in connection with the “Umbrella Movement,”
though most were released without being prosecuted. Authorities have charged
student leader Joshua Wong Chi-fung, among others, with “unlawful assembly,
and inciting others to take part in an unlawful assembly,” despite those laws’ in-
compatibility with international freedom of assembly standards. The Independ-
ent Police Complaints Council said it had received 159 complaints from
demonstrators alleging police assault and abuse that it deemed “required inves-
tigation,” but the only police who had been arrested at time of writing were po-
lice caught on film beating pro-democracy protester Ken Tsang. 

Concerns about freedom of expression in Hong Kong persist, especially for
media seen as critical of Beijing. In January, an attacker threw a Molotov cocktail
outside the residence of pro-democracy media owner Jimmy Lai. No one was in-
jured, but no one was arrested. In August, two assailants of former Mingpao edi-
tor Kevin Lau Chun-to were sentenced; one admitted that they had been paid to
stab Lau to “teach him a lesson.” 
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treated. Another high profile prisoner, a young Lhasa NGO worker Tenzin Choe-
drak, died in December, two days after he was abruptly released early from de-
tention. 

Protests, particularly against mining and land acquisition, continue despite
threats from local authorities. Security forces beat and arrested peaceful protest-
ers in Chamdo in April and in Gannan in June. Following mass protests against
mining in a supposedly protected part of Qinghai in 2014, mining operations
were reportedly closed down, although the reasons for this remain unclear. After
public outcry over corruption in the school exam system, authorities in the Tibet
Autonomous Region and Qinghai introduced tighter regulations and prosecuted
offenders.

Seven more Tibetans self-immolated in 2015, bringing the total since 2009 to
143. 

Xinjiang
Xinjiang, home to 10 million Uighurs, continues to be the site of pervasive dis-
crimination, repression, and restrictions on fundamental human rights. Opposi-
tion to central and local policies has been expressed in peaceful protests, but
also through violent incidents such as bombings, though details about both
protests and violence are often scant as authorities keep an especially tight hold
over information in Xinjiang.

Chinese authorities in 2015 continued the counterterrorism campaign they
launched in Xinjiang in mid-2014, deploying more security forces to the region,
and implementing new laws and regulations that further criminalize dissent and
restrict religious practice for the region’s Muslim ethnic Uighur population. Since
mid-2014, authorities have detained, arrested, or killed increasing numbers of
Uighurs alleged by police to have been involved in illegal or terrorist activities,
but the authorities’ claims are impossible to verify independently. In June, a
group of people attacked a police traffic checkpoint in Kashgar with small bombs
and knives. Between 18 and 28 people reportedly died, including 15 suspects
killed by police as well as several bystanders. 

Xinjiang authorities promulgated comprehensive yet vaguely worded new reli-
gious affairs regulations in January. Those prohibit “extremist” attire and ban
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Court (ICC); in December, it tried to block discussion of the human rights situa-
tion in North Korea. 

China continues to allow United Nations rapporteurs to visit on a highly selective
basis; the rapporteurs on the freedom of religion, freedom of peaceful assembly
and association, human rights defenders, health, extrajudicial executions, inde-
pendence of judges and lawyers, and the freedom from torture all continue to
await a response to their requests to visit. While not playing a visibly assertive
role at the UN Human Rights Council, China continues to act as a spoiler, block-
ing greater scrutiny of human rights situations in other countries, including Be-
larus, Iran, North Korea, Syria, and Ukraine. 

Concerns continued to be raised regarding reprisals against Chinese citizens
participating in UN processes. The UN secretary-general noted that China had
still not replied to communications about the death in custody of human rights
defender Cao Shunli, who had been campaigning for greater civil society partici-
pation in the UN’s universal periodic review, and both the UN Committee on the
Elimination of Discrimination against Women and Committee against Torture
(CAT) expressed concern at attempts to limit civil society participation in the
treaty body reviews. Chinese officials provided few meaningful answers during
its November CAT review.

The Chinese government marked the 70th anniversary of the end of World War II
with a massive parade in Beijing. Sudanese President Omar al-Bashir, who is
wanted by the ICC for genocide, war crimes, and crimes against humanity, at-
tended at Beijing’s invitation. 

Beijing stepped up pressure on other governments to return allegedly corrupt of-
ficials to China; at least a dozen governments with politicized judicial systems
complied and returned several dozen in 2015. China also pressured its neigh-
bors to forcibly return refugees from China. In July, shortly after it had allowed
nearly 170 Uighur women and children to resettle in Turkey after more than a year
in detention, Thailand forcibly repatriated nearly 100 Uighur men to China, plac-
ing them at grave risk of imprisonment and torture. 
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In July, Reverend Philip Woo Siu-hok was summoned to Shenzhen by religious af-
fairs authorities to warn him against preaching to mainlanders who come to
Hong Kong.

Key International Actors 
Few governments exerted any substantial pressure on China over its worsening
human rights record in 2015, instead limiting their interventions to bilateral
human rights dialogues with the Chinese government and occasional public ex-
pressions of concern. 

Some, such as the United Kingdom, went so far as to urge legislators in Hong
Kong to accept Beijing’s undemocratic electoral package, arguing that “some-
thing is better than nothing.” New European Union High Representative for For-
eign and Security Policy Federica Mogherini failed to publicly raise human rights
abuses with Chinese leaders at a summit in May, as did US President Barack
Obama during a state visit by Xi in September. 

A remarkable diversity of governments, business and trade associations, univer-
sities, and other international organizations voiced concern through statements
and submissions to the National People’s Congress regarding China’s draft for-
eign NGO management law after a second draft of the law was made public in
May.

In August, the International Olympic Committee awarded Beijing the 2022 Winter
Olympic Games despite international concerns about the current crackdown on
rights and the lack of accountability for human rights abuses that accompanied,
and in important respects were fueled by, China’s preparations for the 2008
Summer Olympic Games in Beijing.

Foreign Policy
Under the leadership of Xi Jinping, China continues to aggressively advance its
territorial claims in Asia, causing particular alarm by building structures on small
reefs in the South China Seas that could one day accommodate military out-
posts. At the Security Council, China joined Russia in May 2014 in vetoing a reso-
lution that would have referred the situation in Syria to the International Criminal
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The ELN also continues to commit serious abuses against civilians. In the
province of Chocó, for example, the ELN has been responsible for kidnappings,
killings, forced displacement, and child recruitment. In March, ELN guerrillas re-
leased a mayor from that province whom they had kidnapped in December 2014. 

The FARC and ELN continued to use antipersonnel landmines in 2015. The gov-
ernment reported that landmines and unexploded ordnances killed 17 people
and injured 113 between January and July 2015. In May, after an agreement
reached in Cuba, members of FARC and the army started demining the El Orejón
zone in Antioquia. 

Paramilitaries and their Successors
Between 2003 and 2006, right-wing paramilitary organizations with close ties to
security forces and politicians underwent a deeply flawed government demobi-
lization process in which many members remained active and reorganized into
new groups. 

Successor groups, often led by members of demobilized paramilitary organiza-
tions, continue to commit such widespread abuses as killings, disappearances,
and sexual violence. 

In Buenaventura, a largely Afro-Colombian port on the Pacific coast, atrocities by
paramilitary successor groups that include dismembering victims continued in
2015 despite a “special intervention” initially announced by the government in
May 2014 to dismantle the groups. The municipality has one of the highest rates
of forced displacement in Colombia, with 22,383 residents fleeing their homes in
2014, and 1,385 between January and September 2015. 

Successor groups have also engaged in gross abuses in Medellín. In October,
the National Institute of Legal Medicine and Forensic Sciences reported that 24
people had been dismembered in that city in 2015, presumably by successor
groups. 

Paramilitary successor groups have at times benefited from the tolerance and
even collusion of state agents. 

Implementation of the Justice and Peace law of 2005, which offers dramatically
reduced sentences to demobilized paramilitary members who confess their
crimes, has been slow. As of August 2015, only 115 of the more than 30,000
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Colombia
Civilians in Colombia continue to suffer serious abuses perpetrated by guerrillas,
as well as by successor groups to paramilitaries that emerged after an official
paramilitary demobilization process a decade ago. Violence associated with
Colombia’s internal armed conflict has forcibly displaced more than 6.8 million
Colombians, generating the world’s second largest population of internally dis-
placed persons (IDPs) after Syria. Human rights defenders, trade unionists, jour-
nalists, indigenous and Afro-Colombian leaders, and other community activists
face death threats and violence, but perpetrators are rarely held accountable.

The Colombian government and Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC)
guerrillas have engaged in peace talks in Cuba since 2012, and at time of writing
had reached an agreement on four of the six items on their negotiating agenda.
In June, the government and FARC agreed to create a “Truth Commission” to
carry out non-judicial investigations of gross human rights violations and serious
violations of international humanitarian law committed during the conflict. 

In September, the government and FARC announced an agreement that would
create a new Peace Tribunal to try those responsible for gross human rights vio-
lations committed during the armed conflict. Under the agreement, those re-
sponsible for crimes against humanity and serious war crimes who cooperate
with the new judicial system and confess their crimes would spend between five
and eight years under “effective restraint of liberty” but face no prison time. 

Exploratory talks between the government and National Liberation Army (ELN),
Colombia’s second largest guerrilla group, continued at time of writing. 

Guerrilla Abuses
FARC guerrillas continue to attack civilians, although credible evidence suggests
that abuses decreased during two unilateral ceasefires agreed on with the gov-
ernment starting in late 2014. There are credible reports that FARC continued to
engage in serious abuses, including killings, forced displacement, and threats
against civilians in the municipality of Tumaco in 2015. In June, an attack on an
oil pipeline in Tumaco left almost 200,000 people with limited access to water
for several days and led to complaints of lingering health problems.
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In July, the government replaced the army’s top commander, Gen. Lasprilla Vil-
lamizar, who commanded a brigade allegedly responsible for 48 extrajudicial
killings. General Rodríguez Barragan, however, continued at time of writing to
command the armed forces despite strong evidence implicating him in false-
positive killings.

Peace Negotiations and Accountability
In September 2015, the government and FARC announced an agreement to cre-
ate a new peace tribunal to try those responsible for gross human rights abuses
committed during the armed conflict. 

Under the agreement, those responsible for crimes against humanity and seri-
ous war crimes who cooperate with the new judicial system and confess their
crimes would spend between five and eight years under “special conditions”
that would entail “effective restraint of liberty” but no prison time. While the de-
tails of the agreement had not been finalized at time of writing, such “special
conditions” could fail to provide punishments that reflect the gravity of the
crimes as required under international law. 

Other parties to the armed conflict would also benefit from the agreement, likely
including members of the armed forces responsible for false-positive cases. The
government announced that members of the armed forces could participate in
the process under terms that are “differentiated” but “equitable” to those gov-
erning participation by guerrillas.  

In April, the government dropped legislation intended to expand military juris-
diction, which could have derailed the ongoing prosecution of false-positive
cases. 

Internal Displacement and Land Restitution
More than 6.8 million Colombians have been internally displaced since 1985,
government figures reveal. The government registered more than 180,000 newly
displaced people in 2014, and over 37,000 from January to October 2015. 

The government’s implementation of land restitution under the Victims’ Law con-
tinues to move slowly. The law was enacted in 2011 to restore millions of
hectares of abandoned land and land stolen by armed groups and civilians to in-
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paramilitary troops who officially demobilized had been sentenced under the
law, and over 1,000 remained in pretrial detention. The convictions cover a small
portion of the nearly 70,000 crimes confessed by the more than 4,000 defen-
dants seeking the law’s benefits. 

In November 2014, the Attorney General’s Office obtained its first conviction in a
case it designated “high priority” two years earlier. Twelve leaders of a paramili-
tary group responsible for hundreds of crimes between 1994 and 2004, includ-
ing enforced disappearances, homicides, and rape, were convicted and
sentenced to eight years in prison. 

“Parapolitics” investigations into current and former members of Congress ac-
cused of conspiring with paramilitaries continued in 2015. As of August, 63 legis-
lators had been convicted of crimes related to “parapolitics” since 2006. 

Abuses by Public Security Forces
Between 2002 and 2008, army brigades across Colombia routinely executed
civilians. Under pressure from superiors to show “positive” results and boost
body counts in their war against guerrillas, soldiers and officers abducted vic-
tims or lured them to remote locations under false pretenses—such as with
promises of work—and killed them, placed weapons on their lifeless bodies, and
then reported them as enemy combatants killed in action. There has been a dra-
matic reduction in cases of alleged unlawful killings attributed to security forces
since 2009, though credible reports of some new cases continue to emerge.

The government does not keep statistics for “false-positives” as a category of
crime distinct from other types of unlawful killings. However, as of May 2015, the
Attorney General’s Office was investigating more than 3,700 unlawful killings al-
legedly committed by state agents between 2002 and 2008, and had obtained
convictions for over 800 of them. Authorities have failed to prosecute senior
army officers involved in the killings and instead have promoted many of them
through the military ranks. 

In June and October, the Attorney General’s Office summoned a total of nine gen-
erals, including former army commander Mario Montoya, to testify on their al-
leged role in false-positive cases. At time of writing, no charges had yet been
brought against any of them.
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charged in the 2013 shooting attack against investigative journalist Ricardo
Calderón.

As of February, the government had reported 121 trade unionist killings since
2011, and the Attorney General’s Office had achieved convictions in only six. The
National Labor School, Colombia’s leading labor rights NGO, reported 17 new
killings between January and August 2015. 

The Inspector General’s Office continued its disciplinary investigation against
Senator Iván Cepeda, a prominent victims’ rights advocate, for collecting infor-
mation about possible paramilitary abuses. The investigation, which relates to
Senator Cepeda’s interviews of ex-paramilitaries about former President Uribe’s
alleged ties to paramilitaries, appears to be entirely unfounded and could have a
chilling effect on others who seek accountability for human rights abuses. 

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
In 2011, the Constitutional Court determined that, if by June 2013 Congress had
not passed a law recognizing same-sex unions, such couples could go before no-
tary publics and judges to “formalize and solemnize” their union. In the face of
congressional inaction and the still unclear status of such unions, the court held
a follow-up hearing in July 2015 to address whether same-sex couples should be
granted the right to marry under Colombian law. It had not issued a ruling at time
of writing.

In November, the Constitutional Court ruled that sexual orientation could not be
used to prohibit someone from adopting a child. 

Key International Actors
The United States remains the most influential foreign actor in Colombia. In
2015, it provided approximately US$280 million, mostly in military and police
aid. A portion of US military aid is subject to human rights conditions, which the
US Department of State has not enforced; in September, it again certified that
Colombia was meeting the conditions. 

The Office of the Prosecutor (OTP) of the International Criminal Court (ICC) con-
tinues to monitor Colombian investigations of crimes that may fall within the
ICC’s jurisdiction. In November 2015, the OTP reported that it would “carefully re-
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ternally displaced Colombians. At the time, the government estimated that more
than 150,000 land restitution cases would be settled by the end of 2015, but as
of November, the government had obtained rulings in just 2,983 of the nearly
85,000 claims it had received. 

Dozens of land restitution claimants have been murdered, and no one has been
held accountable for the majority of those killings.

Gender-Based Violence
Gender-based violence (GBV) is widespread in Colombia. Lack of training and
poor implementation of treatment protocols create obstacles for women and
girls seeking post-violence care and can impede timely access to essential med-
ical services. Perpetrators of GBV crimes are rarely brought to justice.

In 2014, the government enacted a law to improve access to justice and protec-
tion for sexual-violence survivors. A challenge by four nongovernmental organi-
zations to a provision of the law making it optional for health providers to use
post-rape protocols remained pending before the Constitutional Court at time of
writing. 

In July 2015, the government enacted a law that created the crime of “femi-
cide”—defined as a murder of a woman because of her gender—and established
comprehensive measures to prevent and prosecute GVB, such as creating a spe-
cial unit at the Attorney General’s Office and establishing victims’ right to free
and specialized legal assistance. 

Human Rights Defenders, Journalists, and Trade Unionists
Rights advocates and journalists continue to be targeted with threats and at-
tacks. Despite an Interior Ministry program that assigns guards to protect human
rights defenders, trade unionists, and journalists, local groups report that
dozens of rights advocates and community activists were killed in 2015.

The Foundation for Free Press (FLIP), a respected Colombian NGO that monitors
press freedoms, reported that two journalists were killed and 60 were threat-
ened between January and October 2015. As of August, no one had been
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Côte d’Ivoire
Alassane Ouattara won a second term in the October presidential elections,
deemed free and fair by international observers—another step towards recovery
from the 2010-2011 post-election crisis. In the lead-up to the elections, however,
clashes between ruling party and opposition activists, particularly supporters of
the former president, Laurent Gbagbo, left at least three people dead and
dozens injured. The government’s prohibition of several opposition protests,
and the subsequent arrest of dozens of demonstrators, threatened freedom of
assembly. Several opposition activists were held in unauthorized detention facil-
ities without access to legal assistance. 

Côte d’Ivoire’s strong macroeconomic growth continued and led to some gradual
improvement in social and economic rights, such as access to education and
basic healthcare. However, the government has made insufficient progress in
tackling corruption and strengthening the judicial system. Members of the secu-
rity forces continued to be implicated in illegal detentions and torture, albeit
less often than in previous years, but extortion and racketeering by security
forces was pervasive. Gender-based violence remained widespread, although
the government’s September 2014 adoption of a national strategy against sexual
violence led to some positive steps to address it. 

The Ivorian judiciary made progress in investigating atrocities committed during
the 2010-2011 post-election crisis, although concerns persisted about the gov-
ernment’s willingness to prosecute pro-Ouattara forces. 

Land dispossession remained a key driver of inter-communal tensions and local-
level violence in western Côte d’Ivoire. The 1998 land law, designed to increase
certainty over land ownership by converting customary claims to legal title, is
largely unimplemented. 

Côte d’Ivoire’s key partners—France, the United Nations, the European Union,
and the United States—continued to favor private advocacy to push the govern-
ment to pursue accountability for past crimes. The International Criminal Court
(ICC) is scheduled to begin the trial of former President Gbagbo and Charles Blé
Goudé, a former youth minister and leader of a pro-Gbagbo militia, in early 2016.
However, the ICC made little progress in the investigation of crimes by pro-Ouat-
tara forces.
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view and analyse the provisions of the agreement [with FARC], in particular with
respect to the restrictions of liberty in special conditions and the inclusion of
state agents,” and expressed its concern about limited progress on prosecutions
of sexual and gender-based crimes in the ordinary justice system. 

In November 2014, the Inter-American Court on Human Rights condemned
Colombia for enforced disappearances committed by military troops after the re-
capture of the Palace of Justice in 1985.

In March 2015, the United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child ex-
pressed concern about the continuing recruitment of children by non-state
armed groups and successor groups of the paramilitaries. In May, the UN Com-
mittee Against Torture called on Colombia to ensure that military courts do not
try military members accused of human rights abuses.
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Accountability for Past Abuses
The Special Investigative Cell, the body responsible for investigating crimes com-
mitted during the 2010-2011 post-election crisis, in late 2014 received sufficient
funding to conduct effective investigations. In 2015 it charged more than 20 per-
petrators in relation to human rights abuses committed during the crisis, includ-
ing commanders from President Ouattara’s side. 

However, no individual has yet been tried in national civilian courts for atrocities
committed during the 2010-2011 post-election violence. Former First Lady Si-
mone Gbagbo, as well 78 of President Gbagbo’s former allies, were tried by a
civilian court in early 2015: she was convicted, along with 59 others. However,
this was for offenses against the state, not human rights crimes. Concerns about
evidentiary weaknesses in the case also raised doubt about Ivorian courts’ ca-
pacity to fairly try human rights cases. The beleaguered military justice system
tried several cases involving killings of civilians by pro-Gbagbo soldiers during
the post-election crisis, but discontinued a case against two commanders for in-
discriminate shelling after the prosecution failed to produce sufficient evidence.

In March 2015, the National Assembly passed legislation amending the criminal
code and criminal procedure code to ensure conformity with the Rome Statute of
the ICC. However, the government refused to transfer Simone Gbagbo to the ICC
to face trial for crimes against humanity committed during the 2010-2011 crisis,
despite in May 2015 losing an appeal at the ICC against the admissibility of the
case against her.

The much-criticized Dialogue, Truth and Reconciliation Commission presented
its final report to President Ouattara on December 15, 2014. However, the gov-
ernment had not yet publicly released the report at time of writing, although
President Ouattara has pledged to make 10 billion CFA (US$16.5 million) avail-
able for the indemnification of victims. The first group of victims began receiving
financial and medical assistance in August 2015, but victims’ groups criticized
the lack of transparency of the reparations process.

Judicial System
Ongoing efforts to strengthen the judicial system continued throughout 2015, in-
cluding the rehabilitation of court buildings and detention facilities, and training
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of judicial personnel. However, more fundamental problems, such as political in-
terference in the judiciary and corruption, persisted. Prolonged pretrial deten-
tion remained the rule rather than the exception, and most prisons are
overcrowded and lack adequate nutrition, sanitation, and medical care. 

Conduct of Security Forces
Security forces continued to be implicated in arbitrary arrest and detentions and,
less frequently, mistreatment and torture of detainees. They were also frequently
implicated in criminal conduct, notably extortion. Very few security forces mem-
bers faced judicial or disciplinary actions for these violations. Several command-
ers credibly implicated in atrocities during the 2010-2011 crisis remained in key
positions in the security forces. 

The military justice system is severely under-resourced, with one military tribu-
nal in Abidjan for the whole country, and needs reform to strengthen its inde-
pendence from the executive.

Cote d’Ivoire’s Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration (DDR) program
officially ended on June 30, 2015, and the government claims to have reinte-
grated almost 60,000 former combatants. The DDR process, however, has been
one-sided, mostly benefitting forces who fought on President Ouattara’s side
during the post-election crisis. Former rebel commanders who fought with Ouat-
tara had particularly close control over which ex-combatants obtained jobs as
customs, prison, and forestry officers.  

Corruption
Security forces continued to plunder revenues through smuggling and parallel
tax systems on cocoa, timber, diamonds, and other natural resources. In its April
2015 report, the UN Group of Experts, appointed by the UN Security Council to
monitor the sanctions regime in Cote d’Ivoire, identified several army officers in-
volved in the illicit exploitation of natural resources, including gold and cocoa.

Extortion by security forces at illegal checkpoints remained an acute problem,
particularly on secondary roads in rural areas. A specialized anti-racket unit has
been undermined by inconsistent financial support from the government and the
failure of the military tribunal to consistently prosecute perpetrators.
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Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
Côte d’Ivoire does not criminalize same-sex conduct. However, same-sex cou-
ples can be prosecuted for public acts of indecency. Additionally, the penal code
codifies discrimination by establishing a higher age of consent for same-sex cou-
ples. No law prohibits discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation, gen-
der identity, or intersex status. 

Police have failed to arrest anyone in relation to a series of attacks in January
2014 on Alternative-Côte d’Ivoire, a nonprofit working on LGBTI rights and HIV
prevention.

Human Rights Defenders
International and national human rights groups generally operate without gov-
ernment restrictions. In June 2014, the government passed a law that strength-
ened protections for human rights defenders, described as the first as its kind in
Africa, though the government has so far failed to adopt a decree to facilitate the
law’s implementation. 

Key International Actors 
France, the European Union, and the United States continued to be the Ivorian
government’s main partners on justice and security sector reform, along with
UNOCI, whose mandate the UN Security Council extended until June 30, 2016.
The UN’s new independent expert on capacity-building and technical coopera-
tion with Côte d’Ivoire in the field of human rights published his first report in
April 2015. The report praised the government’s efforts to pursue sustainable
economic development, but underscored the need to prosecute human rights
crimes committed by both sides in the post-election crisis.
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Land Rights
Land dispossession remains a key driver of inter-communal tensions and local-
level violence between ethnic groups in western Côte d’Ivoire. Although custom-
ary authorities and local officials have successfully mediated many cases related
to the 2010-2011 post-election crisis, the outcome of mediation often allows
those who acquired land in bad faith to remain and frequently discriminates
against women. Those implicated in illegal land sales are rarely prosecuted.

In 2013, the Ivorian government passed several reforms to land tenure and na-
tionality laws designed to facilitate implementation of the 1998 land law, which
seeks to convert customary land ownership into a land certificate and eventually
legal title. However, the procedure for obtaining a certificate is too complicated
and expensive, and so few landowners have applied for one. The government is
considering reforms to simplify the process.

Violence against Women
Gender-based violence remained widespread, although the government has
taken some positive steps to address it. In the first five months of 2015, the UN
secretary-general’s report on the UN Operation in Cote d’Ivoire (UNOCI) re-
ported at least 80 cases of rape and other sexual abuses, fewer than in previous
reporting periods.

In September 2014, the government launched a national strategy against sexual
violence, with a strong commitment to prosecute perpetrators, and has con-
ducted sensitization trainings for the security forces. In March 2015, the Ministry
of Justice, Human Rights and Public Liberties instructed law enforcement offi-
cials that a medical certificate is not required to open a rape investigation, al-
though fear of stigmatization still prevents victims from reporting rape cases.
The cour d’assises mandated to try rape cases rarely functions, and many cases
are downgraded to indecent assault, which carries a more lenient penalty, in
order to be heard in regular courts. 

Trafficking of women and girls, often from Nigeria, into Côte d’Ivoire for commer-
cial sexual exploitation continues to be a problem.

WORLD REPORT 2016

200



routinely harassed, roughed up, and detained before or after they attend Sunday
mass. 

Lazaro Yuri Valle Roca, a blogger and videographer who often covers the Sunday
demonstrations of the Ladies in White, wrote that police arbitrarily detained him
on June 7 and drove him 30 miles from Havana, where they took him from the car
at gunpoint, made him kneel on the grass, and put the gun to his neck, telling
him he was “on notice” to stay away from the demonstrations.

The artist Tania Bruguera was arrested on December 30, 2014, hours before her
planned performance art piece in Havana’s Revolution Square, in which she was
to have invited passersby to walk up to a podium and express themselves at a
microphone for one minute. Security officials confiscated her passport and com-
puter. Bruguera was released the following day but was detained and released
twice more during the next two days. Cuban dissidents and independent journal-
ists who had planned to attend the event—including Reinaldo Escobar, Eliecer
Avila, and Antonio Rodiles—were also arrested on December 30. Bruguera was
again detained in May during the 12th Havana Biennial Art Exhibition. She was
released the same day.

On August 9, a few days before US Secretary of State John Kerry was to attend a
ceremony to mark the opening of the US embassy in Havana, 90 people—includ-
ing an estimated 50 Ladies in White—were arrested and detained after Sunday
mass in the Havana neighborhood of Miramar during a peaceful march against
political repression.

During the visit of Pope Francis in September, police detained some 100 to 150
dissidents to prevent them from seeing him. Miriam Leiva, a freelance journalist
and blogger and a founder of the Ladies in White, was invited by the Papal Nun-
cio in Havana to greet the Pope twice, on September 19 and 20, but was de-
tained for several hours each time, preventing her attendance.

Political Prisoners
Despite the release of the 53 political prisoners in conjunction with the agree-
ment to normalize relations with the US, dozens more remain in Cuban prisons,
according to local human rights groups. The government prevents independent
human rights groups from accessing its prisons, and the groups believe there
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Cuba
The Cuban government continues to repress dissent and discourage public criti-
cism. It now relies less on long-term prison sentences to punish its critics, but
short-term arbitrary arrests of human rights defenders, independent journalists,
and others have increased dramatically in recent years. Other repressive tactics
employed by the government include beatings, public acts of shaming, and the
termination of employment.

In December 2014, President Barack Obama announced that the United States
would ease restrictions on travel and commerce and normalize diplomatic rela-
tions with Cuba. In exchange, the Cuban government released 53 political pris-
oners and committed to allow visits by international human rights monitors. The
two governments restored diplomatic relations in July 2015. 

Arbitrary Detention and Short-Term Imprisonment
The government continues to rely on arbitrary detentions to harass and intimi-
date people who exercise their fundamental rights. The Cuban Commission for
Human Rights and National Reconciliation, an independent human rights group
that the government views as illegal, received more than 6,200 reports of arbi-
trary detentions from January through October 2015. While this represented a de-
crease from the number of detentions during the same 10-month period in 2014,
it was still significantly higher than the number of yearly detentions prior to
2012.

Security officers virtually never present arrest orders to justify the detention of
critics. In some cases, detainees are released after receiving official warnings,
which prosecutors can use in subsequent criminal trials to show a pattern of
delinquent behavior. 

Detention is often used preemptively to prevent people from participating in
peaceful marches or meetings to discuss politics. Detainees are often beaten,
threatened, and held incommunicado for hours or days. Members of the Ladies
in White (Damas de Blanco)—a group founded by the wives, mothers, and
daughters of political prisoners and which the government considers illegal—are
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Nonetheless, the reforms gave the government broad discretionary powers to re-
strict the right to travel on the grounds of “defense and national security” or
“other reasons of public interest.” Such measures have allowed the authorities
to deny exit to people who express dissent. For example, José Daniel Ferrer, the
leader of the Patriotic Union of Cuba (Unpacu), was denied the right to travel
abroad in August for “reasons of public interest,” authorities said. 

The government restricts the movement of citizens within Cuba through a 1997
law known as Decree 217, which is designed to limit migration to Havana. The de-
cree has been used to prevent dissidents from traveling to Havana to attend
meetings and to harass dissidents from other parts of Cuba who live there.

Prison Conditions
Prisons are overcrowded. Prisoners are forced to work 12-hour days and pun-
ished if they do not meet production quotas, according to former political prison-
ers. Inmates have no effective complaint mechanism to seek redress, and those
who criticize the government or engage in hunger strikes and other forms of
protest are subjected to extended solitary confinement, beatings, restrictions on
family visits, and denial of medical care.

While the government allowed select members of the foreign press to conduct
controlled visits to a handful of prisons in April 2013, it continues to deny inter-
national human rights groups and independent Cuban organizations access to
its prisons.

Labor Rights
Despite updating its Labor Code in 2014, Cuba continues to violate conventions
of the International Labour Organization that it has ratified, specifically regard-
ing freedom of association, collective bargaining, protection of wages and wage
payment, and prohibitions on forced labor. While the formation of independent
unions is technically allowed by law, in practice Cuba only permits one confeder-
ation of state-controlled unions, the Workers’ Central Union of Cuba. 
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are additional political prisoners whose cases they cannot document. 

Cubans who criticize the government continue to face the threat of criminal pros-
ecution. They do not benefit from due process guarantees, such as the right to
fair and public hearings by a competent and impartial tribunal. In practice,
courts are subordinated to the executive and legislative branches, denying
meaningful judicial independence.

Graffiti artist Danilo Maldonado, known as “El Sexto,” was arrested in December
2014 and charged with “contempt for authority” for attempting to stage a per-
formance involving two pigs painted with the names “Raul” and “Fidel”—a satire
of the current and former heads of state. He was released on October 20. 

Freedom of Expression
The government controls virtually all media outlets in Cuba and restricts access
to outside information, severely limiting the right to freedom of expression. 

A small number of journalists and bloggers who are independent of government
media manage to write articles for websites or blogs, or publish tweets. How-
ever, the government routinely blocks access within Cuba to these websites, and
those who publish information considered critical of the government are subject
to smear campaigns and arbitrary arrests, as are artists and academics who de-
mand greater freedoms. 

Only a fraction of Cubans are able to read independent websites and blogs be-
cause of the high cost of, and limited access to, the Internet. In July, Cuba in-
creased Internet access by opening 35 Wi-Fi hot spots in parks and city
boulevards nationwide. The US$2-an-hour Wi-Fi connection fee is expensive in a
country where the average wage is approximately $20 a month. 

Travel Restrictions and Family Separation
Reforms to travel regulations that went into effect in January 2013 eliminated the
need for an exit visa to leave the island. Exit visas had previously been used to
deny the right to travel to people critical of the government—and to their fami-
lies. Since then, many people who had previously been denied permission to
travel have been able to do so, including human rights defenders and independ-
ent bloggers.
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Democratic Republic of Congo
In 2015, security and intelligence officials in the Democratic Republic of Congo
clamped down on activists and political opponents who opposed political ma-
neuvers to allow President Joseph Kabila to stay in power beyond his constitu-
tionally mandated two-term limit, due to end in December 2016. Security forces
shot peaceful demonstrators, jailed activists and political party leaders, and
shut down media outlets, as the government increasingly resorted to violent acts
of repression. 

In the country’s east, the security situation remained volatile. Numerous armed
groups carried out deadly attacks on civilians, while government security forces
also committed serious abuses.

Freedom of Expression and Peaceful Assembly
In January, security forces brutally suppressed demonstrations in the capital,
Kinshasa, and other cities by those opposed to proposed changes to the elec-
toral law requiring a national census before national elections could be held, ef-
fectively extending Kabila’s term for several years.

Police and Republican Guard soldiers fatally shot at least 38 protesters in Kin-
shasa and 5 in Goma, in eastern Congo. Dozens were wounded and at least five
people in Kinshasa were forcibly disappeared. Soon after a delegation of politi-
cal opposition and civil society leaders visited wounded protesters at Kinshasa’s
General Hospital on January 21, Republican Guard soldiers entered the hospital
and fired indiscriminately, wounding at least three visitors.

In the lead-up to the demonstrations, the government shut down two television
stations that had aired messages calling on people to demonstrate: Canal Kin
Television (CKTV) and Radio Television Catholique Elykia (RTCE). RTCE was re-
opened in June while CKTV remained blocked at time of writing. During the Janu-
ary demonstrations, the government also shut down text messaging services
and Internet access for several days. 

The same week, security forces arrested nearly a dozen prominent political party
leaders and activists. Most were first detained by Congo’s National Intelligence
Agency (Agence Nationale de Renseignements, ANR) and held without charge for
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Human Rights Defenders
The Cuban government still refuses to recognize human rights monitoring as a
legitimate activity and denies legal status to local human rights groups. Govern-
ment authorities harass, assault, and imprison human rights defenders who at-
tempt to document abuses.

Key International Actors
In January, a month after announcing plans to normalize diplomatic relations
with Cuba, President Obama called on the US Congress to lift the economic em-
bargo of Cuba imposed more than four decades ago. The United Nations General
Assembly has repeatedly called on the United States to end the embargo, most
recently in October by a vote of 191 to two.

At time of writing, Cuba had yet to allow visits to the island by the International
Committee of the Red Cross or by UN human rights monitors, as stipulated in the
December 2014 agreement with the US. 

The European Union continues to retain its “Common Position on Cuba,”
adopted in 1996, which conditions full EU economic cooperation with Cuba on
the country’s transition to a pluralist democracy and respect for human rights.
After a meeting in April 2014 in Havana, EU and Cuban delegates agreed on es-
tablishing a road map for “normalizing” relations. A fifth round of negotiations
towards an EU-Cuba Political Dialogue and Cooperation Agreement took place in
Havana in September 2015, and a sixth round was scheduled for late November. 

In November 2013, Cuba was re-elected to a regional position on the UN Human
Rights Council, despite its poor human rights record and consistent efforts to un-
dermine important council work. As a member of the council, Cuba has regularly
voted to prevent scrutiny of serious human rights abuses around the world, op-
posing resolutions spotlighting abuses in North Korea, Syria, Iran, and Ukraine.
However, Cuba supported a landmark resolution the council adopted in Septem-
ber 2014 to combat violence and discrimination based on sexual orientation and
gender identity.
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weeks or months with no access to lawyers or family members. In March, the
ANR arrested about 30 youth activists and others attending a workshop in Kin-
shasa to promote the democratic process. 

At time of writing, human rights defender Christopher Ngoyi, youth activists Fred
Bauma and Yves Makwambala, and political party leaders Jean-Claude
Muyambo, Ernest Kyaviro, and Vano Kiboko remained in detention at Kinshasa’s
central prison. On September 14, Kiboko was convicted and sentenced to three
years in prison on trumped up charges of racial hatred, tribalism, and spreading
false rumors. On September 18, Kyaviro was convicted and sentenced to three
years in prison for provoking and inciting disobedience toward public authori-
ties. Trials based on politically motivated charges were ongoing for the others at
time of writing.

In Goma in March and April, the authorities arrested and later released at least
15 activists from the LUCHA youth movement who were demonstrating peacefully
to demand the release of their colleagues detained in Kinshasa. Some alleged
that intelligence agents beat or tortured them through a form of near-drowning.
In September, four of them were convicted of inciting disobedience to authori-
ties and sentenced to a suspended 6-month prison term and a 12-month proba-
tion period. Twelve other people were arrested during a peaceful LUCHA
demonstration in Goma on November 28. Nine remain in detention at time of
writing, including two LUCHA activists.

During an opposition rally in Kinshasa on September 15, a group of thugs hired
and instructed by members of the ruling political party and senior officials in the
security services attacked demonstrators with clubs and wooden sticks, injuring
more than a dozen. Only when demonstrators turned on the assailants—beating
some so badly that at least one later died of his wounds—did the police inter-
vene. 

After seven senior politicians from Kabila’s political coalition, known as the G7,
sent a public letter to Kabila on September 14, demanding he respect the consti-
tution’s two-term limit, security forces surrounded many of their homes, intimi-
dated their supporters, and shut down a radio station that belonged to
Christophe Lutundula, a signatory of the letter. 
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On December 19, two Congolese rebel leaders convicted at the ICC, Germain
Katanga and Thomas Lubanga, were returned to Congo to serve the remainder of
their ICC sentences in Kinshasa. Katanga faces national war crimes charges in
Congo that were filed against him before he was transferred to the ICC. 

On September 28, a court in Stuttgart, Germany, convicted Ignace Mur-
wanashyaka and Straton Musoni, respectively the former president and vice
president of the FDLR, and sentenced them to 13 and 8 years in prison. Mur-
wanashyaka was found guilty of war crimes in relation to five FDLR attacks in
eastern Congo and of leading a terrorist organization. Musoni was found guilty of
leading a terrorist organization but acquitted of war crimes and crimes against
humanity. 

From April 27 to May 2, the Congolese Ministry of Justice and Human Rights con-
vened a large conference in Kinshasa to evaluate its judicial reform program and
recommend priority reforms that should be implemented, including the estab-
lishment of specialized mixed chambers to prosecute war crimes and crimes
against humanity committed since the 1990s. 

In August, the civilian Appeals Court in Lubumbashi opened a trial against 34
members of the Luba and Batwa communities in northern Katanga for crimes
against humanity and genocide, a first for Congo’s civilian courts.

FRPI leader Justin Banaloki, known as Cobra Matata, was arrested in Bunia on
January 2 and charged with war crimes and crimes against humanity. At time of
writing, he had not been brought to trial. 

Ntabo Ntaberi Sheka, wanted on a Congolese arrest warrant for crimes against
humanity for the mass rape of nearly 400 people in 2010, remained at large at
time of writing. His troops continued to commit serious abuses. 

No progress was made in bringing to justice those responsible for the summary
executions of at least 51 young men and boys and the enforced disappearance of
33 others during a police campaign in Kinshasa, known as Operation Likofi, from
November 2013 to February 2014, or for the summary executions during the Janu-
ary demonstrations. 

The government failed to exhume the mass grave in Maluku, a rural area about
80 kilometers from Kinshasa, where it admitted burying 421 bodies on March 19.
On June 5, family members of those forcibly disappeared or executed by Con-
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Attacks on Civilians by Armed Groups
Dozens of armed groups remained active in eastern Congo. Many commanders
controlled forces responsible for war crimes, including ethnic massacres, killing
of civilians, rape, forced recruitment of children, and pillage. 

In February, the army launched military operations against the Democratic Forces
for the Liberation of Rwanda (FDLR), a largely Rwandan Hutu armed group. The
FDLR has been responsible for some of the worst atrocities in eastern Congo over
the past decade. United Nations peacekeepers, who were closely involved in
planning the military campaign, withdrew their support following the govern-
ment’s last-minute appointment of two generals to lead the operation. Both
have been implicated in past human rights violations. The government then sus-
pended military cooperation with UN peacekeepers. The FDLR military leader,
Sylvestre Mudacumura—sought on an arrest warrant by the International Crimi-
nal Court—remained at large.

In Beni territory, North Kivu, unidentified fighters continued to commit sporadic
massacres of civilians, killing dozens. Further north, in Ituri province, the Patri-
otic Resistance Front in Ituri (FRPI) rebel group also committed serious human
rights abuses, particularly rape and pillage. In Rutshuru territory, North Kivu
province, bandits and armed groups kidnapped dozens of civilians for ransom. 

In Nyunzu, in the north of former Katanga province, ethnic Luba fighters attacked
a camp for displaced people on April 30. The assailants killed at least 30 civil-
ians from the marginalized Batwa community, known as “Pygmy,” with ma-
chetes, arrows, and axes and burned down the camp. Dozens of others remained
missing and feared dead. The attack followed deadly raids on Luba by Batwa
militias.

Justice and Accountability
Mathieu Ngudjolo, the first defendant to be acquitted by the International Crimi-
nal Court (ICC), returned to Congo on May 11. On September 2, the ICC opened
the trial of Bosco Ntaganda, who faces 18 counts of war crimes and crimes
against humanity allegedly committed in Ituri province in 2002 and 2003. He
faced no charges for alleged crimes later committed in North Kivu province. The
ICC prosecutor has said that her office is continuing investigations in Congo.
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golese security forces during Operation Likofi and the January demonstrations
filed a public complaint with the national prosecutor requesting exhumation. 

Key International Actors
Little progress was made in implementing the “Framework Agreement” signed in
February 2013 by 11 African countries (later joined by two other countries) to end
the rebellion of the M23—an abusive Rwandan-backed armed group defeated in
November 2013—and address other regional security issues. Many former M23
fighters and commanders remained in Uganda and Rwanda, including six former
officers sought on Congolese arrest warrants for war crimes and crimes against
humanity who are also listed on UN and US sanctions lists. 

In July, the US State Department appointed Thomas Perriello as new US special
envoy for Congo and the Great Lakes Region, succeeding Russ Feingold. Perriello
and other senior US officials continued to raise concerns publicly about the im-
portance of national elections being held on time to prevent further violence, re-
pression, and instability. 

The UN, US, and European countries publicly condemned the arrests of pro-
democracy youth activists, and in July, the European Parliament adopted an ur-
gency resolution calling for their immediate release and condemning other acts
of political repression. 

In October, UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon appointed Maman Sidikou, a for-
mer foreign minister of Niger and senior African Union official, as his special rep-
resentative in Congo and head of MONUSCO, succeeding Martin Kobler. Sidikou
will be tasked with implementing MONUSCO’s strong mandate in support of
human rights and the rule of law during what is likely to be a volatile elections
period in Congo. 
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2015, more than 288,000 individuals had submitted applications to regularize
their status. 

Officials reported that, in the summer of 2015, more than 66,000 immigrants vol-
untarily returned to Haiti. Rights groups, however, have challenged the “volun-
tary” nature of these returns, as some migrants report having been forcibly
removed, or having fled the country for fear of mob violence. Acts of vigilante vi-
olence against Haitians punctuated the regularization process, including the
lynching of a Haitian man in February and the murder of another Haitian man in
August. 

Rights groups have also raised concerns regarding the lack of clear deportation
protocols and the possibility of racial profiling in the deportation process. 

Prison Conditions
While the government has created “model prisons” as part of a program to im-
prove prison 

conditions, the majority of inmates remained in severely overcrowded traditional
facilities. As of August, more than 26,000 prisoners were held in a system with
an intended capacity of 14,000. La Victoria, the largest prison in the country, had
an official capacity of 2,000 yet holds more than 8,000 inmates. 

Violence against Women
Violence against women and girls remains a problem. The National Police has a
dedicated unit to respond to such cases. However, between January 2008 and
October 2014, the National Police reported more than 1,300 deaths due to gen-
der-based violence. A bill proposing a series of judicial reforms to address the
problem was still pending before the lower house of Congress at time of writing.

Reproductive Rights
In late 2014, the Dominican Republic decriminalized abortion in cases of rape,
incest, certain fetal malformations, and when the pregnancy threatens the life of
the woman. In December, the High Court ruled that the reform was unconstitu-
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Dominican Republic
The Dominican Republic’s treatment of Haitian migrants and Dominican citizens
of Haitian descent dominated human rights developments in 2015. Government
authorities are still responding to a 2013 Constitutional Tribunal ruling that
stripped citizenship from tens of thousands of Dominicans of migrant descent,
mostly of Haitian origin, by dual policies of re-registering denationalized citizens
and carrying out mass deportations. At the same time, the government began its
first comprehensive effort to regularize the status of undocumented migrants,
mostly Haitians.

In November 2014, the Constitutional Tribunal also broadly jeopardized human
rights protections when it declared the government’s 1999 accession to the juris-
diction of the Inter-American Court of Human Rights (IACrtHR) unconstitutional.
The decision created a legal limbo that remains unresolved. 

Arbitrary Deprivation of Nationality
A 2013 ruling by the Dominican Constitutional Tribunal retroactively stripped Do-
minican nationality and citizenship from tens of thousands of people. According
to estimates by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, the deci-
sion affected more than 200,000 people, though the government says the num-
ber is closer to 100,000.

In 2014, President Danilo Medina’s administration adopted a Naturalization Law
designed to mitigate the ruling. While the law was meant to restore various citi-
zenship rights to those affected by the 2013 decision and provided a promising
legal framework, its implementation has been fraught with flaws. Many eligible
people have been unable to resolve their citizenship status and remain at risk of
deportation. 

Migration and Deportations 
Between June 2014 and June 2015, the government also implemented a national
“regularization” plan to legalize the status of hundreds of thousands of undocu-
mented migrants—mostly Haitians—who had been living and working in the Do-
minican Republic before 2011. By the end of the regularization period in June
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tional and reinstated an absolute criminal prohibition on abortion dating from
the 19th century. 

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
The constitution of 2010 defines marriage as between a man and a woman. The
law offers no comprehensive provisions against discrimination against lesbian,
gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) people. In 2015, LGBT rights groups re-
ported instances of discrimination and violence, including murder, particularly
against transgender individuals. 

Key International Actors
In November 2014, the Constitutional Tribunal ruled that the Dominican Repub-
lic’s 1999 accession to the jurisdiction of the IACrtHR was unconstitutional be-
cause it was enacted by a presidential decree and not ratified by lawmakers.
Such a ratification was not required by the constitution then in force. 

National and international legal experts decried the ruling as a violation of the
country’s obligations under the American Convention on Human Rights. The gov-
ernment has not formally withdrawn from the convention, nor has it ratified the
jurisdiction of the IACrtHR, creating a situation of legal uncertainty that calls into
question the juridical security of all treaties in the Dominican Republic.
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tered into force in August 2014 narrowed the previously vague and overly broad
definitions of both offenses, but judges failed to act promptly to use the new
provisions to review unjust convictions in cases where high-level government of-
ficials signaled satisfaction with the convictions. 

In October, the National Court of Justice sentenced five protesters to 18 months
in prison for paralyzing public services, accusing them of forcibly entering the of-
fices of Ecuador TV, the public television channel, during a police mutiny in Sep-
tember 2010. The protesters were demanding an opportunity to speak to the
public after the government had ordered all stations to transmit Ecuador TV’s
programming. Among those convicted was a student who did not enter the
building but was accused of supporting the group’s actions with his applause. 

Freedom of Expression
A 2013 communications law gives the government broad powers to limit free
speech. The law requires all information disseminated by media to be “verified”
and “precise,” opening the door to censorship by allowing the government to
decide what information meets these vague criteria. It also prohibits “media
lynching,” defined as “repeatedly disseminating information with the purpose of
discrediting or harming the reputation of a person or entity.” In addition, it pro-
hibits what it terms “censorship,” which, under the law’s definition, includes the
failure of private media outlets to cover issues that the government considers to
be of “public interest.”

The Superintendency of Information and Communication (SUPERCOM), a govern-
ment regulatory body created by the 2013 Communications Law and separate
from the Communications Ministry, has in dozens of cases ordered media out-
lets and journalists to “correct” or retract reports, or publicly apologize for their
contents, including in opinion pieces and cartoons. SUPERCOM has also ac-
cused outlets of engaging in “censorship” by not publishing information officials
deemed important. 

The Correa administration repeatedly used the communications law to order
media outlets to publish information favorable to the government. In July, the
newspaper El Mercurio reproduced an article by the Spanish news agency EFE on
the Pope’s visit to Ecuador with the heading: “Extraordinary Welcome in Quito to
Pope Francis and Loud Whistling against Correa.” The communications minister
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Ecuador
The administration of President Rafael Correa has expanded state control over
media and civil society and abused its power to harass, intimidate, and punish
critics. In 2015, thousands of people participated in public demonstrations
against government policies. Security forces on multiple occasions responded
with excessive force. Abuses against protesters, including arbitrary arrests, have
not been adequately investigated. 

Other ongoing concerns include limited judicial independence, poor prison con-
ditions, and women’s and girls’ limited access to reproductive health care due to
fear of prosecution. 

Conduct of Security Forces
Ecuadorian security forces repeatedly used force against peaceful protesters in
2015. In August, a minority of participants in largely peaceful nationwide demon-
strations attacked security forces with rocks, sticks, spears, and Molotov cock-
tails, leaving 116 officers injured. Security forces responded with at times
unnecessary and unlawful force, beating or arbitrarily arresting dozens of
demonstrators and bystanders, and illegally entering the homes of people who
were not participating in the protests. 

French-Brazilian journalist and academic Manuela Picq, for example, was
demonstrating peacefully in Quito when police officers kicked and beat her. Picq
was detained and left the country after her visa was arbitrarily revoked. Manuel
Asunción Poma Poma, a resident of Saraguro, Loja Province, said he was leaving
a store close to where a demonstration was taking place when security forces at-
tacked him with batons, knocking out five teeth and damaging his jaw.

Authorities charged 130 people for their alleged responsibility in violent inci-
dents but appear to have made no serious effort to investigate officials who
used brutal force to disperse anti-government protests, according to information
provided by the Attorney General’s Office in October. President Correa congratu-
lated security forces for their performance.

In recent years, prosecutors and judges in Ecuador have charged anti-govern-
ment protesters with “terrorism” and “sabotage.” A new criminal code that en-
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Judicial Independence
Corruption, inefficiency, and political influence have plagued Ecuador’s judiciary
for years. President Correa received a popular mandate in a 2011 referendum to
fix the problems. As part of his sweeping judicial reforms, however, the Council
of the Judiciary appointed and removed hundreds of judges, including all magis-
trates of the National Court of Justice, through highly questionable mechanisms
that have undermined judicial independence. 

A 2014 report by three international nongovernmental organizations (NGOs)—the
Due Process of Law Foundation, Dejusticia, and the Institute for Legal Defense—
documented routine executive interference with judicial decisions, misuse of the
penal system to target individuals who question the government’s policies, and
misuse of the judiciary’s internal disciplinary system to punish judges whose
rulings are inconsistent with the Correa administration’s policies.

Human Rights Defenders and Civil Society
In 2013 President Correa issued an executive decree that grants the government
broad powers to intervene in NGO operations, to the point of dissolving groups
on the grounds that they have “compromise[d] public peace” or have engaged in
activities that are different from those they identified when registering with the
government. That December, the government dissolved the Pachamama Founda-
tion, a highly regarded NGO that had engaged in environmental and human
rights advocacy.

In August 2015, President Correa adopted a new decree that maintains his broad
powers to regulate and dissolve groups. In September, the Communications Min-
istry opened an administrative process to dissolve Fundamedios, a local group
that monitors free expression, on the grounds that it had engaged in “political”
activities by publishing tweets linking to blogs and news articles criticizing the
government. Weeks later, after several international monitors, including rappor-
teurs from the United Nations and the Inter-American Human Rights systems,
urged authorities to halt the dissolution process, the ministry withdrew the pro-
ceeding. However, in October, it ruled that Fundamedios could not state in its
statute that one of its purposes was to defend freedom of expression, arguing
that only the state has the power to “respect” and “protect” basic rights. 
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ordered El Mercurio to publish a correction under the headline “Correa Was Not
in Papal Motorcade.” SUPERCOM has repeatedly imposed high fines on media
outlets that refuse to publish corrections using the exact terms ordered by the
Communications Ministry.

Journalists, media outlets, and social media users who openly criticize the gov-
ernment have been subjected to harassment and threats from anonymous
sources. In February, an Ecuadorian activist who had posted satirical memes on
Facebook and Twitter, including one picturing President Correa at a shopping
mall in Europe, received an anonymous death threat after President Correa re-
vealed his identity during the president’s weekly television show; the threat
came in a note with a floral arrangement delivered to the house where the ac-
tivist was staying. The president had previously called on his followers to “join
the fight to end abuses in social networks.” 

In September, an Ecuadorian TV producer who had worked on multimedia cam-
paigns questioning government policies received anonymous death threats on
Twitter and in a note delivered with a floral arrangement to his home. The Attor-
ney General’s Office has failed to adequately investigate the two incidents. 

Criminal defamation remains a concern, despite a 2014 legal reform narrowing
the definition of the crime. In May, President Correa had a criminal case for con-
tempt opened against three men who he said had slandered him in 2010. They
had asked the attorney general to investigate whether the president had broken
the law when he ordered an armed assault on a hospital during a 2010 police
mutiny. The three fled to avoid prison sentences of up to 18 months, but one
turned himself in after his mother became sick and served his six-month sen-
tence. None paid the $180,000 fines they had also been assessed. 

The government frequently requires private media outlets to transmit official
broadcasts responding to unfavorable news coverage. During several of the 2015
demonstrations, the Communications Ministry ordered radio stations to transmit
live broadcasts of pro-government marches, speeches by President Correa, and
government-produced spots. Private radio and TV news broadcasts were inter-
rupted to transmit mandatory broadcasts accusing private media of “conspiring”
against the government in their protest coverage.
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Accountability for Past Abuses
Progress has been slow on efforts to hold Ecuadorian officials to account for
human rights violations committed from 1984 to 2008, the period covered by a
truth commission set up by the Correa administration. In 2010, a special prose-
cutorial unit was formed to investigate 118 cases of abuse involving 456 victims,
including 68 victims of extrajudicial execution and 17 of enforced disappear-
ance. 

At time of writing, prosecutors had brought charges in seven cases, including
two in which suspects were convicted, and the National Court of Justice was set
to begin hearing Ecuador’s first-ever trial for crimes against humanity.

Reproductive Rights 
The right to seek an abortion is limited to instances in which a woman’s health
or life is at risk, or when a pregnancy results from the rape of a “woman with a
mental disability.” Fear of prosecution drives some women and girls to have ille-
gal and unsafe abortions and impedes health care and services for victims of
sexual violence. Fear of prosecution also hinders detection and prevention of
sexual and gender-based violence. Official statistics show that one in four
women over 15 years old in Ecuador has been a victim of sexual violence.

Key International Actors
The government refused to participate in all but one public hearing before the
Inter-American Commission on Human Rights and stated that it would not com-
ply with the commission’s recommendations. 

In March, the United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination
against Women expressed its concern about women’s limited access to thera-
peutic abortion and their consequent resort to unsafe abortions, in addition to
breaches of confidentiality by health care personnel who report to authorities
women who seek an abortion or health care after a miscarriage.

In May, Ecuador endorsed the global Safe Schools Declaration, committing to do
more to protect students, teachers, and schools during times of armed conflict,
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Activists continue to be subject to prosecution for openly questioning govern-
ment policies. In February, Javier Ramirez, an activist from Intag, Imbabura
Province, who opposes a mining project there, was accused of attacking workers
of the mining company, despite compelling evidence that he was home receiving
treatment for a knee injury on the day of the attack. He was convicted of “rebel-
lion” and sentenced to 10 months in prison. He was released on the day of his
conviction since he had already served his sentence during pretrial detention.

Human rights defenders and lawyers have reported anonymous threats and acts
of intimidation. Juan Pablo Alban is a lawyer who represents several victims of
abuse during the current and previous governments; a note showed up at his
Quito office in October 2014 telling him to “lay off our glorious army and police,”
and warning him, using a crude insult, that he would be killed. He told Human
Rights Watch that he has noticed cars following him and that, although he is for-
mally under a state-run program to protect witnesses, victims, and lawyers, he
has never met or seen any indication of the officers supposedly assigned to pro-
tect him. 

Right to Privacy
In July, news sources leaked what appear to be classified government docu-
ments showing that the National Intelligence Secretariat conducted illegal sur-
veillance of human rights defenders, environmentalist activists, indigenous
groups, academics, and political opponents of President Correa. Under Ecuado-
rian law, surveillance can only be authorized by a judicial order. The leaked doc-
uments include evidence that the intelligence agency sought to trace foreign
funding of NGOs and indigenous organizations. 

Prison Conditions
Prison overcrowding and other poor prison conditions are long-standing prob-
lems in Ecuador. Since 2012, the government has spent millions of dollars to
construct new detention centers, but their distant locations and strict and lim-
ited visitation rules impede prisoners’ contact with family members. Some visi-
tors have reportedly been subjected to vaginal and anal inspections.
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Egypt
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, who took office in June 2014—a year after ousting
Mohamed Morsy, Egypt’s first freely elected president—leads a country still in
crisis. Authorities have imprisoned tens of thousands, effectively banned
protests, and outlawed the country’s largest opposition group, the Muslim
Brotherhood. Courts have sentenced hundreds to death, including Morsy, after
unfair trials. 

In the northern Sinai Peninsula, fighting between the government and an affili-
ate of the armed extremist group Islamic State (also known as ISIS) escalated,
despite Egypt’s commitment of significant additional forces. The government
claimed that the army killed thousands of “terrorists” in the Sinai but allowed no
independent observers into the conflict area, and residents said the army had
killed an unknown number of civilians. 

Al-Sisi issued a sweeping counterterrorism law that expanded the authorities’
powers. Law enforcement forces, especially the Interior Ministry’s National Secu-
rity Agency, committed torture and enforced disappearances, and deaths in cus-
tody continued. Mass trials mostly targeting Brotherhood members failed to
establish individual guilt. At least 3,000 people were charged or sentenced in
military courts.

The authorities continued to restrict freedom of expression and association by
investigating independent nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), arresting
people suspected of being gay or transgender, and prosecuting those accused of
defaming religion.

Armed Groups and Counterterrorism 
A constellation of insurgent groups throughout Egypt, including the ISIS affiliate,
known as Sinai Province, escalated their attacks dramatically, from an average of
30 per month throughout 2014 to 100 per month between January and August
2015, according to the Washington, DC-based Tahrir Institute for Middle East Pol-
icy. Though civilians were rarely the target of attacks, in 2015 they were killed at
three times the rate of the previous year, the Tahrir Institute found. A June 29 car
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including by implementing the Guidelines for Protecting Schools and Universi-
ties from Military Use.

In June, Ecuador donated US$1 million to the Inter-American Court of Human
Rights. A month later, members of the Organization of American States ap-
pointed Patricio Pazmiño, an Ecuadorian lawyer who continues to serve as a
judge on Ecuador’s Constitutional Court, to the court. 

In August, the UN special rapporteur on the rights of indigenous peoples called
for a fair and impartial investigation into all acts of violence during the August
2015 protests, including claims that police and military forces used excessive
force.

In September, the Inter-American Court ruled that Ecuador had violated the
rights of a three-year-old girl who was infected with HIV at a public hospital in
1998. The court ordered the government to adopt measures to prevent or ad-
dress discrimination faced by persons with HIV/AIDS, especially children. 

In October, the UN General Assembly elected Ecuador to become a member of
the Human Rights Council between 2016 and 2018.
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bombing in Cairo killed General Prosecutor Hisham Barakat, the first high gov-
ernment official to be assassinated since 1990. 

The Egyptian government said that its counterterrorism operations in North Sinai
killed at least 3,091 “terrorists” between January and July 2015. The government
did not allow independent observers into the area of fighting and did not ac-
knowledge any civilian deaths in the Sinai. In September, Egyptian security
forces killed 12 civilians, including eight Mexican tourists, in the Western Desert
region after apparently mistaking their sightseeing convoy for ISIS fighters. Pros-
ecutors investigating the incident imposed a media gag order four days later.

Between October 2014 and August 2015, the armed forces demolished 2,715
buildings and evicted thousands of families on the border with the Gaza Strip,
violating human rights law and possibly the laws of war. The government
claimed that a “buffer zone” there would eliminate the smuggling of weapons
and fighters from Gaza. 

Al-Sisi—who governed in the absence of a parliament for most of the year—is-
sued a counterterrorism law in August that gave prosecutors greater power to de-
tain suspects without judicial review and to order wide-ranging and potentially
indefinite surveillance of terrorist suspects without court orders. The law author-
ized a US$64,000 fine and possible one-year work ban for anyone who pub-
lishes news regarding terrorism that contradicts the Defense Ministry’s official
statements. 

Security Force Abuses
On July 1, a special police unit acting on information from the Interior Ministry’s
National Security Agency raided an apartment in a Cairo suburb and killed nine
Brotherhood officials. The government claimed the nine belonged to a “special
operations committee” and died in a shootout, but relatives said the men did
not carry weapons, and Human Rights Watch found that the deaths may have
constituted extrajudicial executions. 

National Security officers were responsible for dozens of enforced disappear-
ances, often targeting political activists. Human Rights Watch documented the
cases of five forced disappearances and two likely forced disappearances be-
tween April 2014 and June 2015. Three of these cases resulted in death. The
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than 41,000 arrests, indictments, or sentencings between July 2013 and May
2014.

On September 23, al-Sisi pardoned 100 prisoners, including youth activists–
some in poor health–and Al Jazeera journalists Mohamed Fahmy and Baher Mo-
hamed, but many political prisoners did not receive pardons, including Ahmed
Maher and Mohamed Adel, founders of the April 6th Youth Movement;
Mahienour al-Masry, a human rights lawyer from Alexandria; and at least 18 jour-
nalists, including photographer Mahmoud Abu Zeid, whom police arrested in Au-
gust 2013 and whose trial began in December.

The Egyptian Coordination for Rights and Freedoms, an independent group, doc-
umented 47 deaths in custody between January and June and said in an October
report that 209 detainees had died due to medical negligence since al-Sisi took
office in June 2014.

Due Process Violations and Mass Death Sentences
On June 16, a criminal court sentenced Morsy and 114 others to death in two re-
lated cases based almost entirely on the testimony of security officials, who
claimed that Morsy and the Brotherhood had conspired with Hamas and Hezbol-
lah to break out of prison during the 2011 uprising and had killed police officers
in the process. Human Rights Watch found that prosecutors presented no evi-
dence to substantiate the security officials’ testimony and that the case ap-
peared to be politically motivated.

Since Morsy’s removal, courts have handed down at least 547 initial death sen-
tences in cases connected to political violence, most involving Brotherhood
members. Nearly all those sentences remained on appeal in 2015. The state car-
ried out one execution in a case of political violence in March and executed an-
other six men–accused of belonging to a militant cell and killing army officers in
a shootout–in May following an unfair military trial.

Mass trials also involved those not belonging to the Brotherhood. In February, a
judge sentenced activist Ahmed Douma, women’s rights defender Hend al-
Nafea, and 228 others to life in prison for participating in a December 2011
protest.
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Egyptian human rights group Freedom for the Brave documented 164 enforced
disappearances between April and June. 

The National Security Agency banned scores of Egyptians—including activists,
politicians and academics—from traveling. It did so with little or no oversight
from judges or prosecutors and did not provide those who were banned with any
way of challenging the decision, violating the fundamental international right to
freedom of movement.

Police regularly used torture in their investigations. A January 2015 report by an
Egyptian human rights law firm said its lawyers had interviewed 465 alleged vic-
tims of police torture and ill-treatment between October 2013 and August 2014
and filed 163 complaints to prosecutors, of which only seven reached the courts. 

Accountability 
On June 11, an Egyptian court sentenced a lieutenant in the Central Security
Forces to 15 years in prison for the killing of Shaimaa al-Sabbagh, a member of a
socialist political party shot dead when police dispersed a small protest in a
downtown Cairo square on January 24. The verdict in al-Sabbagh’s case marked
the first time since Morsy’s ouster in July 2013 that a law enforcement officer in
Egypt received a prison sentence for killing a protester, despite hundreds of
such deaths. 

At time of writing, no government official or member of the security forces had
been charged for the killing of at least 817 protesters in Cairo’s Rab’a al-Adawiya
Square on August 14, 2013—a likely crime against humanity. On August 13, a
court halved a 10-year prison sentence handed to a police officer who partici-
pated in the tear gas suffocation of 37 people whom police had arrested from
Rab’a Square. 

Detentions 
In October, the Interior Ministry announced that nearly 12,000 people had been
arrested on terrorism charges in 2015, adding to the 22,000 people security offi-
cials said had already been arrested as of July 2014. The actual number is likely
higher; the Egyptian Center for Economic and Social Rights documented more
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prosecutors and law enforcement officers. But the strategy also defined rape as
“having sexual intercourse with a female against her will,” which does not in-
clude anal rape or penetration with an object, and made no mention of sexual
assault by multiple offenders—an enormous problem in Egypt—or sexual assault
by law enforcement officers.

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
In January, a court acquitted 26 men who had been accused of debauchery in
connection with a raid on a bathhouse allegedly used by gay men, but in Febru-
ary, morals investigators arrested seven allegedly transgender people who had
met at a Cairo club to celebrate a friend’s birthday. Police also arrested two al-
legedly transgender people on prostitution charges in May and 11 allegedly gay
men, also accused of prostitution, in September.

Egyptian authorities routinely subject allegedly gay men arrested for “debauch-
ery” or “insulting public morals” to forced anal exams, which amount to torture.

Refugees, Asylum Seekers, and Migrants 
Egypt was home to 236,090 refugees and 25,631 asylum seekers as of December
2014, the most recent date for which the United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR) provided figures. About 130,000 of those refugees were Syri-
ans, UNHCR said. Egypt has yet to develop national asylum procedures and insti-
tutions, and the country’s political strife puts refugees and asylum seekers at
risk of arbitrary arrest, deportation and harassment, according to UNHCR. 

On several occasions, Egyptian security forces fired on refugees attempting to
embark from the country’s northern coast on smuggling boats across the
Mediterranean Sea. In August, an 8-year-old girl, thought to be Syrian, was re-
portedly killed in one such incident.

About 3,000 to 4,000 Palestinian refugees from Syria who fled the country since
2011 remained in Egypt as of September, according to UN sources. 

231

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH

Between January and September 2015, authorities charged or sentenced at least
3,164 people–most of them alleged Brotherhood members–in military courts.

Freedom of Association, Expression, and Assembly
The government did not follow through on a November 2014 ultimatum to force
independent NGOs to register under an onerous 2002 law but increased pres-
sure on such groups. In June, government investigators visited the office of the
Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies and asked for registration and financial
documents. National Security agents banned Mohamed Lotfy, executive director
of the Egyptian Commission for Rights and Freedoms, from travel to Germany in
June to attend a roundtable at the German Parliament. 

Freedom of Religion
In February and March, courts handed prison sentences to two men, who later
went into hiding, for allegedly supporting atheism online. In June, prosecutors in
Beni Suef governorate ordered a local man arrested for allegedly posting car-
toons online that insulted the prophet Mohamed. In October, an appeals court
upheld a five-year sentence against TV presenter Islam al-Behery for contempt of
religion, but al-Behery appealed the ruling to a higher court.

In June, the Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights, an independent group, re-
leased a study documenting 51 sectarian attacks since the 2011 uprising that
were resolved through “customary reconciliation,” an extrajudicial process
sponsored by the security services that does not abide by Egyptian law and often
allows the security services to impose conditions on Coptic Christians.

Violence and Discrimination against Women
On January 26, an Egyptian court for the first time issued a conviction for female
genital mutilation (FGM), which remains widely practiced despite being made il-
legal in 2008. The court sentenced the doctor to two years in prison for
manslaughter and the father to a three-month suspended sentence. 

In April, the government released its five-year national strategy to combat vio-
lence against women. The strategy included more shelters for women, better in-
formation collection in government ministries, and a new training manual for
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Eritrea
Two key developments in 2015 highlighted the consequences of President Isaias
Afwerki’s authoritarian rule: the continuing flow of Eritreans escaping the coun-
try, and the publication of a scathing 453-page report by a United Nations com-
mission of inquiry describing the serious human rights violations prompting
thousands to seek refuge outside Eritrea. 

The United Nations High Commission for Refugees reported at the end of 2014
that 416,857 Eritreans have lodged asylum claims or are registered as refugees,
over 9 percent of the country’s population. UNHCR released no comprehensive
figures for 2015 but reported about 39,000 Eritreans had applied for asylum by
October in 44 industrialized countries alone. In October, 10 members of Eritrea’s
national soccer team sought asylum in Botswana.

The commission of inquiry concluded that grave human rights violations “incite
an ever-increasing number of Eritreans to leave their country.” Based on over
500 interviews, the UN commission found that the Eritrean government engages
in “systemic, widespread and gross human rights violations,” and that the
abuses occur in the “context of a total lack of rule of law” with the result that it
“is not the law that rules Eritreans, but fear.” 

After refusing the commission entry into the country, the government protested
its findings as not based on first-hand in-country observations. The government
has never allowed any UN special mechanism investigators into the country.

In June, the UN Human Rights Council extended the commission’s mandate until
mid-2016, instructing it to further investigate whether some abuses constitute
crimes against humanity.

Indefinite Military Service and Forced Labor
By law, each Eritrean is compelled to serve 18 months in national service starting
at 18. In practice, conscripts serve indefinitely, many for over a decade. One es-
capee, echoing many others, told Human Rights Watch, “I don’t mind military
service but in Eritrea it never ends and you have no rights.” Most Eritreans begin
military training as part of the last year of high school, but children as young as
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Key International Actors 
In March, the United States announced it would resume the delivery of major
military equipment that it had placed on hold after Morsy’s removal. The deci-
sion allowed the US to send 12 F-16 fighter jets, 20 Harpoon missiles, and 125
M1A1 tank kits. The US earlier delivered 10 Apache helicopters in December 2014
to aid Egypt’s counterterrorism efforts. But President Barack Obama announced
that he would end Egypt’s ability to buy US equipment on credit and restrict mili-
tary aid to four sectors—Sinai Peninsula, counterterrorism, border security, and
maritime security—beginning in 2018.

In August, the US held its first strategic dialogue with Egypt since 2009. Follow-
ing the meeting in Cairo, Secretary of State John Kerry said that Egypt and the US
were returning to a “stronger base” but that he had been “crystal clear” on
human rights concerns and had raised the issue of radicalization “that can take
place through imprisonment.”

Over the course of the year, al-Sisi visited Berlin, Paris and London. In July,
France began delivery of 24 Rafale fighter jets that Egypt purchased in February.
In September, Egypt bought two Mistral class French warships—some of the
most advanced in any Middle Eastern navy.

In March, Egypt joined the Saudi Arabia-led military intervention in Yemen’s con-
flict, sending four warships to the Gulf of Aden. The extent of Egypt’s troop com-
mitment to the intervention remained unclear, and the military denied deploying
ground forces.

In February, an ISIS affiliate in Libya beheaded 20 Egyptian Coptic Christians
whom it had abducted over the prior two months. Egypt responded by launching
air strikes against ISIS-affiliated forces in Derna that killed at least seven civil-
ians. 
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Beatings and other physical abuse in detention have frequently been reported,
sometimes resulting in deaths. The commission of inquiry concluded that the
prevalence of torture is a “clear indicator of a deliberate policy” to “instill fear
among the population and silence opposition.” Many prisoners simply disap-
pear.

Freedom of Speech and Association
President Isaias rules without institutional restraint. A constitution adopted in
1997 remains unimplemented. No national elections have been held since inde-
pendence. Eritrea has had no legislature since 2002. The court system is subject
to executive control and interference. Nongovernmental organizations are not
permitted. 

The commission of inquiry noted the government’s rampant use of spies through
a “complex and militarized system of surveillance.” Family members are often
punished for the actions of close relatives, usually by having coupons and li-
censes necessary to receive government services cancelled; sometimes family
members are fined or jailed. 

The government owns all media. The Committee to Protect Journalists identified
Eritrea as the most censored country in the world. Sixteen journalists remain im-
prisoned without trial, some since 2001. Six government journalists were
granted bail in 2015, almost six years after being jailed without trial. No reason
was given for their arrests or provisional releases. 

In March, authorities in Adi Keyh, a town southeast of Asmara, bulldozed a num-
ber of “unauthorized” houses. When townspeople and students at the nearby
College of Arts and Sciences protested, some with sticks and stones, security
forces fired at them. Two people were killed and others injured. According to the
UN’s special rapporteur on Eritrea, houses were also destroyed near the capital,
Asmara, rendering about 3,000 people homeless.

Freedom of Religion
The government persecutes citizens who practice religions other than the four it
recognizes —Sunni Islam, Eritrean Orthodox, Roman Catholic, and Lutheran
churches. Prayer meetings of unrecognized religions are disrupted and partici-
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15 are sometimes conscripted. Assignments include forced labor for govern-
ment-owned construction firms, farms, or manufacturers.

Conscripts receive inadequate pay to support themselves, much less a family.
They are subject to military discipline and are harshly treated throughout their
long service. Perceived infractions result in incarceration and physical abuse
often amounting to torture. Military commanders and jailers have absolute dis-
cretion to determine the length of incarceration and the severity of physical
abuse. Female conscripts are often sexually abused by commanders. There is no
mechanism for redressing abuses; protest can result in more severe punish-
ment. 

Senior government officials told foreign visitors and diplomats in 2015 that the
government intended to release the current and future classes of conscripts after
they serve 18 months, but President Isaias made no public announcement of a
change in policy, nor was there any other independent corroboration of the
claim. Yemane Gebreab, the president’s political adviser, admitted to a foreign
reporter that demobilization hinged on whether the economy could absorb those
released.

When conscripts have been “released” from national service, some have been
forced to work for the government, rather than being allowed to choose their
own careers and jobs, although at somewhat higher pay than conscripts. Older
former conscripts are compelled to participate in the “People’s Army,” including
periodic military training and weekly participation in public works projects,
guard duty, or security patrols, all without pay. 

Arbitrary Arrest, Prolonged Detention, and Inhumane
Conditions 
Arbitrary arrests are the norm. A prisoner is rarely told the reason for the arrest;
often prison authorities are not informed. Detainees are held indefinitely. Re-
leases are as arbitrary as arrests. Few detainees are brought to trial. 

Prisoners are held in vastly overcrowded cells, underground dungeons, or ship-
ping containers, with no space to lie down, little or no light, oppressive heat or
cold, and vermin. Food, water, and sanitation are inadequate.
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ias, fled to Ethiopia via Sudan, accompanied by several hundred followers. Er-
itrea continues to host other armed Ethiopian opposition groups.

The UN Security Council maintained an arms embargo on Eritrea for another year
after receiving a report from its Monitoring Group on Somalia and Eritrea that
found no evidence Eritrea was still supporting Al-Shabaab rebels in Somalia, but
complained Eritrea had not cooperated in Monitoring Group investigations and
had not provided information about Djiboutian prisoners of war captured in bor-
der clashes in 2008.

Much of Eritrea’s foreign exchange income comes from foreign gold/copper min-
ing company projects in which the Eritrean government holds a 40 percent stake.
In 2015, a mine, majority-owned by China’s Shanghai Corporation for Foreign
Economic and Technological Cooperation (SFECO), began operations, joining the
Bisha mine, majority- owned by Canada’s Nevsun Resources. A third mine,
bought in late 2015 by Chinese state-owned Sichuan Road & Bridge Mining In-
vestment Development Corp. (SRBM) from a Canadian majority-owner is ex-
pected to begin operations in late 2016. Based on Nevsun’s experience, there
are concerns that new mining projects will be compelled to use government-
owned construction firms for infrastructure development and thereby indirectly
use conscript labor.

China is Eritrea’s largest trading partner, investor, and contractor. One company,
China Harbor Engineering Co., is engaged in a US$400 million project to mod-
ernize Eritrea’s primary port, Massawa. 

At time of writing, the European Union was reportedly considering a five-year
€200 (US$216) million aid package designed to address “the root causes of mi-
gration.”
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pants are arrested. A condition for release is usually a signed statement by the
prisoner recanting his religious affiliation. 

Jehovah’s Witnesses are especially persecuted. Three arrested in 1994 for refus-
ing to serve in the military remain imprisoned 21 years later. As of mid-2015, they
were among 56 jailed Jehovah’s Witnesses. 

The government also interferes with the practices of the four religions it recog-
nizes. The government appointed the Sunni imam in 1996, deposed the patri-
arch of the Eritrean Orthodox Church in 2005, and appointed his successor. The
deposed patriarch remains under house arrest 10 years later. 

Refugee Policy
In 2014, the Danish Immigration Service issued a report suggesting that human
rights conditions in Eritrea were better than reported and that no harm would
come to Eritreans who were returned from countries where they sought asylum.
In 2015, the report was repudiated by two of its three authors amid growing
questions about the credibility of the report’s methodology. One of the report
authors contended that quotations in the report were taken out of context by his
superiors to achieve a political goal of discouraging Eritrean asylum seekers.

Despite widespread criticism of the Danish report, the United Kingdom’s Home
Office changed its guidance about Eritrea in early 2015 to assert that asylum-
seekers “who left [Eritrea] illegally are no longer considered per se to be at risk
of harm or mistreatment amounting to persecution on return.” 

Key International Actors
Eritrea’s relations with neighboring Ethiopia and Djibouti remain severely
strained. Fifteen years after a bloody border war, Ethiopia occupies slivers of ter-
ritory identified by a boundary commission as Eritrean, including the town of
Badme where the war began. President Isaias uses the pretext of “no-war, no-
peace” to keep his countrymen under totalitarian control. 

In September, Molla Asghedom, head of an armed Ethiopian opposition group,
the Tigray People’s Democratic Movement (TPDM), long given sanctuary in Er-
itrea and reportedly used to round up draft evaders and to protect President Isa-
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An unknown number of ethnic Oromo students continued to be detained, many
without charge, after protests throughout Oromia in April and May 2014 against
the planned expansion of Addis Ababa’s municipal boundary into Oromia. Secu-
rity personnel used excessive and at times lethal force, including live ammuni-
tion, against protesters in several cities, killing at least several dozen protesters,
and arrested hundreds. 

There have been no investigations by Ethiopian authorities into the deaths and
the use of unlawful force. Those released said they were tortured or otherwise ill-
treated in detention. Ethnic Oromos make up approximately 45 percent of
Ethiopia’s population and are often arbitrarily arrested and accused of belonging
to the banned Oromo Liberation Front (OLF).

Freedom of Expression and Association
Media remained under government stranglehold, with many journalists having to
choose between self-censorship, harassment and arrest, or exile. At least 60
journalists have fled into exile since 2010. Tactics used to restrict independent
media included targeting publishers, printing presses, and distributors. 

In June, journalist Reeyot Alemu and five other journalists and bloggers from the
Zone 9 blogging collective were released from prison ahead of President
Obama’s visit to Ethiopia, On October 16, the remaining four imprisoned Zone 9
bloggers were acquitted of terrorism charges after 39 hearings and 539 days in
detention. A fifth charged in absentia was also acquitted. Many other journal-
ists, protesters, and other political opponents continued to be prosecuted under
the Anti-Terrorism Proclamation, and many journalists including Eskinder Nega
and Woubshet Taye remain in prison. 

The 2009 Charities and Societies Proclamation (CSO law) continues to severely
curtail the ability of independent nongovernmental organizations to work on
human rights. The law bars work on human rights, good governance, conflict res-
olution, and advocacy on the rights of women, children, and people with disabil-
ities if organizations receive more than 10 percent of their funds from foreign
sources. 

The government regularly monitors and records telephone calls of family mem-
bers and friends of suspected opposition members and intercepts digital com-
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Ethiopia
In Ethiopia in 2015 there were continuing government crackdowns on opposition
political party members, journalists, and peaceful protesters, many of whom ex-
perienced harassment, arbitrary arrest, and politically motivated prosecutions. 

The Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF), the ruling party
coalition, won all 547 parliamentary seats in the May elections, due in part to
the lack of space for critical or dissenting voices. Despite a few high-profile pris-
oner releases ahead of the June visit of United States President Barack Obama,
there was no progress on fundamental reforms of the deeply repressive laws and
policies constricting Ethiopian civil society organizations and media. 

Elections and Political Space
May’s federal elections took place in a general atmosphere of intimidation, and
concerns over the National Electoral Board’s lack of independence. Opposition
parties reported that state security forces and ruling party cadres harassed and
detained their members, while onerous registration requirements effectively put
opposition candidates at a disadvantage. 

Opposition parties reported that government officials regularly blocked their at-
tempts to hold protests and rallies in the run-up to the election by denying per-
mits, arresting organizers, and confiscating equipment. 

These restrictions, alongside the absence of independent media and civil soci-
ety, meant there was little opportunity for dissenting voices to be heard or mean-
ingful political debate on key issues ahead of the elections.

Freedom of Peaceful Assembly 
Eighteen individuals identified as leaders of the Muslim protest movement that
swept across Ethiopia from 2012-2014 were convicted in July under the Anti-Ter-
rorism Proclamation and sentenced in August to between 7 and 22 years each
after closed, flawed trials. Authorities detained them in July 2012 when some
Muslim communities were protesting against perceived government interference
in their religious affairs.
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munications with highly intrusive spyware. Leaked emails from Milan-based
Hacking Team, which sold spyware to the Ethiopian government, reveal that de-
spite warnings of the risk of Ethiopia misusing their spyware, they issued a tem-
porary license to Ethiopia while they began negotiations in April on a new
contract worth at least US$700,000. 

Torture and Arbitrary Detention
Ethiopian security personnel frequently tortured and otherwise ill-treated politi-
cal detainees held in both official and secret detention centers to give confes-
sions or provide information. At its UN Universal Periodic Review in 2014,
Ethiopia accepted a recommendation to “adopt measures which guarantee the
non-occurrence of cases of torture and ill-treatment in places of detention,” but
there is little indication that security personnel are being investigated or pun-
ished for carrying out these abuses. 

The Liyu police, a Somali Regional State paramilitary police force without a clear
legal mandate, continued to commit serious human rights abuses in their ongo-
ing conflict with the Ogaden National Liberation Front (ONLF) in Ethiopia’s So-
mali Region, with reports of extrajudicial killings, arbitrary detention, and
violence against civilians who are accused of supporting or being sympathetic to
the ONLF. 

Andargachew Tsige, a United Kingdom citizen and secretary-general of the Gin-
bot 7 organization, a group banned for advocating armed overthrow of the gov-
ernment, remains in detention in Ethiopia after his unlawful 2014 deportation to
Ethiopia from Yemen while in transit. He had twice been sentenced to death in
absentia for his involvement with Ginbot 7. UK consular officials visited Andar-
gachew only three times, amid growing concerns about his mistreatment in de-
tention. In April, the UN Working Group on Arbitrary Detention called on Ethiopia
to release and compensate Andargachew.

Forced Displacement Linked to Development Programs
Some donors, including UK’s Department for International Development (DFID)
and the World Bank, rechanneled funding from the problematic Protection of
Basic Services (PBS) program in 2015. PBS was associated with the abusive “vil-
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Key International Actors
Ethiopia enjoys strong support from foreign donors and most of its regional
neighbors, based on its role as host of the African Union and strategic regional
player, its contribution to UN peacekeeping, security and aid partnerships with
Western countries, and its progress on development indicators. The African
Union(AU)—the only international body that monitored the May elections—de-
clared the elections “credible” despite the severe restrictions on opposition po-
litical parties, independent media, and civil society. 

Ethiopia continued to facilitate negotiations between warring parties in South
Sudan, and its troops maintained calm in the disputed Abyei Region. Ethiopia
deploys troops inside Somalia as part of the AU mission, and in 2015 there were
growing reports that abusive “Liyu police” forces were also deployed alongside
the Ethiopian Defense Forces. Ethiopia continued to host hundreds of thousands
of refugees from South Sudan, Somalia, and Eritrea.

Ethiopia is one of the largest recipients of donor aid in Africa, receiving almost
$3 billion in 2015 despite allegations of human rights abuses associated with
some development programs, including forced displacement in Gambella and
the Omo Valley. There are no indications that donors have strengthened the
monitoring and accountability provisions needed to ensure that their develop-
ment aid does not contribute to or exacerbate human rights problems in
Ethiopia. 
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lagization program,” a government effort to relocate 1.5 million rural people into
permanent villages, ostensibly to improve their access to basic services. Some
of the relocations in the first year of the program in Gambella region in 2011 were
accompanied by violence, including beatings and arbitrary arrests, and insuffi-
cient consultation and compensation. 

Some Gambella residents filed a complaint in 2013 to the World Bank’s Inspec-
tion Panel, the institution’s independent accountability mechanism, alleging
that the bank violated its own policies on indigenous people and involuntary re-
settlement. The Inspection Panel identified major shortcomings in the PBS pro-
gram in its November 2014 recommendations, although the World Bank Board
largely rejected the findings in February. A translator who worked with the In-
spection Panel in Gambella was arrested in March and charged under the Anti-
Terrorism Proclamation in September 2015.

In February, in the course of a court hearing on a complaint by an Ethiopian
farmer that the UK violated its partnership principles by supporting the PBS pro-
gram, DFID announced that it was ending support to the PBS program. DFID cited
concerns over Ethiopia’s civil and political rights record, including concerns re-
lated to “freedom of expression and electoral competition, and continued con-
cerns about the accountability of security services.” 

There are ongoing reports of forced displacement from development projects in
different regions, often with minimal or no compensation and little in the way of
prior consultation with affected, often indigenous, communities. Allegations
have arisen from commercial and industrial projects associated with Addis
Ababa’s expansion and the continued development of sugar plantations in the
Lower Omo Valley, which involves clearing 245,000 hectares of land that is home
to 200,000 indigenous people. Communities in Omo have seen their grazing
land cleared and have lost access to the Omo River, which they relied on for
crops. Individuals who questioned the development plans were arrested and ha-
rassed. 

Violent incidents, both between different ethnic groups and between the govern-
ment and ethnic groups, increased in 2015 partly due to the growing competition
for grazing land and other resources. The reservoir behind the Gibe III dam
began filling in January 2015, reducing the annual natural flood that replenished
the agricultural lands along the banks of the Omo River.
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European Union
In a year marked by horrific attacks by armed extremists in Paris in January and
November, and a deepening refugee crisis, the European Union and its member
states struggled to develop an effective and principled response to the hundreds
of thousands of asylum seekers and migrants who reached Europe. Narrow gov-
ernment interests too often displaced sound policy responses, delaying protec-
tion and shelter for vulnerable people and raising questions about the union’s
purpose and limits.  

Migration and Asylum
Poor management and disagreements among EU member states escalated a cri-
sis, as large numbers of migrants and asylum seekers reached Europe, most by
sea. At time of writing, more than 850,000 people had crossed the sea during
the year to reach Europe. The vast majority—an estimated 82 percent—of people
crossed the Aegean Sea, from Turkey to Greece, and only 17 percent crossed the
central Mediterranean, from North Africa to Italy, historically the most common
sea route. 

According to the United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR), 84 percent of those
arriving by sea came from the refugee-producing countries of Syria, Afghanistan,
Eritrea, Iraq, and Somalia. Nigerians, Gambians, Sudanese, Pakistanis and
Malians together made up seven percent of the new arrivals.

The EU tripled the budget and resources of patrol operations in the Mediter-
ranean following the deaths at sea of more than 1,000 people in a single week in
April. Frontex, the EU’s external border agency, began patrolling in international
waters near Libya and increased patrols in the Aegean Sea, carrying out search-
and-rescue and border enforcement activities. While tens of thousands of peo-
ple were rescued throughout the year, including by private humanitarian
initiatives, more than 3,500 migrants died or went missing at sea.

Many of those who reached Greece by sea continued their journey over land
through the Western Balkans, encountering police abuse in EU candidates Ser-
bia and the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia and EU member Hungary,
and appalling detention conditions at times in Macedonia and Hungary. 
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Commission stepped up its own enforcement, opening 74 infringement proceed-
ings against 23 member states for failure to abide by EU asylum laws. 

Discrimination and Intolerance 
Attacks by armed extremists in Paris in January left 20 people dead—12 staff
members of the satirical weekly Charlie Hebdo, four people taken hostage in a
kosher supermarket, a police officer, and three attackers. In Copenhagen in Feb-
ruary, attacks on a free speech debate and a synagogue left three people dead,
including the attacker. The attacks underscored the serious problem of anti-
Semitism in the EU. An October report by the EU Agency for Fundamental Rights
showed that many EU governments fail to collect adequate data on hate crimes
against Jews, a finding that reflects a wider failure to collect disaggregated hate
crimes data. 

Hate crimes against Muslims are also a serious problem, with spikes in incidents
reported in France and the UK. The acceptability of intolerance against Muslims
was demonstrated in September when several EU leaders said they only wanted
Christian, as opposed to Muslim, refugees in their countries. 

In September, the UN high commissioner for human rights, Zeid Ra’ad Al Hus-
sein, criticized ongoing forced evictions of Roma and Travellers in several Euro-
pean countries in recent years. He highlighted France’s “systematic national
policy to forcibly evict the Roma” and urged Bulgaria to halt forced evictions,
“which are devastating to the affected communities.”

By enacting the Gender Recognition Bill in July, Ireland became the fifth country
in the world to offer legal recognition to the gender of people’s choice, excluding
children under the age of 16. Ireland brought into effect a law permitting same-
sex marriage in November following a successful constitutional referendum guar-
anteeing marriage equality in May. 

Following its review of the EU, in September the UN Committee on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) raised concerns about children with disabilities
living in institutions in EU countries who have no access to mainstream inclusive
education. The committee also expressed concern about the negative effects of
austerity measures on services for families with children with disabilities. The
committee also noted concerns about the detention of refugees and migrants
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In September, thousands of migrants and asylum seekers were stuck at various
borders with inadequate shelter, unable to proceed with their journeys but with
no genuine alternative, and at times dispersed by tear gas and water cannons.
Hungary effectively closed its border with Serbia to asylum seekers and migrants
in September, and with Croatia in October. Slovenia and Croatia at times
blocked access for asylum seekers and migrants in September and October. In
late November, Slovenia, Croatia, Serbia and Macedonia imposed border restric-
tions for asylum seekers and migrants, allowing only certain nationalities, in-
cluding Syrians, to enter. 

EU governments worked fitfully over the course of the year to implement a set of
proposals on migration and asylum policy that the European Commission made
in May. An EU-wide refugee resettlement scheme was established, with coun-
tries pledging over 22,000 places over the next two years. Following a fractious
debate and over the objections of Hungary, Czech Republic, Slovakia, and Roma-
nia, EU governments agreed to a program to relocate over the next two years a
total of 160,000 asylum seekers who had landed in Italy, Greece, and potentially
other countries experiencing significant arrivals. The United Kingdom opted out.
At time of writing, only 159 asylum seekers had been relocated from Italy and
Greece to other EU member states under the scheme. 

The majority of the commission’s proposals focused on measures to limit ar-
rivals, strengthen border controls, and accelerate returns of people not granted
the right to remain in the EU. The EU took some positive action, including
pledges of increased aid to countries hosting large refugee populations and to
humanitarian assistance organizations. Yet efforts to intensify immigration coop-
eration with origin and transit countries raised concerns about enabling rights
abuses and denying people effective protection. Combating smuggling networks
remained central to the EU approach, with a naval mission in the Mediterranean
poised, beginning in October, to board, seize, and divert vessels used by smug-
glers.

The full package of recast directives making up the Common European Asylum
System entered into force in July, imposing revised common standards and rules
with respect to procedures and reception conditions. Asylum seekers continued
to face a protection lottery, with wide disparity among EU member states in
recognition rates, accommodation, and integration measures. The European
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Croatia
More than 441,931 asylum seekers and migrants entered Croatia by the end of
November. Almost all stayed only for a short period before going on to Hungary
(until it closed its border) or Slovenia. Croatia struggled to meet asylum seekers’
and migrants’ basic needs and at times closed border crossings from Serbia and
restricted entry at its borders to certain nationalities in November. 

Fewer than 5,000 people have claimed asylum in Croatia since 2006, and as of
July 2015, only 165 had been granted some form of protection, 32 of them in
2015. Long-term asylum seekers and refugees face difficulties in accessing hous-
ing, health services, and education. Unaccompanied migrant and asylum-seek-
ing children continue to be placed in a residential home for children with
behavior problems and in reception centers for adults, without adequate
guardianship or specific protection. 

While the Croatian government made some progress in protecting the rights of
people with disabilities, the guardianship system continues to deny roughly
18,000 people with disabilities the right to make decisions about their lives. Im-
plementation of a 2011 deinstitutionalization plan progressed slowly and ex-
cludes people with disabilities in psychiatric hospitals and foster homes for
adults. More than 7,500 people remained institutionalized as of September. In
April, the UN Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities urged the
Croatian government to ensure that its domestic laws protect the rights of peo-
ple with disabilities. 

More than 220 war crimes cases have yet to be addressed by national courts. In
February, the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) ruled that Croatia violated
the fair trial rights of a dual Croatian-Serbian national convicted in his absence
of war crimes and unable to obtain a retrial. 

In April, the UN Human Rights Committee adopted concluding observations on
Croatia, including concerns about discrimination and violence against members
of ethnic minority groups, particularly Roma and Serbs.

Serbs stripped of tenancy rights during the war faced ongoing difficulties in ben-
efitting from the 2010 government program that permits the purchase of prop-
erty at below-market rates. 
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with disabilities, and the fact that many persons with disabilities have their legal
capacity restricted, affecting their ability to make their own decisions.

Counterterrorism
The November attacks in Paris, the most deadly in Europe in more than a
decade, prompted emergency measures in France (see below), a major security
operation in Belgium, stepped-up border checks, including inside the Schengen
free movement area, and a renewed push for stronger EU security and intelli-
gence cooperation. Past experience of major attacks in Europe raised concerns
that human rights protections would again be weakened in the name of security. 

The publication in December 2014 of a redacted version of a report by the United
States Senate on torture by the US Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) again threw
a spotlight on the complicity of EU states with programs of rendition and torture
and their limited progress towards accountability. The European Parliament civil
liberties committee in February decided to resume its investigation into EU
states’ complicity in torture. 

Lithuanian prosecutors announced in April that they had reopened an investiga-
tion into allegations that their country hosted a secret CIA detention facility. Ro-
manian authorities continue to deny that their country hosted a secret CIA
facility, despite an admission in April by the former President Ion Iliescu that he
authorized a CIA site. There were few signs of progress during the year in investi-
gations in Poland and the UK into complicity by state officials in torture and ren-
dition (see below). 

In March, the Council of Europe’s human rights commissioner raised concerns
about plans in several European countries to increase surveillance powers of se-
curity services without prior judicial authorization. 

In July, the UN Human Rights Council appointed Joseph Cannataci as the first
special rapporteur on the right to privacy. His mandate includes reviewing gov-
ernment policies and legislation on interception of digital communications. In
August, Cannataci criticized the weakness of the UK’s surveillance oversight
mechanism. 
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rious obstacles in receiving translation support in their language during refugee
status determination interviews.

France
France suffered deadly attacks in January and November. Multiple attacks in
Paris and the suburb of Saint-Denis on November 13 killed 130 people and
wounded hundreds. On November 20, parliament passed a law extending by
three months the state of emergency declared by President François Hollande
following the attacks. The law also expanded the government’s emergency pow-
ers including to conduct searches without a warrant and to place people under
house arrest without judicial approval, raising concerns about the rights to lib-
erty, freedom of movement, and freedoms of association and expression.

Over three days in early January, attacks on the satirical magazine Charlie
Hebdo, a police officer, and a kosher supermarket left 20 dead, including the
three attackers, who died in shootouts with the police. A surge in Islamophobic
acts followed, and the government recorded over 50 attacks and threats against
Muslims between January 7 and 12. 

On January 12, the minister of justice instructed prosecutors to respond with
criminal law to speech “glorifying terrorism” and anti-Semitic and racist speech
in relation to the Paris attacks. By March 24, the French judiciary had opened
298 cases involving “glorification of terrorism”—an overly broad term that can
include speech that does not incite violence —including 185 cases in which it
was the only offense.

Anti-Semitic acts, including violent attacks and threats, increased by more than
100 percent in 2014 compared with 2013, according to the annual report of the
National Consultative Commission of Human Rights published in April. 

In a June review of France, the UN Committee for the Elimination of Racial Dis-
crimination expressed concern about discrimination against migrants and “peo-
ple of foreign origin” in access to employment, housing, culture, and health
care, and difficulties they face in education.

In September, the UN high commissioner for human rights criticized France’s
“systematic national policy to forcibly evict” migrant Roma. According to rights
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Stateless Roma faced particular difficulties accessing basic state services, such
as health care, social assistance, and adequate housing. Roma children are de
facto segregated in the education sector. 

Estonia
Estonia ranks 10th in terms of stateless populations worldwide. According to the
Interior Ministry, as of June 2015, about 6.3 percent of the country’s population
of 1.3 million is stateless. 

In 2015, the government adopted measures to decrease child statelessness and
simplify the naturalization process for older people. In January, the government
amended the Citizenship Law to allow children born to stateless parents to auto-
matically obtain Estonian citizenship at birth; previously, parents had to apply.
Parents can reject Estonian citizenship on behalf of their children within a year.
The amendments also exempt people 65 and older from the written portion of
the mandatory Estonian language exam for naturalization. 

Language test requirements remain the most significant naturalization challenge
for the country’s Russian-speaking population. The cost of naturalization, includ-
ing application and language exam preparation, and the income requirements
for citizenship, continue to disenfranchise poorer long-term residents, and have
contributed to statelessness among the Russian speakers. The up-front cost of
language classes to prepare for the test poses a considerable financial obstacle
for non-citizens with modest or no income. The state reimburses language class
fees only after the applicant passes the test.

Stateless residents do not enjoy full employment rights and are barred from oc-
cupying several professions, such as posts in the national and local civil service,
police, and customs, and they may not become prosecutors, judges, or notaries.

The government has not taken sufficient steps to prepare for implementation of
the Co-habitation Act, which was passed in October 2014 and enters into force in
2016. The act extends the rights of married couples to unmarried—including
same-sex—couples.

Estonia maintains a minimalist refugee policy. The government agreed to accept
329 asylum seekers over a two-year period under the EU relocation scheme, but
at time of writing, no one had yet been relocated. Asylum seekers encounter se-

WORLD REPORT 2016

250



portation accessible to persons with disabilities, and noted high unemployment
among persons with disabilities.

Germany 
Authorities increased staff and budget of the federal asylum office in response
to a significant increase in new asylum applications, and created new reception
centers around the country. The government estimated Germany would receive
one million new asylum applications by year’s end. 

In October, the Federal Parliament adopted legislation to accelerate asylum pro-
cedures, improve integration measures, replace cash support with benefits in
kind, and expedite construction of new accommodation. Lack of unified, binding
standards meant wide disparities in quality of asylum accommodation, includ-
ing lack of safeguards to protect women and children from harassment and
abuse.

The legislation adds Albania, Kosovo, and Montenegro to the list of safe coun-
tries that already includes Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, and Macedonia. Syri-
ans were the largest national group of asylum seekers, followed by Albanians
and Kosovars. Nationals from countries considered safe are presumed not to
need international protection and are subject to accelerated procedures, raising
concerns about the quality of individual examinations and the consequences for
the many Roma applicants from the Western Balkans.

Federal police registered 473 attacks on asylum accommodations in the first
nine months of the year, more than double the total for 2014, and expressed
concern about the rise of right-wing extremist groups. Anti-migrant protests
flared throughout the year, particularly in the east.

The UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination expressed con-
cern in May about broad police stop-and-search powers leading to ethnic profil-
ing and inadequate investigations of racially motivated attacks. In July, a law
entered into force giving prosecutors greater powers to investigate racially moti-
vated crimes, now subject to more severe punishment. 

Germany’s constitutional court ruled in March that a 2004 ban in North Rhine-
Westphalia on teachers wearing the headscarf violated religious freedom and
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groups, between January and September 2015, 8,714 Roma were evicted from 79
places in France, in most cases without alternative accommodation.

According to official estimates, around 4,500 asylum seekers and migrants lived
in unsanitary conditions in a makeshift camp in Calais with limited daytime ac-
cess to showers, electricity, and food in a center equipped to serve 1,500. In No-
vember, the Council of State ordered the government to equip the camp with
water taps, toilets, and garbage collection, and to ensure emergency services
can access the site if needed. 

A law passed by parliament in July requires authorities to register asylum claims
within three days of an asylum seeker lodging an application, or ten working
days if there are large numbers of simultaneous claims. The law also ends the
detention of unaccompanied children in transit zones if they intend to seek asy-
lum in France, but provides for exceptions, such as when children are from a
country the authorities consider to be “safe.” Other unaccompanied children
who do not assert an intent to claim asylum can continue to be detained for up
to 20 days in a seaport or airport. 

In July, France enacted a law permitting the government to conduct sweeping
digital surveillance on broad grounds and without prior judicial authorization, in
breach of the right to privacy. Following a July review, the UN Human Rights Com-
mittee urged France in August to ensure surveillance activities are necessary and
proportionate and subject to judicial approval and oversight. In November, the
French parliament passed a law permitting the surveillance of electronic commu-
nications sent or received from abroad.

In five ground-breaking rulings in June, the Paris Court of Appeal ordered the
state to compensate victims of discriminatory identity checks. The court found
that the failure to record checks deprived victims of an effective remedy. The gov-
ernment has failed to introduce stop forms, a key measure in addressing abusive
identity checks, despite President Hollande’s commitment to fight against
abuses during such checks when he was a presidential candidate in 2012. 

In a February report on his visit to France in September 2014 on a range of
human rights concerns, the Council of Europe’s human rights commissioner
found France “lagging significantly behind” in making public places and trans-
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was discriminatory. The ruling renders unconstitutional similar bans in other
states.

A new data retention law attracted concerns of unjustified interference with pri-
vacy rights and the criminalization of whistleblowing. The federal commissioner
for data protection said the law was unconstitutional.

The UN Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities said in May that
Germany’s system of guardianship denies equal recognition under the law and
expressed concern about the widespread institutionalization of persons with
psychosocial disabilities. 

Greece
Political uncertainty, mass immigration, and instability marked Greece’s year. In
June and July, the UN independent expert on foreign debt and human rights
urged the European institutions, the International Monetary Fund, and the Greek
government to ensure that new austerity measures did not undermine human
rights. 

Thousands of migrants and asylum seekers arriving on Greece’s Aegean islands
and also in Athens faced appalling reception and detention conditions. Poor reg-
istration systems on the islands failed to identify people with special protection
needs, including people with disabilities or medical conditions, and women and
children, exacerbating risks for these groups. 

At time of writing, almost 726,000 people, mainly from Syria and Afghanistan,
have taken the sea journey from Turkey to Greece since the start of 2015. Accord-
ing to the International Organization for Migration, at least 588 died crossing
from Turkey in 2015. 

There were continuing allegations that Greek border guards engaged in collec-
tive expulsions and pushbacks of migrants and asylum seekers at the land bor-
ders with Turkey. In October, the authorities indicated they were investigating 20
such allegations brought by human rights groups. Unidentified armed masked
men disabled boats carrying migrants and asylum seekers in the Aegean Sea,
pushing them back to Turkish waters. 
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Asylum-seeking and migrant children registered as unaccompanied minors by
the authorities were often detained much longer than adults or children travel-
ing with their families, while authorities sought shelter facilities for them. There
is no reliable estimate of the number of unaccompanied migrant children who
entered Greece during the year.

In February, the government revoked a ministerial decision that had allowed de-
tention of migrants beyond the 18 months permitted by EU law, and announced
the immediate release from immigration detention of vulnerable categories of
asylum seekers, as well as of people whose detention exceeded a six-month pe-
riod. Conditions in immigration detention remain poor. 

The ECtHR held Greece responsible for inhuman and degrading treatment in im-
migration detention in five separate cases since December 2014.

Despite improvements in the asylum system and significant increases in
Greece’s protection rates, asylum seekers face serious difficulties in accessing
the asylum procedure. According to the Greek Asylum Service, only 10,718 peo-
ple had applied for asylum in Greece as of the end of October. The authorities
have yet to clear the backlog of asylum appeals under the old system operated
by the police.

Attacks on migrants and asylum seekers and LGBT people continued, with a net-
work of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) recording more than 460 inci-
dents over the last four years. In October, an Athens court published its written
judgment in a 2014 conviction and sentence of life imprisonment for two men for
the murder of a Pakistani man. The judgment clarified that the court found that
the murder was racially motivated, the first such case in Greece for a serious of-
fense. 

In May, the UN special rapporteur on contemporary forms of racism urged Greece
to set up efficient mechanisms for victims of racist attacks to seek remedies and
ensure their access to justice as well as the due punishment of perpetrators. A
law adopted in July introduced residence permits on humanitarian grounds for
undocumented victims and witnesses of hate crimes. 
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Police also beat three international journalists with batons, dragged them from
Serbian to Hungarian territory, arrested them for 24 hours, and charged them
with irregular border crossing. Charges were later dropped. 

During the first part of 2015, the government engaged in an anti-migrant cam-
paign, including a biased questionnaire to Hungarian citizens that linked migra-
tion and terrorism in April, and an anti-migrant billboard campaign in May. 

The government also continued to restrict media freedom. In January, the CEO of
RTL Klub, the independent broadcaster, moved his family abroad and hired
bodyguards after being threatened with violence. In July, the Office of Immigra-
tion and Nationality denied Hungarian media access to refugee reception cen-
ters, arguing that the presence of journalists could impinge upon the personal
rights of asylum seekers.

The Council of Europe’s Venice Commission issued an opinion in June on Hun-
gary’s media stressing ongoing concerns about vague broadcast content regula-
tion, particularly the ban on criticizing religious or political views and on content
that violates privacy rights.

By October 31, 2015, 71 homeless people were charged with misdemeanors
under local decrees banning the homeless from residing habitually in public
spaces, a significant decrease from 234 reported by end of November 2014. In
late January, the High Court annulled sections of a municipal decree that banned
the homeless from living in the streets of certain areas of Budapest, effective
May 31. 

Roma continue to face discrimination and harassment. In May, the Supreme
Court ruled that evictions of Roma in 2014 constituted unlawful discrimination.
The European Roma Rights Center documented a pattern of police fining Roma
for petty offenses, such as lack of bicycle accessories, and sometimes jailing
those unable to pay. In September, Hungary’s Equal Treatment Authority found
the practice discriminatory. 

Italy
By the end of November more than 143,000 migrants and asylum seekers had
reached Italy by sea. Their main countries of origin were Eritrea, Nigeria, Soma-
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In April, the government repealed a health regulation used in 2012 to round up
dozens of women alleged to be sex workers who were then forced to take HIV
tests. In early February, the new government of Alexis Tsipras announced the end
of Operation Xenios Zeus, a police operation that targeted migrants and foreign-
ers. However, the police continued to stop, arbitrarily detain, and harass home-
less people and those who use drugs and sell sex, interfering with their ability to
access health care and support services. 

In a report published in February, the European Commission against Racism and
Intolerance noted discrimination and police harassment toward LGBT people,
notably against transgender persons. 

Hungary
Hungary saw an enormous increase in asylum applications in 2015, stressing a
flawed and inefficient asylum system. By late August, authorities had registered
over 150,000 asylum applications since the start of the year, a tenfold increase
compared to 2014. 

In response, the government erected a fence along its border with Serbia, com-
pleted in September, and erected a fence on its border with Croatia in October.
Through legal changes in July and August, authorities also introduced a new bor-
der regime, criminalizing irregular entry and establishing Serbia as a “safe third
country,” thus permitting the quick return of asylum seekers transiting through
that country. As of late October, more than 500 people had been convicted of ir-
regular border crossing and placed in immigration detention pending deporta-
tion, in most cases to Serbia. 

Further changes included an accelerated asylum procedure, which jeopardizes
due process rights, and a three-day limit for judicial reviews, which undermines
the right to effective remedy. A September law authorized the army’s deploy-
ment to the border and allowed soldiers to use non-lethal force, including tear
gas grenades and rubber bullets, against migrants and asylum seekers. 

In September, Hungarian border and counterterrorism police used tear gas and
water cannons against asylum seekers protesting the closure of a border point
with Serbia, some of them violently. The UN high commissioner for human rights
criticized the use of force by police as disproportionate. 
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form to address the status of children who are born and live in Latvia without a
nationality, 7,800 children in Latvia were stateless as of early 2015, according to
a report by the nongovernmental organizations European Network on Stateless-
ness and Latvian Centre for Human Rights.

Discrimination persists against Russian speakers, particularly in the spheres of
employment and education. Latvian non-citizens are barred from occupying cer-
tain posts in the civil service and other professions. They also face restrictions
on owning land.

State-imposed limits on Russian as a language of instruction in schools continue
to impact the quality of education in regions where Russian speakers live. In Lat-
vian public secondary schools, at least 60 percent of the curriculum must be in
Latvian. 

In 2015, the authorities continued efforts to sanction individuals and organiza-
tions, including a museum and a local council member, for alleged failure to use
Latvian in professional communications. 

In June, the Latvian capital Riga hosted EuroPride 2015, an annual European
event celebrating LGBT pride, hosted by a different European city each year. It
was the first time EuroPride had been held in a former Soviet state. However,
also in June, the Latvian parliament voted to require schools to provide “consti-
tutional morality education” to schoolchildren in line with the constitutional def-
inition of marriage as a union between a man and a woman. 

Netherlands
In an April resolution, the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe reaf-
firmed a 2014 decision by the European Committee of Social Rights that the
Netherlands must offer decent humanitarian conditions to rejected asylum seek-
ers until they leave the country. That same month, the government announced a
“bed, bath, bread agreement” providing temporary shelter at night, a shower,
and two meals a day. But the agreement is limited to the five largest municipali-
ties and can be terminated if the person refuses to cooperate with removal from
the Netherlands. 

In August, the UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination criti-
cized the government’s approach, saying that basic needs of migrants should be
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lia, Sudan, Syria, and Gambia. New asylum applications decreased compared to
2014 because most new arrivals quickly transited out of Italy. 

Italy faced ongoing challenges providing accommodation to asylum seekers. As
of August, 86,000 asylum seekers were staying in official centers and hundreds
of temporary facilities. The government committed to creating 10,000 additional
places in special shelters for asylum seekers and refugees. Residents in neigh-
borhoods hosting emergency asylum centers periodically protested, sometimes
violently. 

An EU-supported screening center—a “hotspot”—began operating in Lampedusa
in September, with four more planned to be fully operational by the end of the
year. Rights groups reported concerns over triage procedures, with certain na-
tionalities effectively prevented from applying for asylum and ordered to leave
the country. 

In May, the UN special rapporteur on migrants’ rights expressed concerns about
access to, and conditions in, asylum centers, as well as inadequate protection
for unaccompanied migrant children. According to Save the Children, at least
7,600 unaccompanied children arrived in the first eight months of the year. The
UN Subcommittee on Prevention of Torture conducted a week-long visit in Sep-
tember to assess treatment and conditions of detained migrants. 

The ECtHR ruled in July that Italy’s failure to provide any kind of legal status to
same-sex couples violated the right to privacy and family life. At time of writing,
parliament had yet to adopt a long-debated bill to recognize same-sex civil
unions. 

In September, the ECtHR ruled that the 2011 detention of a group of Tunisians,
first in Lampedusa and then on ships, and their subsequent expulsion to
Tunisia, violated their rights to liberty and security, to an effective remedy, to
protection from inhuman or degrading treatment in detention, and against col-
lective expulsion.

Latvia
Latvia has a large population of stateless people. According to the UNCHR, as of
late 2014, more than 12 percent of the country’s population is effectively state-
less (those referred to by the authorities as “noncitizens”). Despite a 2013 re-
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plicity in the detention program, and confirmed its order that Poland pay com-
pensation to two former “black site” detainees. In September, a Polish court re-
jected an application for victim status in the case brought on behalf of a Saudi
former detainee at Guantanamo Bay. 

In May, the prosecutor general published a report on racist and xenophobic
crimes. Despite a significant rise in the number of reported cases, convictions
remained low. In June, the European Commission against Racism and Intoler-
ance urged Poland to take further measures in addressing racial crimes, hate
speech, and discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity.

Draft legislation on introducing civil partnership was again rejected by parlia-
ment’s lower house in August. 

Access to reproductive and sexual health rights continued to be restricted, with
limited access to legal abortion and comprehensive sex education. In October,
the Constitutional Tribunal considered the legality of elements of the “con-
science clause,” a code allowing medical personnel to decline to provide repro-
ductive health services if that conflicts with their personal values or beliefs. The
Constitutional Tribunal ruled that the legal obligation to refer the patient to an-
other medical professional in the event of such a conflict is unconstitutional.

In October, parliament failed to override the president’s veto on legislation that
would have significantly improved the legal recognition process for transgender
people.

In February, parliament enacted a law ratifying the Istanbul Convention. Violence
against women remained a serious problem, and continued underreporting of
cases limits survivors’ access to services and justice. 

Spain
Changes to Spain’s immigration laws entered into force in April, allowing for
summary expulsions from the country’s enclaves in North Africa, Ceuta, and
Melilla. Access to asylum offices established at the borders remained difficult for
many, with Morocco at times closing the border, including to Syrians. An ECtHR
challenge to the summary return of migrants from Melilla in 2014 was pending at
time of writing. 
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provided unconditionally. In November, the Dutch Council of State, the highest
administrative court, said the Dutch government is generally entitled to place
conditions on the provision of shelter to rejected asylum seekers, such as their
cooperation with removal from the Netherlands, other than in exceptional cir-
cumstances, such as those related to the person’s psychological state. 

In June, the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child noted with concern the de-
portation of children in “vulnerable situations” to their countries of origin, where
they may end up in orphanages, and urged the authorities to take measures to
prevent such deportations.

In August, the UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination ex-
pressed concerns over racial profiling by Dutch police and urged the Netherlands
to adopt measures to ensure that stop-and-search powers are not exercised in a
discriminatory manner. The committee also expressed concerns over reports that
citizens seeking to protest peacefully against portrayals of the traditional “Black
Piet” (Zwarte Piet) figure of the Sinterklaas festival have been denied authoriza-
tion to conduct such protests at a meaningful time and place and have been
subjected to violent attacks and other forms of intimidation, which have not
been adequately investigated.

In June, the Netherlands paid compensation to relatives of victims of the Sre-
brenica genocide in 1995 who were forced to leave a UN compound by Dutch
peacekeepers. A court in the city of Arnhem ruled in April that a former Dutch
commander and his two adjutants would not be prosecuted for complicity in war
crimes and genocide at Srebrenica.

In November, the Netherlands ratified the Council of Europe’s Convention on pre-
venting and combating violence against women and domestic violence (known
as the Istanbul Convention). 

Poland
There was little sign of progress in the Krakow Appellate Prosecutor’s longstand-
ing criminal investigation into a secret CIA detention and interrogation program.
Following the release of the US Senate torture report, former President Alek-
sander Kwasniewski acknowledged authorizing a secret CIA detention facility. In
February, the ECtHR upheld its decision of July 2014 concerning Poland’s com-
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UK 
In May, the newly elected government announced that it would propose legisla-
tion for a “British Bill of Rights” to replace the Human Rights Act, which incorpo-
rates the European Convention on Human Rights into domestic law. Statements
by ministers suggest the new bill could weaken human rights protections. 

A committee tasked by the government in December 2013 with conducting an in-
vestigation into UK involvement in renditions and overseas torture had yet to re-
port at time of writing. Criminal investigations in UK officials’ alleged
involvement in several rendition cases involving Libya were ongoing. 

In March, parliament passed the Modern Slavery Act with the aim of combating
slavery, trafficking, forced labor, and servitude. However, the law fails to ade-
quately address abuse of migrant domestic workers, whose immigration status
is tied to their employer. An independent review of the domestic worker visa,
commissioned by the government, had yet to report at this writing.

In November, the government proposed a bill that would enshrine broad govern-
ment surveillance practices in law and expand them further, with only limited ju-
dicial involvement. In a June report, the UK’s independent reviewer of terrorism
legislation called for judicial authorization of interception warrants.

The London Metropolitan Police recorded respective increases of 22 percent and
46.7 percent in anti-Semitic and Islamophobic crimes in London between Janu-
ary and July 2015, as compared with the previous year. 

In August, UK forces killed three members of the armed extremist group Islamic
State (also known as ISIS) in a drone attack in Syria. Prime Minister David
Cameron announced the attack was lawful under international law but refused to
publish the legal guidance used to authorize the strike. 

The Counter-Terrorism and Security Act 2015, enacted in February, allows author-
ities to confiscate passports of persons suspected of intending to travel abroad
to participate in terrorism-related activities and to prevent UK citizens suspected
of involvement in terrorism-related activities from returning to the UK for up to
two years, making them de facto stateless for that period.

In August, the UN Human Rights Committee urged the UK to bring its counterter-
rorism laws in line with the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. 
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A Melilla judge closed the cases against eight border guards on charges of de-
grading treatment, and against the local Guardia Civil chief on charges of ob-
struction of justice, in relation to use of force to return a group of migrants to
Morocco in October 2014. 

In April, the European Committee for the Prevention of Torture renewed its con-
cerns about prison-like conditions in immigration detention facilities and criti-
cized severe overcrowding in the center for migrants in Melilla. 

A revamped criminal code and a new public security law, in effect since July, in-
clude provisions that define terrorism offenses in overly broad terms and in-
fringe on the rights to freedom of expression and peaceful assembly—including
steep fines for spontaneous protests and “lack of respect” for law enforcement
officers, and stiffer penalties for resisting authority in the context of a protest.
UN experts earlier warned these measures could lead to disproportionate or dis-
cretionary enforcement. The new criminal code introduced the crimes of stalking
and forced marriage. 

In September, parliament passed legislation requiring parental or guardian con-
sent for 16- and 17-year-old girls to receive an abortion, despite protest and UN
concerns over interference in the right to privacy and autonomy. The UN Commit-
tee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women expressed alarm, in July,
at the prevalence of violence against women and urged a series of reforms in leg-
islation and practice. 

In July, the UN Human Rights Committee expressed concerns about ongoing eth-
nic profiling by law enforcement bodies, despite some positive legislative re-
forms, excessive use of force by such bodies, and discrimination against
immigrants and minorities, including Roma. The committee renewed its recom-
mendation that Spain abrogate incommunicado detention, as well as the 1977
amnesty law that prevents accountability for torture, enforced disappearances,
and extrajudicial executions during the Franco regime.

In September, the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights found
that Spain violated the right to adequate housing in the case of a woman unable
to contest a mortgage foreclosure on her home.
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Gambia
The government of President Yahya Jammeh, in power since a 1994 coup, fre-
quently committed serious human rights violations including arbitrary detention,
enforced disappearance, and torture against those who voiced opposition to the
government. The repression and abuses created a climate of fear within Gambia,
generating increased attention from the international community. 

State security forces most frequently implicated in violations were members of
the National Intelligence Agency (NIA), a paramilitary group known as the “Jun-
gulers,” and the Gambian Police Force. Those targeted included journalists, po-
litical opponents, and lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) people,
many of whom fled Gambia out of fear. 

Some of the worst abuses followed a failed coup attempt on December 30, 2014.
In the days that followed, dozens of family members and friends of the alleged
plotters were rounded up and held incommunicado, some for months. Three al-
leged coup plotters died in suspicious circumstances after being captured. In
February 2014, a secret court martial, violating due process rights, convicted six
soldiers of treason-related offenses. On March 30, the court sentenced three of
them to death and three to life in prison.

Despite widespread allegations of serious abuses committed by the security
forces over the last two decades, no members of the state security or paramili-
tary groups are known to have been convicted or otherwise held to account for
torture, killings, or other serious violations. 

In July 2015, in an unprecedented act, President Jammeh pardoned and released
over 200 prisoners, including many political prisoners. Despite this, many Gam-
bians remained in detention or are feared forcibly disappeared.

Draconian anti-gay legislation and persecution of LGBT people focused global at-
tention on other aspects of the government’s human rights record. Gambia’s
partners, notably the European Union, the United Nations, the United States,
and the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), were increas-
ingly willing to denounce or take steps to address the rights climate, including
by issuing public statements and conditioning assistance. 
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In July, the government suspended the “detained fast track,” an accelerated pro-
cedure for assessing claims that UK authorities consider can be decided
“quickly.” In June, the Court of Appeal had ordered its suspension after the High
Court ruled the procedure was unlawful and structurally unfair for appellants. In
November, the Supreme Court refused an application by the government to ap-
peal the June ruling. 

WORLD REPORT 2016

266



Enforced Disappearances 
In January 2015, shortly after the attempted coup, Gambian authorities forcibly
disappeared dozens of friends and relatives of the alleged coup plotters, includ-
ing elderly parents and a 16-year-old boy. They were held incommunicado, de-
prived of contact with family, and denied access to lawyers for up to seven
months. 

The government refused to acknowledge the whereabouts or even the detention
of many of them, effectively holding them outside of the protection of the law. A
dozen of these family members were released as part of presidential pardons
announced on July 22, the anniversary of President’s Jammeh’s 1994 coup. 

In the past decade, Gambian security forces have been implicated in dozens of
enforced disappearances, including of a journalist, two American-Gambian citi-
zens, and a former army chief, all of whom remain unaccounted for.

Arbitrary Arrest and Detention
Arbitrary arrest and detention by the security services, especially the NIA and the
Serious Crimes Unit within the police, continued. Among those arbitrarily de-
tained and held beyond the 72-hour legal limit in 2015 were journalists—includ-
ing Alagie Abdoulie Ceesay, the manager of Taranga FM radio station—as well as
senior civil servants, ministers, and members of the security services. Many of
those in detention were subjected to torture and enforced disappearance. 

Torture and Other Ill-Treatment
During 2015, as in past years, numerous real or perceived government oppo-
nents were subjected to severe torture and other ill-treatment by members of the
Gambian security forces and paramilitary groups. Much of the abuse appeared
designed to intimidate or secure forced confessions from perceived government
opponents, or to punish those who criticize the president or highlight the current
administration’s policy failures. 

In January, six soldiers implicated in December’s coup attempt and some of their
family members were severely beaten while in detention at the NIA. In July, while
arbitrarily detained at NIA headquarters for 11 days without charge, journalist
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Freedom of Expression and Association 
In 2015, the authorities continued to persecute journalists for investigating sto-
ries critical of the government, exposing human rights abuses, or producing cov-
erage of the opposition in a seemingly favorable light. Since 1994, dozens of
journalists have fled Gambia after being arbitrarily detained and often tortured.
Since 2004, two journalists have been murdered or forcibly disappeared. 

After the December 2014 coup attempt, state security closed down the Taranga
FM radio station—regularly the target of such government closures—for four days
in January. On August 5, journalist Alagie Abdoulie Ceesay was put on trial for
sedition for sending an image on his mobile phone of the president, deemed by
authorities to “raise discontent, hatred, or disaffection among the inhabitants of
the Gambia.” In August, Al Jazeera journalists were denied permission to film
and were reportedly asked to leave the country.

While many private radio and print news outlets operate in the country, editors
regularly engage in self-censorship out of fear of being shut down by the govern-
ment. There is no international media presence in Gambia.

Since 2013, the government has used a series of increasingly repressive laws to
muzzle freedom of speech, affecting not only journalists but anyone communi-
cating across any media, including the Internet, social media, telephones, and
even in private conversations. 

Gambian human rights and pro-democracy groups have very limited space to
promote good governance and respect for human rights. Due to a climate of fear
and highly restrictive legal and administrative frameworks, very few nongovern-
mental organizations operate freely in the country. Those that do avoid monitor-
ing and reporting on rights abuses. 

Key International Actors 
Two United Nations special rapporteurs conducted missions to Gambia in No-
vember 2014 to investigate allegations of torture and ill-treatment, in addition to
extrajudicial and unlawful killings. Both rapporteurs issued highly critical reports
stating that Gambia is characterized by widespread disregard for the rule of law,
infringements of civil liberties, and the existence of a repressive state apparatus.
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Alagie Abdoulie Ceesay was forced to drink cooking oil on several occasions and
beaten until he lost consciousness. 

Torture methods used included severe beatings with wooden clubs, metal pipes,
cables, and electric wires; slicing with bayonets; near suffocation by tying a
plastic bag over the head of the victim; trampling with boots; electroshock of
body parts, including genitals; and dripping melted plastic bags onto the skin.
Many victims were subjected to psychological abuse such as prolonged periods
in solitary confinement, mock execution, and repeated threats of torture and
death. 

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
Gambians who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender (LGBT), or who
are perceived as such, have increasingly become the target of hate speech from
the president, as well as of discriminatory laws, arrest and prosecution by the
authorities, and sometimes violent abuse in custody. 

On October 9, 2014, the government introduced a series of new “aggravated ho-
mosexuality” offenses that impose sentences of up to life in prison. The new of-
fenses criminalize anyone having “unlawful carnal connection with any person of
the same sex,” where the person commits the offense more than once or is liv-
ing with HIV, and where the “victim” has a disability. These clauses criminalize
and discriminate against LGBT people living with HIV and imply that persons
with disabilities cannot consent to sex.

Weeks after the new law passed, state security rounded up dozens of people on
suspicion of homosexuality. Several people detained by the NIA were abused
and threatened with physical violence in an attempt to force them to provide
names of LGBT Gambians. The security services conducted door-to door-
searches for suspected homosexuals. In a May 2015 speech, Jammeh said he
would “slit the throats” of gay people in Gambia. Two men, detained for over
three months at the NIA before being tried for “unnatural acts,” were acquitted
in July 2015 for lack of evidence. 
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Georgia
Georgia’s human rights record remained uneven in 2015. The numerous investi-
gations into alleged crimes by former officials raised questions as to whether
they were being pursued on the merits of the cases, or were the result of selec-
tive justice and politically motivated prosecutions. 

Law enforcement officers continued to use torture and ill-treatment and in many
cases were not held accountable for abuses they committed. Media pluralism
was threatened by the closure of several political debate programs and a dispute
involving past and present high-level officials’ alleged interference in the owner-
ship and management of the most-watched television station, Rustavi 2. The
prosecutor of the International Criminal Court (ICC) requested the court’s author-
ization to investigate war crimes and crimes against humanity allegedly commit-
ted during the August 2008 war with Russia.

Justice
The Georgian Dream coalition government continues to investigate dozens of
criminal cases against former officials who served under the previous govern-
ment, led by the United National Movement (UNM) party. Authorities selected
these cases from thousands of complaints citizens filed after the UNM was voted
out of office in 2012. UNM members and supporters allege that the prosecutions
are politically motivated, pointing to the absence of clear criteria for determining
which cases to prosecute, and that investigations overwhelmingly target UNM
members. 

In September, the Tbilisi city court sentenced Gigi Ugulava, the UNM leader and
Tbilisi ex-mayor, to four-and-a-half years in prison on misappropriation charges.
Ugulava was acquitted of separate money laundering charges. The verdict came
the day after his release from pretrial detention following a Constitutional Court
decision that Ugulava’s 14-month detention exceeded the constitutionally man-
dated limit of 9 months. 

In October, a court in the city of Kutaisi ordered pretrial detention for three ac-
tivists from the UNM party and its affiliated nongovernmental organization
(NGO), Free Zone, following a confrontation with a Georgian Dream parliamentar-
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They said they encountered an atmosphere of fear and were denied access to de-
tention centers, including the security wing of Mile 2 Prison in Banjul. 

In March 2015, Gambia rejected many recommendations from the UN Human
Rights Council in Geneva during its last Universal Periodic Review, including
abolishing the death penalty, decriminalizing homosexuality, and removing re-
strictions on freedom of expression. 

In February and March 2015, the UN Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary
Disappearances transmitted seven cases under its urgent action procedure to
the Gambian government on behalf of seven people abducted in January 2015,
allegedly by the NIA. 

In December 2014, EU assistance to Gambia was frozen over concerns about the
country’s dire human rights situation. In June 2015, Gambia cut ties with the EU,
declaring its representative in Banjul persona non grata. However, plans for re-
suming EU aid were under negotiation at year’s end. 

The Banjul-based African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights adopted a
resolution in February on the deteriorating rights situation in Gambia, calling on
the government to invite the commission to conduct a fact-finding mission into
events after the December 2014 attempted coup. 

In May 2015, US National Security Advisor Susan Rice said she was “deeply con-
cerned about credible reports of torture, suspicious disappearances and arbi-
trary detention at the government’s hands,” adding that the US government was
“reviewing what additional actions are appropriate to respond to this worsening
situation.” 

In 2015, ECOWAS pressed Gambia to improve its human rights record and to es-
tablish a credible human rights commission.
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Under Georgian law, threatening a judge is a criminal offense, and holding a
protest outside a judge’s residence is a misdemeanor. In October, the chairman
informed the authorities of the threats, but police did not respond. 

Torture and Ill-Treatment
Georgia does not have an effective, independent mechanism to investigate
crimes committed by law enforcement officials, resulting in frequent impunity.
The Georgian Young Lawyers’ Association (GYLA), a leading human rights group,
received at least 41 allegations of torture and ill-treatment in 2015 through Octo-
ber; 23 of them concerned abuse by police, and 18 by prison staff. According to
GYLA, the authorities failed to effectively investigate those allegations.

In November, a lawyer, Giorgi Mdinaradze, said that he was beaten at a police
station by five policemen, including the station chief, after advising his client to
exercise his right to silence. Authorities arrested the police chief on charges of
abuse of office with use of violence.

In June, the prosecutor’s office brought defamation charges against Giorgi
Okropiridze, a pretrial detainee in Tbilisi, for allegedly providing false testimony
to the public defender about ill-treatment in custody. A court imposed additional
time in pretrial detention following the defamation charges. The public defender
said the decision undermined trust in his institution and violated international
obligations to prohibit official retaliation when people provide information to the
national mechanism for the prevention of torture.

Freedom of Media
An ownership dispute over Georgia’s most-watched television broadcaster, Rus-
tavi 2, raised concerns about ongoing government interference in media. Kibar
Khalvashi, Rustavi 2’s owner from 2004 to 2006, filed a lawsuit in August to re-
claim his shares, saying that in 2006, then-UNM government leaders forced him
to sell. In November, the Tbilisi City Court ruled in Khalvashi’s favor, and also ap-
pointed interim management for Rustavi 2, a move local human rights groups
criticized as an attempt to effect the channel’s editorial policy. A week later, the
Constitutional Court suspended the civil procedure code clause that had allowed
the appointment of temporary managers. Rustavi 2’s current owners allege that
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ian during a protest in front of parliament. Georgia’s public defender, Ucha Nan-
uashvili, called the court decision to remand them into custody “excessive,” and
accused the courts of selective justice. He noted that courts had not taken pro-
government suspects into custody in similar cases, involving violent attacks
against opposition UNM parliamentarians.

Also in October, police briefly detained Tabula television station’s chief and pro-
ducer, as well as an activist, as they hung posters criticizing government negoti-
ations with Russia’s energy giant, Gazprom, on a fence and street lamp in Tbilisi.
The three faced misdemeanor charges. Tabula is known for criticism of officials. 

Targeting Political Opposition
In October, pro-government groups, including local municipal employees, held
rallies outside UNM party offices in at least 19 towns. The groups variously nailed
or welded doors shut, shattered windows, painted graffiti, and splattered red
paint on UNM offices. Media reported that police present at some locations of
the attacks did not intervene. 

Following the group attacks, Prime Minister Irakli Garibashvili publicly called the
UNM a “criminal organization,” and said that “aggression” against the party is
“natural.” Some NGOs said Garibashvili’s remarks effectively condoned the vio-
lence. 

The attacks on UNM offices occurred after the online publication of a graphic
video of prison officials sexually abusing two detainees in 2011, when UNM was
in power. The videos appeared after polls showed a decline in public support for
the ruling Georgian Dream coalition, leading to UNM accusations that the au-
thorities may have leaked the videos to distract public attention. 

Pro-government supporters organized public outdoor screenings of the video in
downtown Tbilisi and Zugdidi on October 18. Local officials from the ruling coali-
tion participated in the Zugdidi screening. Georgia’s public defender and NGOs
condemned the screenings.

In September, pro-government groups held multiple rallies outside the private
residences of the constitutional court chairman, condemning the court’s deci-
sion to release former Tbilisi Mayor Ugulava from pretrial detention, threatening
the chairman and his family, and throwing tomatoes and eggs at his home.
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Key International Actors
The ICC prosecutor requested the court’s judges to authorize an investigation
into alleged crimes committed during the 2008 conflict between Georgia and
Russia, including by South Ossetian forces (in some cases, with the possible
participation of Russian forces) and also by Georgian forces.

In its March European Neighborhood Policy progress report, the European Union
noted some improvements, but also highlighted the need to ensure separation
of powers and judicial independence, avoid “political retribution, confrontation
and polarization,” and increase the accountability of law enforcement. 

In March, the United Nations special rapporteur on torture visited Georgia. He
noted progress, but also highlighted areas for improvement, including more con-
tact between prisoners and family members and prisoners’ access to recreation.

In an October resolution, the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe
criticized Georgia for “abuse of pretrial detention,” including to “discredit or oth-
erwise neutralize political competitors.” 

Also in October, the assembly’s co-rapporteurs for Georgia issued a statement
following a country visit highlighting key issues, including media freedom, crimi-
nal justice reform, and the electoral system.

In a November statement, the US-Georgia Strategic Partnership Commission, the
primary bilateral dialogue to deepen cooperation between the countries, com-
mended Georgia’s reform efforts, but called for improvements, including in elec-
tions, media freedom, and judicial independence.
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the lawsuit is a government-orchestrated move to take over the opposition-
minded station and plan to appeal the court decisions. Rustavi 2 claimed signifi-
cant financial and logistical constraints from the lawsuit, including a
court-ordered asset freeze against it and its majority shareholder company.

In October, Rustavi 2 Director Nika Gvaramia alleged that a government official
threatened to leak a personal video of him if he refused to “step aside” from the
station. Prosecutors initiated an investigation into the alleged threat. A few days
later, secret recordings appeared online, allegedly of Gvaramia receiving instruc-
tions from former Georgian President Mikheil Saakashvili, to prepare for possi-
ble “physical confrontation” with the authorities to defend the station.

Many of Georgia’s international partners expressed concern about the Rustavi 2
case, including the United States Department of State and the Organization for
Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) representative on freedom of media.

In August, Imedi TV, the second most-watched station, suspended its political
talk shows. Inga Grigolia, a host of one and co-host of another talk show, alleged
interference from authorities in the decision. 

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
In October, the Tbilisi City Court acquitted a Georgian Orthodox priest and three
other men on charges of disrupting an anti-homophobia rally in Tbilisi in May
2013, citing lack of evidence to prove the defendants’ guilt beyond a reasonable
doubt. Thousands of counter-demonstrators, including some Orthodox clergy,
had violently disrupted the peaceful rally. Although police evacuated rally partic-
ipants to safety, they failed to contain the mob, which threw stones and other
objects at a van carrying participants.

In August, a court acquitted a man of premeditated murder after he stabbed to
death a transgender woman, Sabi Beriani, and set her apartment on fire, appar-
ently to cover up the crime, in November 2014. The court sentenced the defen-
dant to four years’ imprisonment for violence and property damage. Rights
groups urged the prosecutor’s office to appeal the decision and recognize hate
as an aggravating circumstance in the crime.
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Guatemala’s Congress passed a resolution in May 2014 denying that acts of
genocide were committed during the country’s civil war, despite findings to the
contrary by a UN-sponsored Truth Commission in 1999. 

In addition to pursuing the case against Ríos Montt, the Attorney General’s Of-
fice has, in recent years, convicted several other former members of security
forces for human rights crimes committed during the war. Five members of the
army’s special forces received lengthy sentences for their role in the 1982 Dos
Erres massacre of more than 250 people, and former National Police Chief Héctor
Bol de la Cruz received a 40-year sentence for ordering the disappearance of a
student activist in 1984.

In July 2014, Felipe Solano Barillas became the first ex-guerrilla to be convicted
in connection with atrocities committed during the country’s civil war. Found
guilty of ordering the massacre of 22 residents of the town of El Aguacate in
1988, he was sentenced to 90 years in prison.

In November 2014, the government approved a reparations policy and allocated
funds to address human rights violations suffered by the communities that were
displaced by the construction of the Chixoy Hydroelectric Dam in 1975.

In January 2015, former Police Chief Pedro Garcia Arredondo was sentenced to
90 years in prison for a raid on the Spanish embassy in 1980 in which 37 people
burned to death.

The Guatemalan judiciary inaugurated a third “high-risk court” in October 2015
to hear cases of grave crimes, including genocide, war crimes, and crimes
against humanity, among others. The new court was opened to help resolve
cases more quickly and effectively, and ease the workload of the two existing
high-risk courts. 

Public Security and the Criminal Justice System
Violence and extortion by powerful criminal organizations remain serious prob-
lems in Guatemala. Corruption within the justice system, combined with intimi-
dation against judges and prosecutors, contributes to high levels of impunity.
Gang-related violence is also one of the principal factors prompting people, in-
cluding unaccompanied youth, to leave the country. Frustrated with the lack of
criminal law enforcement, some communities have resorted to vigilantism. 
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Guatemala
President Otto Pérez Molina resigned in September after being implicated by the
United Nations-backed International Commission against Impunity in Guatemala
(CICIG) in a million-dollar tax-fraud scandal. The commission was established in
2007 to investigate organized crime and reinforce local efforts to strengthen the
rule of law in Guatemala. In 2015, after the Guatemalan Congress voted to strip
both President Pérez Molina and Vice President Roxana Baldetti of their immu-
nity, prosecutors charged them and more than 35 other government officials with
corruption. 

Guatemala’s efforts to promote accountability for human rights atrocities com-
mitted during the 1960-1996 civil war have had mixed results. While the Attorney
General’s Office has successfully prosecuted several high-profile cases, the vast
majority of victims have not seen any form of justice for the violations they en-
dured. 

Accountability for Past Human Rights Violations
Former Guatemalan head of state Efraín Ríos Montt was found guilty in May 2013
of genocide and crimes against humanity. He was sentenced to 80 years in
prison, but several days later the Constitutional Court overturned the verdict on
procedural grounds. The retired general had led a military government from 1982
to 1983 during which period the military carried out hundreds of massacres of
unarmed civilians. 

In August 2015, a trial court declared Ríos Montt mentally unfit for retrial, ruling
instead that he should be represented by his lawyers in a special closed-door
proceeding that is scheduled to start in January 2016.

In October 2015, an appellate court rejected a two-year old petition by Rios
Montt’s attorneys to apply a 1986 amnesty decree that would put an end to his
prosecution. The court ruled that the decree, applicable to “all political and re-
lated common crimes” committed between March 1982 and January 1986, does
not apply to genocide and crimes against humanity. 
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tend the mandate for an additional two years. The UN confirmed the extension in
May. 

The Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights has maintained an of-
fice in Guatemala since 2005. The office monitors the human rights situation in
the country and provides policy support to the government and civil society.

In Spain, despite a recent ban on universal jurisdiction cases, Judge Santiago
Pedraz has said that he will continue investigations of eight Guatemalan officers
implicated in human rights abuses during Guatemala’s civil war.

The US State Department, in February, requested that Congress allocate $1 bil-
lion in assistance for Central America for 2016, which would represent a nearly
three-fold increase in foreign aid to the region. More than 90 percent of the pro-
posed $220 million earmarked specifically for Guatemala would go to civilian in-
stitutions to address the underlying risk factors that lead to crime and violence,
and to strengthen “rule of law institutions.” 

The US continues to restrict military aid to Guatemala on human rights grounds.
Before full aid is restored, the US Consolidated Appropriations Act 2014, re-
quires the Guatemalan government to take “credible steps” to implement the
reparations plan for communities affected by construction of the Chixoy Dam. It
also requires the government to support the investigation and prosecution of
military officers implicated in past atrocities and to ensure that the army’s role is
limited to combating external threats.
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Despite such problems, prosecutors in recent years have made progress in cases
of violent crime, as well as some cases of extrajudicial killings and corruption—
due in significant part to support the Attorney General’s Office has received from
CICIG.

In April, a CICIG investigation uncovered a US$130 million tax fraud scandal in-
volving more than 50 high-ranking members of the government that led to
charges against then-President Otto Pérez Molina, Vice President Roxana
Baldetti, and 35 others.

Attacks on Human Rights Defenders, Journalists, and Trade
Unionists
Acts of violence and intimidation against human rights defenders, journalists,
and trade unionists remain a serious problem. More than 70 trade unionists
were killed between 2004 and 2015 according to the International Trade Union
Conference.

In 2014, 39 journalists were victims of violence, according to the human rights
ombudsman. Between January 1 and March 10, 2015, another 20 journalists were
subject to attack, the ombudsman reported, and in March, 2 journalists were
shot dead by a pair of gunmen in Mazatenango, Suchitepéquez. A third journal-
ist was injured in the attack. At time of writing, three men were awaiting trial for
their participation in the killings.

Key International Actors
The UN-backed CICIG, established in 2007, plays a key role in assisting
Guatemala’s justice system in the prosecution of violent crime. The CICIG works
with the Attorney General’s Office, the police, and other government agencies to
investigate, prosecute, and dismantle criminal organizations operating in the
country. It is empowered to participate in criminal proceedings as a complemen-
tary prosecutor, to provide technical assistance, and to promote legislative re-
forms.

The CICIG’s mandate was scheduled to terminate in September, but in April,
then-President Pérez Molina announced that he would request that the UN ex-
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stadium; the 2010 torture of members of the political opposition; the 2012
killing of six men in the southeastern village of Zogota; and the 2013 killing of
demonstrators protesting the delay in holding parliamentary elections.

In 2015, investigative judges took steps to move most of these investigations for-
ward, but their efforts were hampered by the failure of some members of the
army, gendarmerie, and police to respond to judicial summons. At year’s end, no
trials had taken place.

Justice for the 2009 Stadium Massacre
More than six years on, domestic investigation continued into the September
2009 massacre of opposition supporters at a rally in Conakry, largely by mem-
bers of the elite Presidential Guard. Security force members are implicated in the
killing of some 150 people and rape of over 100 women during military rule
under Moussa Dadis Camara.

Since legal proceedings began in 2010, the panel of judges appointed to investi-
gate the massacre has made important strides, having interviewed more than
400 victims and charged 14 suspects, including several high-level members of
the security forces. Meaningful steps taken in 2015 included the charging of for-
mer coup leader Moussa Dadis Camara and his then-vice president, Mamadouba
Toto Camara. 

Judiciary and Detention Conditions
Some steps were taken to reverse the striking deficiencies in the judiciary, de-
spite the low operational budget, which remained at around 0.5 percent of the
national budget. Unprofessional conduct in this sector, including absenteeism
and corrupt practices, contributed to persistent detention-related abuses.

Prisons operate far below international standards. Prison and detention centers
in Guinea are severely overcrowded as a result of the systematic use of provi-
sional detention, weak case management, and the failure of the Cour d’As-
sises—which hears matters involving the most serious crimes—to meet regularly.
Guinea’s largest detention facility, designed for 300 detainees, regularly accom-
modated more than 1200. An estimated 60 percent of prisoners in Conakry are
held in prolonged pretrial detention. 

283

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH

Guinea
Violence in the months leading up to and following the October presidential
elections resulted in some 10 deaths, deepened ethnic tensions, and exposed
ongoing concerns about abuses by the security forces. However, during 2015,
there was some progress in strengthening the judiciary and rule of law and ad-
dressing the serious human rights problems that characterized Guinea for more
than five decades. 

The 2015 presidential election, won by incumbent president, Alpha Conde, was
plagued by serious logistical problems but deemed largely free and fair by inter-
national observers. Local elections, not held since 2005, failed to take place, fur-
ther stoking political tensions. 

Reports of human rights violations by security forces declined. However, security
forces were implicated in numerous incidents of excessive use of force and un-
professional conduct, including theft and extortion, as they responded to elec-
tion-related protests. 

The government made some progress in the dispensation of justice and in en-
suring accountability for past atrocities, including the 2009 stadium massacre of
unarmed demonstrators by security forces. However, concerns about prison
overcrowding, unprofessional conduct by judicial personnel, and the lack of ju-
dicial independence remained. 

International actors—notably the European Union, United Nations, France, the
Economic Community of West Africa States (ECOWAS), and the United States—
actively focused on resolving election-related disputes between the ruling party
and the opposition, though they were reluctant to push for progress on account-
ability. Donors supported programs to address the aftermath of the Ebola health
crisis, strengthen the rule of law, and improve discipline within the security sec-
tor. 

Impunity and Accountability for Crimes
Since 2010, the judiciary has opened several investigations into serious viola-
tions by security forces, including the 2007 killing of some 130 unarmed demon-
strators, the 2009 massacre and rape of opposition supporters in a Conakry
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tional Protocol to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimina-
tion against Women. Furthermore, Guinea has yet to codify the crime of torture
into its penal code. Guinea has also not ratified the protocol to the African Char-
ter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the Establishment of an African Court of
Human and Peoples’ Rights. 

The Ministry for Human Rights and Civil Liberties, created in 2012, actively pro-
moted respect for human rights, despite budgetary constraints. Minister Gas-
sama Kalifa Diaby visited prisons, liaised with civil society, and advocated for
strengthening the judiciary and respecting freedom of the press. 

Security Forces
Discipline within and civilian control over the security forces appeared to have
improved, and authorities seemed to show slightly increased willingness to
sanction those implicated in violations and ensure security force personnel re-
sponse to judicial summons. The military hierarchy ensured that the army and
presidential guard remained in barracks, and those mandated to respond to civil
unrest—the police and gendarmerie—did so proportionally and subject to civil-
ian control. 

However, in 2015, members of the security forces were implicated in numerous
incidents of excessive use of lethal force, resulting in the deaths of several pro-
testers, abusive conduct and the mistreatment of detainees as they responded
to protests and criminality. The security forces were also implicated in numerous
acts of extortion, bribe-taking, outright theft and banditry, and, to a lesser ex-
tent, torture and rape.

The security forces have long demonstrated a lack of political neutrality evident
in the use of racial slurs, and failure to provide equal protection to citizens of all
ethnic and religious groups, notably those supporting the political opposition.

Key International Actors 
Guinea’s key international partners, notably the UN, ECOWAS, the EU, France,
and the US largely focused on keeping the presidential elections on track, while
donors supported programs to address the aftermath of the Ebola health crisis,
strengthen the rule of law and improve discipline within the security sector.
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Meaningful progress in 2015 was evident in the February adoption of a 2015-
2019 judicial reform plan; improved conditions for judges; the sanctioning of
several judges for corruption and unprofessional conduct by the newly estab-
lished Superior Council of Judges (Conseil Supérieur de la Magistrature);
progress in the revision of key legal texts—including the penal code, the Code of
Criminal Procedure, and the Code of Military Justice—to bring them in line with
international standards; the recruitment of some 50 new magistrates; improve-
ments in case management; improvement in the delivery of water and health-
care in Guinea’s largest prison; and the construction, underway, of a new prison
envisioned to address overcrowding. The Military Tribunal was also established,
though it had yet to begin hearing cases at time of writing.

Efforts to ensure justice for mob and communal violence were accompanied by
allegations of a lack of judicial independence. In April 2015, a court sentenced 11
people to life in prison for the mob killing of eight health workers, local officials,
and journalists in Womey village, in Guinea’s southern forest region, during the
2014 Ebola outbreak. 

However, human rights groups said the judiciary failed to investigate the attacks
or hold to account members of the security forces implicated in rape, pillage,
and other abuses in the Womey incident aftermath. Similarly, 13 convictions of
men implicated in a deadly spate of 2013 communal violence in the southern re-
gion of N’Zérékoré, which left some 200 people dead, failed to investigate the
role of several politicians perceived to be close to the ruling party in the vio-
lence. Judicial bailiffs, responsible for the execution of many judicial decisions,
denounced the frequent political interference with their work. 

Legislative and Institutional Framework
Human rights progress in the legislative framework was evident in the late 2014
adoption of the National Strategy for Justice Sector Reform; the January 2015 es-
tablishment of an independent human rights institution as mandated by
Guinea’s 2010 constitution, albeit not in line with the Paris Principles; and the
June 2015 passage of the Public Order Bill strengthening civilian control over the
security services. 

Guinea has still not ratified the Optional Protocol to the Convention against Tor-
ture and other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, or the Op-
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Haiti
The terms of the majority of lawmakers in Haiti ended in January 2015 without
new elections to replace them, shutting down the parliament. While President
Michel Martelly governed pursuant to constitutional provisions permitting gov-
ernment institutions to continue operations, the lack of a legislature and pro-
tracted political stalemates over elections hindered the Haitian government’s
ability to meet the basic needs of its people, resolve longstanding human rights
problems, or address continuing humanitarian crises. 

As of June, only 3 percent of internally displaced persons (IDPs) living in camps
in the aftermath of the 2010 earthquake remained, according the International
Organization for Migration. Authorities, however, failed to assist many of the re-
maining 60,000 IDPs to resettle or return to their places of origin, and many con-
tinued to face environmental risks and the threat of forced evictions. 

Haiti’s cholera epidemic, which has claimed more than 9,500 lives and infected
over 770,000 people in five years, surged in the first four months of 2015 follow-
ing a significant decrease in 2014. There were more than 20,500 suspected
cases and 175 deaths as of August 1. 

A controversial regularization plan for foreigners in neighboring Dominican Re-
public caused an influx of thousands of Haitians and Dominicans of Haitian de-
scent into Haiti; authorities were ill-prepared to meet their humanitarian needs.

Elections 
At time of writing, nearly all elected national and local positions were open or
filled by appointees; the only exceptions were the president and one-third of
Haiti’s senators. Negotiations between the provisional electoral council, execu-
tive branch, and political parties culminated in a March presidential decree man-
dating three election dates: first-round legislative elections on August 9;
second-round legislative, first-round local and municipal, and presidential elec-
tions on October 25; and a presidential run-off election on December 27. 

Haitian human rights groups raised concerns about some acts of violence in the
pre-election period. They also documented irregularities in the August elections,
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These actors rarely issued public statements pushing for progress on accounta-
bility. 

The EU, Guinea’s biggest donor, financed projects in justice, security sector re-
form, transport, and Ebola relief. In the aftermath of the 2014 Ebola crisis, multi-
ple international donors significantly increased their development aid to Guinea.
Additional funding announced in 2015 included €450 (US$749) million from the
EU and $37.7 million from the International Monetary Fund, as well as $650 mil-
lion from the World Bank for Guinea, Liberia, and Sierra Leone. The EU and the
UN Development Programme took the lead in providing support to strengthen
Guinea’s judicial system and in security sector reform.

The country office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights regularly docu-
mented abuses, monitored detention conditions, and supported the Human
Rights Commission, but failed to publicly denounce human rights concerns. In
September, UN Special Representative on Sexual Violence in Conflict Zainab
Bangura whose office continued to support accountability for crimes committed
during the 2009 stadium massacre and rapes, visited Guinea to encourage fur-
ther progress on investigation. 

Guinea underwent Universal Periodic Review at the UN Human Rights Council in
January 2015. UPR recommendations addressing torture, enforced disappear-
ance, unlawful detention, prison conditions, judicial and security reform, im-
punity within the security forces, and women’s and children’s rights were
accepted by Guinea in June. 

The UN Peacebuilding Commission funded programs supporting security sector
reform, reconciliation, and conflict prevention in Ebola-affected regions. After
the February killing in Conakry of the UN peacebuilding fund coordinator in what
the government alleged was a criminal assault, the PBF deployed a mission to
Conakry to push for the killing to be investigated. 

The International Criminal Court (ICC), which in October 2009 confirmed that the
situation in Guinea was under preliminary examination, continued to engage the
national authorities on progress in the investigation and the importance of con-
ducting proceedings within a reasonable time frame. ICC Prosecutor Fatou Ben-
souda visited the country in July to assess progress, marking the second visit by
her office in 2015. 
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gust, along with screening of another 7,700 candidates, suggesting the target
number of police could be met by the 2016 deadline.

Barriers to Education and Illiteracy
Approximately one in two Haitians age fifteen and older is illiterate. The UN inde-
pendent expert on Haiti said in 2015 that action to eradicate illiteracy is one of
the top human rights priorities in Haiti. 

The quality of education in Haiti is generally low, and 90 percent of schools are
run by private entities. Human Rights Watch found in 2014 that even some newly
constructed schools lack adequate water and sanitation facilities. The minister
of education said in September that the national education budget needed to at
least double if his reform efforts were to survive.

Accountability for Past Abuses
Former President Jean-Claude Duvalier, who returned to Haiti in January 2011
after nearly 25 years in exile, was accused of financial and human rights crimes
allegedly committed during his 15-year tenure as president from 1971 to 1986. 

When the Port-au-Prince Court of Appeal ruled in 2014 that the statute of limita-
tions could not be applied to crimes against humanity, and ordered additional
investigation into the charges against Duvalier, victims of serious human rights
violations, including arbitrary detentions, torture, disappearances, summary ex-
ecutions, and forced exile, hoped that they might finally see justice. However,
Duvalier died six months after the ruling, without ever having been brought to
trial. The Human Rights Committee and the UN independent expert on Haiti have
both called on Haiti to continue the investigation and bring to justice all those
responsible for serious human rights violations committed during Duvalier’s
tenure. At time of writing, a reopened investigation into crimes committed by Du-
valier’s collaborators was still pending. 

Violence against Women
Gender-based violence is a widespread problem. Haiti does not have specific
legislation criminalizing rape, domestic violence, sexual harassment, or other
forms of violence suffered by women. The shutdown of parliament in 2015 pre-
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leading to a repeat of first-round legislative elections in 22 of 119 districts, held
concurrently with the first-round presidential elections. 

The October 25 elections were mostly nonviolent, but were marked by low voter
turnout. Approximately a quarter of registered voters participated and some
electoral monitors and watchdogs raised concerns about voter fraud and trans-
parency at voting centers and at the tabulation center where votes were counted.
Police fired tear gas at and arrested protesters at recurring protests contesting
the first-round presidential results. On November 18, two presidential candi-
dates alleged that police fired on them at a protest, one saying he was struck in
the head by a rubber bullet. 

Election authorities rejected calls for an independent commission to verify the
first-round presidential election votes. Eight presidential candidates, including
first-round second place finisher Jude Célestin, issued a joint statement on No-
vember 29 stating that fair elections could not take place without reforms to the
electoral commission and police, and that, absent such changes, the December
27 elections should be cancelled and a transitional government established to
conduct a national dialogue, draft a new constitution, and prepare for free and
fair elections at a much later date. The government’s response to the joint state-
ment and outcome of the December elections were not known at time of writing.

Criminal Justice System
Haiti’s prison system remains severely overcrowded with many inmates living in
inhumane conditions. Analysts trace much of the overcrowding to high numbers
of arbitrary arrests and overuse of pretrial detention (according to the United Na-
tions, more than 70 percent of suspects are held pending trial), which is often
prolonged as cases take a long time to come to trial. The UN and other interna-
tional partners have supported a number of initiatives to address this, including
opening new legal aid offices and computerizing the case registry system in one
jurisdiction in Port-au-Prince. 

The limited capacity of the Haitian National Police (HNP) contributes to overall
insecurity in the country. While the government and the United Nations Stabiliza-
tion Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH), the UN peacekeeping operation in the country,
have made police reform a priority, there have been difficulties training suffi-
cient numbers of entry-level cadets. Training of 1,500 new cadets began in Au-
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Nepal strain of cholera and associated with the United Nations Mirebalais
camp.” 

Responding to the UN’s dismissal of claims for compensation from 5,000 victims
of the epidemic, the victims’ representative, the Institute for Justice and Democ-
racy in Haiti, and the Bureau des Avocats Internationaux filed a lawsuit in 2013
before a US court. In January 2015, the case was dismissed. At time of writing, an
appeal was pending. To date, there has been no independent adjudication of the
facts surrounding the introduction of cholera and the question of the UN’s in-
volvement. 

According to figures from the UN Office of Internal Oversight Services, at least
102 allegations of sexual abuse or exploitation have been made against MINUS-
TAH personnel since 2007, including 7 between January and July 2015. 
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vented any progress towards consideration of a draft law to address this gap in
protection. 

Child Domestic Labor
Use of child domestic workers—known as restavèks—continues. Restavèks,
most of whom are girls, are sent from low-income households to live with
wealthier families in the hope that they will be schooled and cared for in ex-
change for performing light chores. Though difficult to calculate, some estimates
suggest that 225,000 children work as restavèks. These children are often un-
paid, denied education, and physically or sexually abused. 

Haiti’s labor code does not set a minimum age for work in domestic services,
though the minimum age for work in industrial, agricultural, and commercial en-
terprises is 15. Most of Haiti’s trafficking cases are restavèks. In 2014, Haiti
passed legislation outlawing many forms of trafficking, including hosting a child
for the purpose of exploitation.

Key International Actors
MINUSTAH has been in Haiti since 2004 and has contributed to efforts to im-
prove public security, protect vulnerable groups, and strengthen the country’s
democratic institutions. In January 2015, permanent representatives of the UN
Security Council traveled to Haiti for the first time in three years on a mission led
by US Ambassador to the UN Samantha Power and Chilean Ambassador Cristian
Barros Melet. 

In March 2015, MINUSTAH began reducing its personnel, operations, and geo-
graphical presence in accordance with a drawdown plan adopted by the Security
Council in October 2014. The UN Security Council extended MINUSTAH’s man-
date through October 15, 2016.

In March and September 2015, the UN independent expert visited Haiti and high-
lighted the poor conditions that Haitians deported by the Dominican Republic
face in camps on the border between the two countries.

In 2012, a member of the 2011 Independent Panel of Experts on the Cholera Out-
break in Haiti convened by the UN secretary-general stated that “the most likely
source of the introduction of cholera into Haiti was someone infected with the
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Judicial Independence
Judges face politically motivated intimidation and interference. In December
2012, Congress voted to remove four of the five justices in the Supreme Court’s
Constitutional Chamber after the justices ruled that a law aimed at addressing
police corruption was unconstitutional. A month after the appointment of four
replacements, in January 2013, the new court rejected a legal challenge by the
dismissed justices.

In April 2015, at the petition of ruling party legislators, the court struck down a
long-standing constitutional prohibition of presidential re-election. The decision
will allow President Hernández to run for a second term in 2017 if he chooses to
do so. A proposal by former President Manuel Zelaya to call a referendum seek-
ing to revoke the same constitutional prohibition was one of the main reasons
the military gave for overthrowing Zelaya in 2009.

The replacement of the four Supreme Court justices was part of a broader pattern
of interference. In 2015, lawyers’ groups accused the Council of the Judiciary,
which has the authority to appoint and dismiss judges, of using the threat of dis-
ciplinary action to intimidate judges and influence judicial decisions. 

The selection process for the council, which was established by a 2011 constitu-
tional reform, lacked safeguards to protect against political interference, accord-
ing to the International Commission of Jurists, and irregularities included the
exclusion of representatives from one of Honduras’s two judicial associations.
By December 2014, the Council had fired 29 judges and suspended 28, accord-
ing to the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR), although the
basis for disciplinary action and the applicable penalties had yet to be defined
by law. 

Attacks on Journalists, Lawyers, and Human Rights Defenders
Journalists, legal practitioners, and human rights defenders continue to suffer
threats, attacks, and killings. Forty-three journalists were murdered between
2010 and 2014, according to the National Human Rights Commissioner
(CONADEH). The IACHR received reports of eight more murders of journalists be-
tween January and July 2015. In most cases, authorities fail to investigate and
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Honduras
Rampant crime and impunity for human rights abuses remain the norm in Hon-
duras. Despite a downward trend in recent years, the murder rate is among the
highest in the world. Efforts to reform the institutions responsible for providing
public security have made little progress. Marred by corruption and abuse, the
judiciary and police remain largely ineffective. 

Journalists, peasant activists, and lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender indi-
viduals are among those most vulnerable to violence. Government efforts to in-
vestigate and prosecute violence against members of these groups made little
progress in 2015.  

The Council of the Judiciary has ignored due process guarantees in suspending
and dismissing judges, thus increasing their vulnerability to political pressures.
In December 2012, Congress arbitrarily dismissed and replaced four Supreme
Court judges.

Police Abuse and Corruption 
The use of lethal force by the national police is a chronic problem. Investigations
into police abuses are marred by inefficiency and corruption; little information
about them is made public; and impunity is the rule. 

Efforts to address endemic corruption within the police force have made little
progress. According to police documents cited by the newspaper El Heraldo,
some 20 top officers who had been fired for failing confidence tests—including
criminal background checks and polygraphs—were in service in mid-2015, as
were several officers convicted of criminal activities.

President Juan Orlando Hernández has expanded the military’s role in combating
violent crime, although military intervention was first announced in November
2011 as a temporary intervention pending reform of the national police. Allega-
tions of human rights abuses by the military have increased notably since then.
Military police were accused of involvement in at least nine killings, more than
20 cases of torture, and about 30 illegal arrests between 2012 and 2014, a
Reuters investigation found, and at least 24 soldiers were under investigation in
connection with the killings.
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Indigenous leaders active on environmental concerns have also suffered violent
attacks carried out with impunity. In April 2015, Luis de Reyes Marcía, a member
of the Tolupan indigenous community in Locomapa, Yoro–which has opposed
local logging and mining activities–was stabbed to death at night in his home.
Three other leaders from the same community were shot dead in 2013, and their
alleged killers remained at large at time of writing. De Reyes’ wife, Dilma Con-
suelo Soto, was one of 18 community members who received protection meas-
ures from the IACHR following the 2013 killings. 

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
Homophobic violence is a major problem. The IACHR received reports of 174
bias-motivated killings of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and intersex peo-
ple from 2009 to 2014. In August 2013, the government set up a special unit in
the attorney general’s office to investigate and prosecute such killings and those
of members of other vulnerable groups. According to official figures, 10 people
had been convicted of such crimes by October 2014; 42 cases had been brought
to court.

Violence against Children
Children experience high levels of violence, largely perpetrated by armed gangs.
Many are recruited into these gangs or are frequently under pressure to join
them, according to press reports. Fear of violence drives hundreds of other chil-
dren every year to leave their homes and head north, often unaccompanied, to
Mexico and the United States. A 2014 report by the United Nations Refugee
Agency (UNHCR) found that 43 child migrants from Honduras (out of a sample of
98) identified violence by organized armed criminal actors as a motive for leav-
ing their home country. Some migrants who had been deported back to Hon-
duras told Human Rights Watch they were living in hiding and were afraid to go
out in public. 

Prison Conditions
Inhumane conditions, including overcrowding, inadequate nutrition, and poor
sanitation, are systemic in Honduran prisons. Designed to hold up to 8,600 in-
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prosecute crimes against journalists. By the end of 2014, only 12 cases had been
brought to trial, according to the government. 

In February 2015, Carlos Fernández, a news presenter for Channel 27—whose of-
fices are on the island of Roatán—was shot and killed on his way home from
work. A candidate in local elections in 2013 and a critic of the 2009 coup, Fer-
nández was a member of the opposition party LIBRE and was reported to have
received threats in connection with his reporting. 

The IACHR received reports of the killing of 86 legal practitioners and 22 human
rights defenders between 2010 and 2014. 

In May 2015, the government enacted a law to protect human rights defenders,
journalists, and legal practitioners. The law creates a 14-member National Coun-
cil for the Protection of Human Rights Defenders, with representatives from
human rights organizations, press associations, and associations of lawyers,
judges, and prosecutors, as well as a “protection system” headed by the Secre-
tariat of Justice, Human Rights, Governance, and Decentralization.

Rural Violence
More than 90 people have been killed in recent years in land disputes in the
Bajo Aguán Valley, most of them since 2009, according to a March 2013 report by
CONADEH. Scores more have been victims of attacks, threats, abductions, and
police brutality. 

The land disputes often pit international agro-industrial firms against peasant
organizations over the rightful ownership of lands transferred following a 1992
reform to the country’s agrarian law. While most victims have been peasants, pri-
vate security guards have also been killed and wounded.

Honduran authorities have been ineffective at investigating abuses or providing
protection for those at risk. A Human Rights Watch investigation in 2013 into 29
cases of homicides and two abductions committed in Bajo Aguán between 2010
and 2012 found that none of the cases had been successfully prosecuted. In
April 2014, a special prosecutorial unit was set up to investigate the crimes. The
unit’s chief prosecutor stated in an August 2015 press interview that it had yet to
solve any of them.
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trol officials about returning, fewer than half were referred for a further assess-
ment of whether their fears were “credible” or “reasonable.”
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mates, the country’s jails were holding more than 15,000 in February 2015 ac-
cording to the prison service. Corruption among prison officials is widespread.
Prison guards in many facilities have effectively relinquished control and disci-
pline to the inmates, which has led to abuses, extortion, and violent confronta-
tions. 

Key International Actors
In May 2014, Honduras’s human rights performance was assessed as part of the
United Nations Human Rights Council’s periodic review process. Honduras
agreed to consider a US recommendation that it comprehensively reform its po-
lice forces and phase out the involvement of the military in policing duties. 

In March 2015, the UN special rapporteur on violence against women, who vis-
ited Honduras in July 2014, reported that, despite government reforms, women
continued to be discriminated against and subject to violence and sexual and re-
productive rights violations.

In June 2015, the Committee on the Rights of the Child published its concluding
observations on Honduras’s combined fourth and fifth periodic reports. The
committee recommended that Honduras strengthen measures to investigate,
prosecute, and sanction cases of death and extrajudicial killings of children.

In October 2015, the Inter-American Court of Human Rights found Honduras to
have violated the rights of four judges who were dismissed for opposing the
2009 military coup against former President Zelaya. The court ordered the judges
reinstated.

In January 2015, in response to an influx of unaccompanied child migrants to the
US, President Barack Obama asked the US Congress to approve an unprece-
dented US$1 billion in aid to Central American countries. Three hundred million
dollars of the aid was aimed at improving police efficiency, backing community-
led plans to tighten security, and strengthening prosecutorial capacity to deal
with violent crime.

In a 2014 report based on interviews with 35 Honduran migrants in detention in
the US or recently deported to Honduras, Human Rights Watch found that virtu-
ally all were summarily deported. Of those who expressed fears to US Border Pa-
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Treatment of Minorities
Four Muslim men were killed by Hindu vigilante groups in separate incidents
across the country in 2015 over suspicions that they had killed or stolen cows for
beef. The violence took place amid an aggressive push by several BJP leaders
and right-wing Hindu groups to protect cows, considered sacred by many Hin-
dus, and for a ban on beef consumption. 

Churches were also attacked in several states in 2015, prompting fears of grow-
ing Hindu nationalist militancy under the BJP government. Anti-Muslim rhetoric
by several BJP leaders, including members of parliament, further stoked insecu-
rities among religious minorities. 

The authorities did not press robustly for prosecution of those responsible for vi-
olent attacks on minorities, and impunity for the assailants contributed to a
sense of government indifference to growing religious intolerance. 

Dozens of writers protested against sectarianism and the silencing of dissent by
returning prestigious literary awards bestowed by the Sahitya Akademi, India’s
National Academy of Letters. Artists, academics, filmmakers, and scientists also
added their voices to the protest. Economists and business leaders warned that
the Modi government risked losing domestic and global credibility if it failed to
control Hindu extremism and restrictions on freedom of expression.

A Delhi court in March acquitted all 16 policemen accused in the 1987 killing of
over 40 Muslims during communal riots in Uttar Pradesh state, citing lack of evi-
dence. The verdict exposed the inability, or unwillingness, of investigators to se-
cure evidence for proper prosecution of such crimes.

The government failed to implement policies to protect Dalits and tribal groups
from discrimination and violence. New revelations by an investigative news web-
site on 6 major incidents of violence against the Dalit community in the 1990s in
Bihar state—in which at least 144 people were killed by an upper-caste militia—
once again triggered dismay over the difficulty marginalized communities face in
obtaining justice. 

Several commanders of the militia group admitted their complicity in the killings
on camera and also implicated senior political leaders, even as courts acquitted
nearly all of them due to lack of evidence, highlighting the failure of the prosecu-
torial authorities. Lack of protection for witnesses, who often refuse to testify or
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India
India, the world’s largest democracy, has a strong civil society, vigorous media,
and an independent judiciary, but also serious human rights concerns. The gov-
ernment did little in 2015 to implement promises by newly elected Prime Minis-
ter Narendra Modi to improve respect for religious freedom, protect the rights of
women and children, and end abuses against marginalized communities. 

Even as the prime minister celebrated Indian democracy abroad, back home civil
society groups faced increased harassment and government critics faced intimi-
dation and lawsuits. Officials warned media against making what they called un-
substantiated allegations against the government, saying it weakened
democracy. In several cases, courts reprimanded the government for restricting
free expression.

Religious minorities, especially Muslims and Christians, accused the authorities
of not doing enough to protect their rights. Some leaders of the ruling Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) made inflammatory remarks against minorities and right-wing
Hindu fringe groups threatened and harassed them, in some cases even attack-
ing them. 

There was encouraging progress on security force accountability in 2015, with
the army confirming life imprisonment for six soldiers for a 2010 extrajudicial
killing of three villagers in the Machil sector in Jammu and Kashmir states. The
rare guilty verdict was delivered by a military court in November 2014 and was
confirmed in September 2015. 

However, the government failed to repeal laws that provide public officials and
security forces immunity from prosecution for abuses without prior authoriza-
tion. Lack of progress in implementing long-overdue police reforms showed the
unwillingness among public officials to make the force more accountable and
free from political interference. 

Dalit rights groups welcomed progress toward enactment of the Scheduled
Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Amendment Bill; if
passed, the bill will strengthen protections for Dalit and tribal communities, and
make it easier for them to pursue justice. 
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punishing sexual violence. It has also failed to take effective measures to reduce
sexual harassment and improve women’s access to safe transportation. 

In August, village leaders in Uttar Pradesh state allegedly ordered the rape of
two Dalit sisters to pay for the “sins” of their brother who had eloped with a
higher-caste woman. These unofficial village councils, called Khaps, made up of
men from dominant castes who often enjoy political patronage, are known to
issue edicts restricting women’s mobility and rights, and condemning couples
for marrying outside their caste or religion. 

Children’s Rights
In May, the lower house of parliament passed amendments to the Juvenile Jus-
tice Act to permit prosecution of 16 and 17-year-olds in adult court when charged
with serious crimes such as rape and murder. A parliamentary standing commit-
tee, children’s rights activists, and the National Commission for Protection of
Child Rights all strongly oppose the amendments. 

In May, the cabinet cleared amendments to the prohibition of child labor law. If
passed by parliament, they would prohibit most employment of children under
14, but would permit them to work in family enterprises after school hours. This
amendment, in the absence of effective implementation of the right to education
law, could actually push more children into child labor. 

Government statistics show that two out of five children drop out of school be-
fore completing eighth grade. The numbers are even higher for children from
poor and marginalized communities because of discrimination based on caste,
religion, and ethnicity. Those who drop out often end up being subjected to child
labor and early marriage. 

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
LGBT individuals continue to face harassment, extortion, intimidation, and
abuse, including by the police. In December 2013, the Supreme Court upheld the
constitutionality of section 377 of the Indian penal code, which criminalizes
same-sex conduct between consenting adults. An appeal was pending at time of
writing.
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turn hostile because of threats and harassment from powerful perpetrators, re-
mains a serious problem. 

Impunity
In May, the northeastern state of Tripura revoked the draconian Armed Forces
Special Powers Act (AFSPA), citing a decline in insurgency. However, it remains
in force in Jammu and Kashmir and in other northeastern states. AFSPA has been
widely criticized by rights groups and numerous independent commissions have
recommended repealing or amending the law, but the government has not done
so in the face of stiff army opposition. 

A May report by the United Nations special rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary,
or arbitrary executions noted that “impunity remains a serious problem” and ex-
pressed regret that India had not repealed or at least radically amended AFSPA.

Proposed police reforms again stalled in 2015 even as police committed serious
violations including arbitrary arrests, torture, and extrajudicial “encounter”
killings. In April, police killed 20 men in the forests of Andhra Pradesh, alleging
they were smugglers and claiming they fired in self-defense. On the same day,
five terrorism suspects in Telangana state were killed in custody as they were
being transported from jail for a court hearing. Investigations are pending in
both cases; rights groups say there is evidence that police staged both sets of
killings. 

In 2014 and 2015, several police officials were reinstated in Gujarat despite hav-
ing been implicated in the alleged 2004 “encounter” killing of 19-year-old Ishrat
Jahan and three others, raising concerns about the government’s commitment to
police accountability. 

Women’s Rights
Violence against women, particularly rape and murder, made headlines through-
out 2015. While legal reforms introduced in response to the 2012 Delhi gang
rape and murder gave prosecutors new tools for pursuing such crimes, they also
expanded use of the death penalty. The Indian government does not appear to
have a mechanism in place to track the efficacy of the reforms in preventing and
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Civil Society and Freedom of Association
Authorities in 2015 intensified their crackdown on civil society by using the For-
eign Contribution Regulation Act (FCRA), a law regulating grants from foreign
donors, to harass organizations that questioned or criticized government poli-
cies. The government cut off funds to organizations, including Greenpeace India,
and put restrictions on others, including the Ford Foundation. 

Authorities labeled activists “anti-national” when they questioned government
infrastructure and development projects or sought justice for victims of the 2002
communal riots in Gujarat. Such tactics had a chilling effect on the work of other
groups. The government’s nationalist rhetoric was echoed by conservative
media, creating an increasingly hostile environment for human rights groups.

In January, the government barred Priya Pillai, a Greenpeace India activist, from
boarding a flight to London where she was to speak to members of the British
Parliament, alleging that her testimony would have portrayed the government in
a negative light abroad at a time when it was looking to attract foreign invest-
ment. In March, the Delhi High Court ruled that authorities had violated Pillai’s
rights to travel and to freedom of expression. In November, authorities in Tamil
Nadu state, where Greenpeace India’s registered office is located, cancelled the
organization’s registration. 

Indian authorities also targeted activist Teesta Setalvad and her husband, Javed
Anand, in what appeared to be acts of politically motivated intimidation, accus-
ing them of violating the FCRA and receiving funds illegally, among other allega-
tions. In September, the government suspended the registration of their
organization, the Sabrang Trust, under the FCRA, and moved to cancel the li-
cense. Setalvad is well-known for her work supporting victims of the 2002 Gu-
jarat riots and for seeking criminal charges against scores of officials, including
Prime Minister Modi for his alleged involvement in the riots as the state’s then
chief minister. 

Death Penalty
On July 30, 2015, India executed Yakub Memon for his involvement in a series of
bombings in Mumbai in 1993 that caused over 350 deaths. Memon’s execution
sparked a debate in India over the merits of retaining the death penalty. Memon
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The upper house of parliament approved a proposed law in April that, if enacted,
would protect the rights of transgender people. In 2014, the Supreme Court man-
dated legal recognition of transgender people as a third gender and ruled them
eligible for special education and employment benefits. 

Disability Rights
The Mental Health Care Bill and Rights of Persons with Disabilities Bill, both
pending in parliament at time of writing, would advance the rights of people with
disabilities, though still fall short of international standards. Further steps are
needed to fully protect the rights of such individuals. In early 2015, the Indian
government initiated it’s first-ever survey on the condition of women living in
mental health institutions across the country.

Restrictions on Free Speech
In a big win for online expression, in March the Supreme Court struck down sec-
tion 66A of the Information Technology Act, which criminalized a broad range of
speech and had been used by authorities to pursue critics of the government. 

In several cases, interest groups that claimed to be offended by books, movies,
or works of art pushed for censorship or harassed authors. The government often
allowed them a “heckler’s veto” rather than protecting those under attack. In
January, a Tamil author decided to give up his writing career after being coerced
by state authorities to tender an unconditional apology to calm down angry
mobs unhappy with one of his books. 

Overbroad and vaguely worded sedition, criminal defamation, and hate speech
laws were used to harass and prosecute those expressing dissenting, unpopular,
or minority views. In October, authorities in Tamil Nadu state arrested a folk
singer under the sedition law for two songs that criticized the state government.
The same month, Gujarat police arrested Hardik Patel, who is spearheading
protests to demand quotas in education and government jobs for his community,
and charged him with sedition in two separate cases. 
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In visits to China in May and Russia in July, Modi discussed trade agreements but
failed to speak publicly on human rights concerns. However, during an August
trip to the UAE, Modi visited a labor camp in Abu Dhabi, indicating concern
about the welfare of migrant workers in the Gulf. 

Relations with Pakistan deteriorated after scheduled talks broke down in mid-
2015, prompting UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon to call for a direct dialogue
between the neighbors to de-escalate tensions.

India was a weak proponent of human rights at the UN in 2015. In March, India
voted in support of a Russian-backed resolution to remove benefits for same-sex
partners of UN staff. India abstained on Human Rights Council resolutions on
Syria, North Korea, and Ukraine, and voted against resolutions on Iran and Be-
larus. 

In July, India abstained on a UN Human Rights Council resolution that called for
Israeli accountability in the 2014 Gaza War. The Indian government said it had
abstained from voting because the resolution included a reference to bringing
Israel before the ICC, which India considered “intrusive.”

Key International Actors
Several world leaders visited India in 2015, or hosted the prime minster in their
capitals, evincing renewed global interest in trade and investment. Few foreign
officials showed any willingness to raise human rights concerns publicly, defer-
ring all too readily to India’s sensitivity to perceived intervention in its domestic
affairs. 

However, at a speech in New Delhi, US President Barack Obama sent a strong
message warning of the dangers of religious intolerance and urging the govern-
ment to uphold religious freedom. In May, the US ambassador to India ex-
pressed concerns over the challenges faced by civil society organizations in the
country and the “potentially chilling effects” of the “regulatory steps focused on
NGOs.” 
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was the third person to be hanged since the government lifted an unofficial
moratorium on capital punishment in 2012.

In August, the Law Commission submitted a report calling for abolition of the
death penalty for all but terrorism-related offenses and “waging war” against the
state.

Palliative Care
Millions of Indians with life-limiting illnesses continue to suffer needlessly from
pain and other treatable symptoms. Amendments to the Narcotic Drugs and Psy-
chotropic Substances Act adopted in February 2014 were expected to help im-
prove access to opioid analgesics for patients suffering from severe pain, but it
took until May 2015 for the government to issue partial implementation rules;
without adequate guidance, implementation of the amendments had still not
begun at time of writing. 

India’s Foreign Policy
Acknowledging expectations that India play a more prominent leadership role in
global affairs, Prime Minister Modi urged diplomats to “shed old mindsets” and
act proactively on issues such as climate change and threats to global peace. 

Despite its democratic traditions, however, India has not yet emerged as an ef-
fective proponent of human rights. For instance, in October, when India invited
all 54 leaders of the African Union to a summit in New Delhi, it ignored calls by
the International Criminal Court (ICC) to arrest Sudan’s president, Omar Hassan
al-Bashir, who faces charges of war crimes and genocide in Darfur. 

India responded swiftly to provide aid and relief to Nepal after a series of deadly
earthquakes there killed over 9,000 people. But relations between the neigh-
bors soured after India criticized Nepal’s new federal constitution, which failed
to address the concerns of ethnic communities living along the border with
India. 

In June, Modi visited Bangladesh where he signed several agreements, including
a border agreement that allowed the two countries to exchange small land en-
claves that had left the people living there effectively stateless. India also met
with Sri Lankan officials to promote post-conflict reconciliation and justice.
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Religious Freedom
There were 194 incidents of violent attacks on religious minorities in the first 11
months of 2015, according to the Setara Institute, a nongovernmental organiza-
tion that tracks religious intolerance. That number equals the total for all of
2014, demonstrating that religious violence remains a serious problem. 

Minister of Religious Affairs Lukman Saifuddin took steps in 2015 to more ac-
tively counter harassment of religious minorities, a welcome change after a
decade of passivity and at times complicity by officials. In January 2015, Saifud-
din took to Twitter to defend an academic in Aceh province who had been falsely
accused of committing blasphemy on campus. In August, Saifuddin announced
that his ministry was drafting a bill to ensure religious freedom for all Indone-
sians, “including those outside the six main religions of Islam, Catholicism,
Protestantism, Hinduism, Buddhism and Confucianism.” 

On June 15, after the Aceh Ulama Council declared the Gerakan Fajar Nusantara
sect to be “heretical,” the Banda Aceh district court convicted the sect’s leader
and five members of blasphemy, sentencing them to prison terms of three to four
years. In October, local authorities in Singkil regency, Aceh, forced Christians to
close 10 churches after Muslim militants burned down one church. A Muslim was
shot to death in a clash outside one of the churches. 

Also in June, the Constitutional Court rejected a petition to allow inter-religious
marriage, ruling that the 1974 Marriage Law was valid because it legalized mar-
riage “in accordance with the respective religious beliefs of the bride and
groom.”

On July 8, the South Jakarta district administration ordered the closure of an Ah-
madiyah mosque in Bukit Duri in response to pressure from Sunni militants. That
same month, three churches were forced to close in Bandar Lampung, Yo-
gyakarta, and Samarinda. 

On July 17, ethnic Papuan Christian militants demanded that a mosque in To-
likara district, Papua, not use a loudspeaker to broadcast its Idul Fitri prayer,
burning down the mosque and dozens of nearby food stalls when mosque au-
thorities refused to heed their demand. Security officers fired at the protesters,
killing one and wounding 11 others. 
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Indonesia 
President Joko Widodo’s record during his first year in office was mixed. His ad-
ministration signaled it would more actively defend the rights of Indonesia’s be-
leaguered religious minorities, victimized by both Islamist militants and
discriminatory laws, but made few concrete policy changes. He granted
clemency in May to five of Papua’s political prisoners and released another one
in October, but at time of writing had not freed the approximately 70 Papuans
and 29 Ambonese still imprisoned for peaceful advocacy of independence.

In May, the president—commonly referred to as Jokowi—announced the lifting of
decades-old restrictions on foreign media access to Papua but then did not fol-
low through, allowing senior government officials to effectively defy the new pol-
icy without consequences. In August, Jokowi announced that the government
would form a “reconciliation commission” to address gross human rights abuses
of the past 50 years, but left out the details. 

Jokowi’s outspoken support for the death penalty and his decision to make exe-
cution of convicted drug traffickers a symbol of his resolve reflected serious
backsliding on his reform agenda. Indonesia executed 14 convicted drug traffick-
ers in 2015, including a Brazilian who reportedly had severe mental disabilities,
in the face of intense international criticism. Under Jokowi’s predecessor Susilo
Bambang Yudhoyono, Indonesia had executed only 20 people in 10 years.

Indonesia’s two largest Muslim organizations, the Nahdlatul Ulama and Muham-
madiyah, declared their commitment to promote human rights, campaign
against violence committed in the name of Islam, and dampen Sunni-Shia sec-
tarian divisions. 

Starting in August and continuing through November, thick haze from fires set
during annual forest clearing produced an environmental and health crisis in
Sumatra, Kalimantan, Singapore, and Malaysia. In response, the National Police
arrested seven plantation executives, including one from Singapore-based Asia
Pulp and Paper, and fined dozens of other palm oil companies. 
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Papua
The Jokowi government has sought to take a new approach to the provinces of
Papua and West Papua (“Papua”), home to a low-level insurgency and a larger
peaceful pro-independence movement. On May 9, Jokowi visited the Abepura
prison and released five political prisoners, promising to release other Papuans
imprisoned for political crimes in consultation with the parliament. There were at
least 45 political prisoners in Papua at the end of September, according to the
monitoring group “Papuans Behind Bars.” Papua’s most famous political pris-
oner, Filep Karma, was released in October.

Meanwhile, suppression of the rights to freedom of expression and association
in Papua continued. On May 20-22, police detained dozens of activists of the
West Papua National Committee, a pro-independence group, during peaceful ral-
lies in the cities of Jayapura, Manokwari, and Merauke. Police subsequently ar-
rested four of those activists—Alexander Nekenem, Yoram Magai, Mikael Aso,
dan Narko Murib—on charges of “public incitement.” In November, they were
sentenced to one-and-a-half year jail terms. 

New incidents of security force violence also continue to be reported. Two al-
legedly drunken soldiers opened fire on a crowd in Koperapoka, Mimika regency,
on August 27, killing two people and wounding two others. In December 2014,
security forces allegedly shot and killed five peaceful protesters in the town of
Enarotali; a year later, the government had still not released the results of official
investigations into the shootings or arrested any suspects.

On May 10, President Jokowi announced the lifting of restrictions on foreign
media access to Papua. A month later, the Foreign Ministry announced the aboli-
tion of the “Clearing House” that had screened Papua access applications of for-
eigners for decades. But numerous senior government and security forces
officials balked and openly resisted the change. In August, the Ministry of Home
Affairs unveiled a new regulation that would have imposed onerous new report-
ing restrictions on foreign media nationwide. Jokowi ordered its cancellation the
next day. However, the National Police still require accredited foreign journalists
to apply for a travel permit to visit Papua, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs also
still requires such journalists “to notify” the ministry of their schedules and ac-
tivities in Papua. 
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On September 2, the Islamic People’s Forum (Forum Umat Islam), a militant
group connected to the Indonesian Ulama Council, declared that Sapta Darma
traditional faith believers in Rembang, Central Java, were “blasphemers” and
forced them to stop renovations to their temple. Police and government officials
refused to intervene and instead persuaded the Sapta Darma to delay the reno-
vations for an unspecified period of time.

Women’s and Girls’ Rights
Indonesia’s official Commission on Violence against Women reported that as of
October, national and local governments had passed 31 new discriminatory reg-
ulations in 2015, leaving Indonesia with 322 discriminatory local regulations tar-
geting women. 

The Indonesian armed forces and police require female applicants to undergo
abusive, discriminatory, and unscientific “virginity tests.” After Human Rights
Watch research put a spotlight on the issue in 2015, some officials criticized con-
tinued use of the tests but did not ban them. “We need to examine the mentality
of these [female] applicants. If they are no longer virgins, if they are naughty, it
means their mentality is not good,” said Indonesian military spokesman Maj.
Gen. Fuad Basya. 

In July, the Ministry of Defense issued a regulation allowing male employees to
take second wives if their first wives are unable to bear children. The regulation
forbids female personnel from practicing polygamy. The United Nations Human
Rights Committee has emphasized that “polygamy violates the dignity of
women,” constitutes “inadmissible discrimination against women,” and “should
be definitely abolished wherever it continues to exist.” 

In June, the Constitutional Court rejected a petition to increase the minimum age
of marriage for girls from 16 to 18. Only one judge, the sole woman on the nine-
member panel, dissented. The Convention on the Rights of the Child, which In-
donesia ratified in 1990, defines a child as anyone under age 18, and the CRC
Committee has determined that 18 should be the minimum age for marriage re-
gardless of parental consent. 
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Military Reform and Impunity
In June, the government announced it would establish a “reconciliation commis-
sion” to seek a “permanent solution for all unresolved human rights abuses,” in-
cluding the 1965 anti-communist massacres that killed an estimated one million
people and numerous other gross human rights violations since that time. 

The government did not provide details about how the commission would work,
apart from saying it would not conduct investigations into specific abuses but
focus on creating a “settlement mechanism” for victims and their survivors. As
such, it appeared highly unlikely it would include powers to pursue criminal ac-
countability for the most responsible senior officials, despite continuing de-
mands for justice from victims.

In August Brig. Gen. Hartomo was promoted to become governor of the Military
Academy in Magelang. In 2003, Hartomo, then Special Forces commander in
Papua, was tried and convicted by a military tribunal for his involvement in the
killing of Papuan leader Theys Eluay. 

Disability Rights
Tens of thousands of Indonesians with psychosocial disabilities spend their
lives chained or locked up in homes or institutions instead of receiving commu-
nity-based mental health care. The government passed a new mental health law
in 2014 to address Indonesia’s dire mental health care situation but has yet to
implement it. 

The Rights of Persons with Disabilities Bill, pending in the Indonesian parlia-
ment at time of writing, was expected to pass in 2016. While the bill represents a
major advancement, activists say it does not fully comply with the Convention on
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, which Indonesia ratified in 2011.

Refugees and Asylum Seekers
In May, the government acceded to international pressure and began rescuing
boatloads of ethnic Rohingya from Burma and Bangladesh stranded at sea for
weeks on poorly provisioned, unseaworthy vessels. Although Indonesia agreed
to bring rescued asylum seekers and migrants ashore, it said that they would
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Iran
Repressive elements within the security and intelligence forces, as well as the ju-
diciary, retained wide powers and continued to be the main perpetrators of
rights abuses. Executions, especially for drug-related offenses, increased
sharply from previous years. Security and intelligence forces arrested journalists,
bloggers, and social media activists, and revolutionary courts handed down
heavy sentences against them. 

Death Penalty and Torture
Authorities executed at least 830 prisoners by hanging as of November 1, 2015,
with almost 700 executed in the first six months of the year. Officials also carried
out amputations of limbs for crimes such as theft.

Under Iranian law, many crimes are punishable by death, including some that do
not involve violence, such as “insulting the Prophet,” apostasy, same-sex rela-
tions, adultery, and drug-related offenses. Convicted drug offenders sentenced
after flawed trials in revolutionary courts formed the majority of prisoners exe-
cuted in 2015. 

On August 1, a revolutionary court in Tehran sentenced Mohammad Ali Taheri,
the leader of a new age spiritual and healing group, to death on the charge of
“spreading corruption on earth.” The judiciary had previously sentenced him in
2011 to five years’ imprisonment, 74 lashes, and fines for the same activities. 

According to unofficial sources, at least four prisoners executed in 2015 may
have been child offenders aged under 18 at the time of the murder and rape
crimes for which they received death sentences. Dozens of child offenders re-
portedly remained on death row and at risk of execution, including Saman
Naseem and Salar Shadizadi. Iranian law allows capital punishment for persons
who have reached the official age of puberty: nine for girls, 15 for boys. 

Alleging ties to armed opposition groups, the revolutionary courts have also
handed out death sentences on charges of moharebeh (“enmity against God”).
Dozens of others sentenced on terrorism-related charges, including many Iranian
Kurds and Baluch, were on death row following trials rife with due process viola-
tions. On March 4, prison authorities in Rajai Shahr Prison in Karaj hanged
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only be sheltered temporarily and would need to be resettled to third countries
after a year. 

As of August, there were 13,110 refugees and asylum seekers in Indonesia, all liv-
ing in legal limbo because Indonesia is not a party to the Refugee Convention
and lacks an asylum law. This included 1,095 children detained in immigration
centers, of which 461 were unaccompanied minors.

Key International Actors
The United States, an important trade partner, continued to seek closer military
ties with Indonesia. President Jokowi made his first state visit to the US in Octo-
ber, but it was cut short because of the Asian haze crisis, and neither side pub-
licly addressed human rights issues. Jokowi focused largely on attracting
US-based companies to invest more in Indonesia. In April, the US Commission
on International Religious Freedom again placed Indonesia in Tier 2, the second
worst category, where it has been since 2003.

In June, the Melanesian Spearhead Group, a regional organization largely made
up of southern Pacific island nations, gave observer status to the United Libera-
tion Movement for West Papua, the umbrella organization of pro-independence
Papuans.

Brazil and the Netherlands recalled their ambassadors after Indonesia executed
citizens of the two countries on January 18 for drug crimes. Australia similarly re-
called its ambassador after Indonesia executed two Australians, Andrew Chan
and Myuran Sukumaran, on April 29. 
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the details of his sentence. The sentence came after unidentified agents ar-
rested Rezaian, his wife Yeganeh Salehi—also a journalist—and two unnamed
people—a photojournalist and her spouse—on July 22, 2014, and detained them
without charge for months without allowing them access to a lawyer. Authorities
released Salehi in September 2014. 

Authorities continued to block websites, including Facebook and Twitter, based
on arbitrary and unlawful content-based criteria. 

Freedom of Assembly and Association
Scores of people held for their affiliation with banned opposition parties, labor
unions, and student groups were in prison. The judiciary targeted independent
and unregistered trade unions, and security and intelligence forces continued to
round up labor activists and leaders. 

Police arrested independent labor activist Reza Amjadi in the Kurdish-majority
city of Sanandaj on April 25, Mahmoud Salehi and Osman Esmaili in Saqqez on
April 28, and two members of the Union of Workers of the Tehran and Suburbs
Bus Company, Ebrahim Maddadi and Davood Razavi, in their homes on April 29. 

On July 22, authorities arrested approximately 130 teachers who planned a
demonstration in front of the parliament building in Tehran to protest the recent
arrest of Esmaeil Abdi, the head of a teacher’s guild, who was arrested for his
peaceful activities on June 27. They later released all the teachers without
charge. 

Political Prisoners and Human Rights Defenders 
The authorities continued to imprison dozens of activists and human rights de-
fenders, such as lawyers Mohammad Seifzadeh and Abdolfattah Soltani, on ac-
count of their peaceful or professional activities. Judiciary officials continued
their efforts to further erode the independence of the Iranian Bar Association
and restricted the right of criminal defendants to access a lawyer of their own
choosing during the investigation phase of national security cases.  

On May 5, authorities arrested Narges Mohammadi, a member of the banned
Center for Human Rights Defenders, reportedly because of her continued peace-
ful activism against the state. In 2010, a revolutionary court sentenced Moham-
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Hamed Ahmadi and five others. A revolutionary court had sentenced all six to
death for moharebeh following unfair trials. 

On August 26, officials executed Behrouz Alkhani, an Iranian Kurd that a revolu-
tionary court had convicted of moharebeh for his alleged involvement in the as-
sassination of a prosecutor on behalf of the PJAK armed opposition group. The
Supreme Court still had to rule on Alkhani’s appeal at the time of his execution. 

Freedom of Expression and Information
Security authorities continued to clamp down on free speech and dissent, and
revolutionary courts handed down harsh sentences against social media users,
including death sentences in some cases. As of December, according to Re-
porters Without Borders, Iran held at least 50 journalists, bloggers, and social
media activists in detention. 

In April, an appeals court in Tehran sentenced six social media users to five to
seven years in prison for their Facebook posts on charges of “assembly and col-
lusion against the national security” and “insulting the sanctities.” On July 13,
2014, a Tehran revolutionary court had previously sentenced eight Facebook
users to a total of 127 years in prison for allegedly posting messages deemed to
insult government officials and “religious sanctities,” among other crimes. 

On June 1, another revolutionary court sentenced Atena Farghadani to a total of
12 years and 9 months’ imprisonment in connection with a critical cartoon she
drew and posted on her Facebook page in August 2014 that depicted members
of Iran’s parliament as animals. The charges against Farghadani included “as-
sembly and collusion against the state,” “propaganda against the state,” and in-
sulting public officials. Although by law she should serve no more than
seven-and-a-half years, the heaviest single sentence she received, the judiciary
compounded her sentence. 

On June 8, authorities announced a wave of arrests of social media users and ac-
tivists who “published illegal invitations on social networks ... [and] had anti-se-
curity tendencies.”

On October 11, 2015, a judiciary spokesman announced Washington Post re-
porter Jason Rezaian's conviction. As of December, court authorities had refused
to provide clarification about the specific charges for which he was convicted or
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Authorities prevent girls and women from attending certain sporting events, in-
cluding men’s soccer and volleyball matches. 

Regardless of her age, a woman cannot marry without the approval of her male
guardian, and generally cannot pass on her Iranian nationality to a foreign-born
spouse or to her children. Child marriage—though not the norm—continues, as
the law allows girls to marry at 13 and boys at age 15, as well as at younger ages
if authorized by a judge. 

Treatment of Minorities
The government denies freedom of religion to Baha’is, Iran’s largest non-Muslim
religious minority, and discriminates against them. At least 74 Baha’is were held
in Iran’s prisons as of November 20, 2015. Security and intelligence forces also
continued to target Christian converts from Islam, Persian-speaking Protestant
and evangelical congregations, and members of the home church movement.
Some faced charges such as “acting against the national security” and “propa-
ganda against the state.” 

Authorities restrict political participation and public sector employment of non-
Shia Muslim minorities, including Sunnis, who account for about 10 percent of
the population. They also prevent Sunnis from constructing their own mosques
in Tehran and conducting separate Eid prayers. 

On July 29, municipal employees destroyed a Sunni prayer hall located in the
Pounak district of Tehran that they alleged was functioning without the required
permits. The government continued to target members of Sufi mystical orders,
particularly members of the Nematollahi Gonabadi order. 

The government restricted cultural as well as political activities among the coun-
try’s Azeri, Kurdish, Arab, and Baluch minorities. In April, police and security
agents rounded up and detained scores of Ahwazi Arabs, including several chil-
dren, in Khuzestan province. In July, the University of Kurdistan announced it had
opened a new department of Kurdish language and literature studies that would
accept students for the 2015-16 academic year. 
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madi to six years in prison for her rights-related activities, but authorities re-
leased her due to a serious medical condition that she still suffers. 

On May 10, a revolutionary court informed Atena Daemi, a child and civil rights
activist, that it had sentenced her to 14 years in prison on charges that included
“assembly, collusion and propaganda against the state” and “insulting the
Supreme Leader and religious sanctities” for her peaceful activism.

On August 19, a court acquitted former Tehran Prosecutor Saeed Mortazavi of
charges related to the torture and death of three protesters held at Kahrizak de-
tention facility following their arrest during the 2009 post-election protests. Mor-
tazavi has so far escaped criminal punishment despite allegations implicating
him in a range of serious rights abuses during his time in public office. 

Prominent opposition figures Mir Hossein Mousavi, Zahra Rahnavard, and Mehdi
Karroubi—held without charge or trial since February 2011—remained under
house arrest. 

Women’s Rights
In 2015, authorities sought to introduce or implement discriminatory laws, in-
cluding restricting the employment of women in certain sectors and limiting ac-
cess to family planning as part of official measures to boost Iran’s population.
On April 22, the Guardian Council, an unelected body of 12 religious jurists, ap-
proved a controversial bill that empowers voluntary Basij paramilitary forces to
“promote virtue and prevent vice,” including enforcement of the strict Islamic
dress code, or hijab, for women. If passed, the bill would empower individuals to
act outside of any official capacity and without any parameters for holding them
legally accountable.

In August, Iran’s judiciary prevented the release from prison of women’s rights
activist Bahareh Hedayat although an appellate court had ordered it. A revolu-
tionary court sentenced Hedayat to seven-and-a-half years in prison in January
2010 for her peaceful activism on charges of “acting against the national secu-
rity” and insulting public officials. 

Iranian women face discrimination in many aspects of their lives, including per-
sonal status matters related to marriage, divorce, inheritance, and child custody.
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Iraq
Armed conflict between the armed extremist group Islamic State (also known as
ISIS) and an array of Kurdish and central Iraqi government forces, pro-govern-
ment militias, and a United States-led international air campaign dominated the
human rights situation in 2015. 

According to the United Nations, summary executions, car bombs, assassina-
tions, artillery shelling, and aerial bombardment killed and injured over 20,000
civilians. Pro-government militias carried out assassinations, property destruc-
tion, and enforced disappearances. Since June 2014, the conflict has displaced
close to 3.2 million Iraqis, and interrupted school for over 3 million children as
well as access to medical care, food, and clean water. 

Government forces recaptured the area around Tikrit in March and Beiji in Octo-
ber, and Kurdish forces took Sinjar in November, while ISIS took Ramadi on May
17. Ongoing battles for Ramadi, areas north of Tikrit, and in Diyala, Kirkuk, and
Niniveh continue to inflict heavy casualties on both sides. 

Islamic State Abuses
ISIS claimed responsibility for two devastating bombings that killed over 115
people in Khan Bani Saad, north of Baghdad, on July 17, and 67 people at Jamila
Market in Baghdad’s Sadr City, on August 13. 

Iraqi media reported ISIS agents killing of thousands of people, sometimes in
staged summary executions. On August 7, the forensic medicine department in
Mosul said ISIS requested death certificates for 2,070 persons executed in Nin-
eveh province since June 2014. Victims included candidates or elected members
of local or national bodies, police, and military. Those executed included scores
of former security officers, tribal leaders, and others who refused to pledge alle-
giance to ISIS, or whom the group suspected of cooperating with the Iraqi gov-
ernment.

On July 1, ISIS reportedly executed 22 members of the Jubur tribe in Badush,
north of Mosul. 
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Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
Same-sex conduct between men in Iran is punishable by flogging or the death
penalty. Same-sex conduct between women is punishable by flogging. Lesbian,
gay, bisexual and transgender people are subjected to official harassment, arbi-
trary arrest and detention, prosecution, and ill-treatment or torture. Although
Iran permits and subsidizes sex reassignment surgery for transgender people,
no law prohibits discrimination against them.

Refugees
Afghan refugees and migrant workers, estimated at between 2.5 and 3 million in
number, continued to face serious abuses. Authorities reportedly allowed
Afghan children, including undocumented ones, to register for schools after
Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei issued a ruling reaffirming the need for universal
education. 

However, Afghans continue to face barriers to receiving other forms of social
services; are at higher risk for arbitrarily being stopped, questioned, and/or de-
tained by authorities; and have little recourse when abused by government or
private actors.

Key International Actors
On July 14, the United Nations Security Council’s five permanent members, along
with Germany and Iran, announced that they had reached a comprehensive
agreement to monitor Iran’s nuclear program. The deal paves the way for gradu-
ally removing financial and economic sanctions against Iran. On July 28, during
EU Foreign Affairs Chief Mogherini’s visit to Tehran, Iran’s foreign minister said
Iran and the European Union had agreed to hold talks “over different issues, in-
cluding … human rights.” 

The government continued to block access to Iran by the UN special rapporteur
on the human rights situation in Iran, Ahmed Shaheed, and other UN rights ex-
perts. 
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The reported execution of ISIS’ own fighters also increased in 2015. On May 10,
ISIS reportedly executed 20 of its Kurdish fighters in Sinjar and Tell Afar, and on
July 10, 40 of its fighters in Hawija for weakness in battle.

ISIS also executed persons for allegedly violating what it claimed were crimes
against Islamic law, including persons for alleged homosexuality, adultery, “in-
sulting” God, and sorcery. ISIS repeatedly executed men accused of homosexual
conduct, although Iraqi law does not criminalize homosexual conduct.

ISIS often executed persons by extremely cruel and painful methods such as
burning, drowning, electrocution, and stoning.

In 2015, ISIS recruited children for suicide missions and to carry out executions.
In June, Anbar Provincial Council Member Farhan Muhammad told reporters ISIS
had abducted 400 children for military training. 

Abuses by Pro-Government Forces
Mostly Shia militias fighting ISIS, such as Badr Brigades, League of the Right-
eous, or Imam Ali Battalions, carried out widespread and systematic violations
of human rights and international humanitarian law, in particular, demolishing
homes and shops in recaptured Sunni areas. 

Militia fighters as well as Iraqi security forces in late August 2014 succeeded in
driving ISIS fighters from the Shia Turkmen and Sunni Arab town of Amerli and
subsequently raided several dozen neighboring Sunni villages driven by revenge
and expelled Sunni Iraqis to alter the area’s demographic. Kurdish Peshmerga
fighters told Human Rights Watch of 47 villages that Shia forces methodically de-
stroyed. Raids included looting, burning, and demolition by explosives, as well
as the abduction of at least 11 local men.

After recapturing Tikrit in March 2015, militia forces torched and blew up hun-
dreds of buildings and destroyed large sections of neighboring al-Dur, al-Bu ‘Ajil,
and southern al-Alam. Militias also forcibly disappeared some 200 men and
boys. 

Peshmerga forces of the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) also carried out,
or failed to prevent, destruction of Arab homes and looting of shops in areas re-
captured from ISIS. Witnesses implicated Peshmerga forces in the wholescale
destruction of the village of Barzan, in Zumar district, in September 2014, as well
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Barzani. On October, KDP authorities shut down NRT and Kurdish News Network,
two opposition TV stations, and banned Muhammad Yusif Sadiq, the speaker of
parliament from the opposition Change Movement, from Erbil, the seat of parlia-
ment. 

Iraqis who publicly criticized officials and corruption faced threats and prosecu-
tion. In June, the Publication and Media Court awarded Ala’ Rasul Muhi al-Din,
inspector-general of the Electricity Ministry, 3 million Iraqi dinars (US$2,696) for
“defamation” by Ibrahim Zaidan, a journalist, after he questioned the inspec-
torate’s integrity. On July 25, Ala’ al-Subaihawi, a correspondent for Sumeria
Satellite TV, faced charges of “spreading false news” for reporting that Maysan’s
police chief had resigned. On August 20, 2015, Najaf Deputy Governor Tala Bilal
physically attacked Dhiya’ al-Gharifi, editor-in-chief of Najaf Now magazine, be-
cause he disliked his article two weeks earlier about workers protesting to be
paid.

Since July, Iraqis in large numbers have peacefully protested against a lack of
services and corruption. On August 14, several journalists at anti-corruption
demonstrations in Baghdad reported that security forces instructed media to
stop live coverage. Journalists in Dhi Qar and Karbala governorates received sim-
ilar orders. On August 21, thugs claiming to be with the Popular Mobilization
Forces, the official militia umbrella organization, attacked reporters and camera
persons for the TV channels Mada, Sharqiya, and Baghdadiya covering the Bagh-
dad protests. On August 24, the Iraqi Observatory for Press Freedoms registered
eight cases of assault, expulsion, threats, and incitement to murder against jour-
nalists in Basra, Samawa, Baghdad, and Diyala covering the demonstrations. 

Accountability and Justice
Iraqi courts continue to impose the death penalty. In October 2014, the United
Nations Assistance Mission for Iraq (UNAMI) and the Office of the United Nations
High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) reported with regard to the death
penalty that “persistent and serious flaws remain in the … criminal justice sys-
tem, notably … violations of due process and fair trial rights.”

In the first KRG execution since instituting a moratorium in 2008, Kurdish author-
ities in August executed a man and his two wives for the abduction and murder
of two schoolgirls in 2011 and 2012. In July, Iraq’s cabinet proposed for parlia-
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as in nearby Bardiya town, where KRG forces, at a minimum, allowed Kurdish
civilians to raze Arab houses. 

Displacement and Movement Restrictions
The central government and KRG, militias, and ISIS on different occasions barred
people from fleeing to safer areas. Following ISIS’ capture of Ramadi on May 17,
government security forces blocked many of the over 100,000 fleeing residents
from crossing into Baghdad province without a local guarantor. 

KRG authorities required fleeing Arab Iraqis to have local Kurdish guarantors to
enter Kirkuk province, and, from there, Sulaimaniya, Erbil, or Dohuk provinces. In
late 2014, KRG authorities required Arab Iraqis to obtain renewable residency
permits and issued temporary permits for travel between Kurdistan’s provinces.

Peshmerga and Asayish forces barred some Arab residents from returning to
their villages and towns after they had cleared the area of ISIS. In some areas,
such as Rabi’a in Nineveh, returnees required permits.

ISIS tightened its grip on Fallujah and Mosul and prohibited anyone from leav-
ing. Some managed to leave, citing medical reasons and paying bribes of up to
tens of thousands of US dollars, or leaving family behind who faced execution if
the person failed to return.

Freedom of Assembly and Expression
ISIS executed over one dozen journalists, including Firas al-Bahar on May 19,
Jasim al-Jubur, on May 20, and Suha Radhi on July 7, all in Mosul, the Iraqi Obser-
vatory for Press Rights said. In late May, ISIS named five “mercenary so-called
journalists led astray,” threatening their lives. In August, ISIS forces tied dozens
of Rutba residents to light poles for several days as punishment for publicly
protesting the execution of a fellow tribesman, several Iraqi media outlets re-
ported.

KRG authorities arrested and prosecuted critics. On February 2, Asayish security
forces detained and charged Sabah al-Atrushi with terrorism over public com-
ments critical of senior Peshmerga commanders. On August 4, intelligence
agents of the ruling Kurdistan Democratic Party arrested Esa Barzani over pic-
tures on Facebook supporting Kurdish leaders rivaling KRG President Masoud
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mentary ratification procedural changes to speed up executions by empowering
the justice minister to ratify execution warrants if the president has not done so
within 30 days. In August, President Fuad Masum signed 21 execution warrants,
but also expressed reservations about the cases of some of more than 700 per-
sons on death row.

In July, Iraq’s Central Criminal Court tried 28 persons for participating in the June
2014 ISIS massacre of up to 1,700 Shia military cadets. The trial lasted only a few
hours, and the court sentenced 24 to death, despite defendants claiming their
confessions were extracted under torture and that they could not choose de-
fense lawyers.

Accountability for grievous crimes remained weak. There was no accountability
for the abduction and murder of Sheikh Qasim Janabi in February 2015 by sus-
pected Shia militants posing as security officials. Armed men grabbed Janabi, a
Sunni sheikh engaged in intersectarian dialogue, in plain daylight with eight
others, including his nephew, who survived. Prime Minister Abbadi ordered an
investigation, but no suspects had been named or apprehended at time of writ-
ing. In Baghdad and Diyala, criminal gangs who Sunni victims say are affiliated
with the Iraqi security services and Shia militias carried out uninvestigated as-
sassinations and threats.

In one case, courts held Shia militiamen accountable. Baghdad’s Rusafa Crimi-
nal Court in May sentenced to death an unknown number of defendants for their
role in the August 2014 massacre of 30 Sunni worshippers at the Musab bin
Umair mosque in Diyala province. 

Women’s and Girls’ Rights
ISIS continued to sexually enslave and abuse Yezidi women and girls. By Sep-
tember, over 2,000 Yezidi women and girls had escaped, but over 5,200 re-
mained in the hands of ISIS, according to Vian Dakhil, a Yezidi member of Iraq’s
parliament. Human Rights Watch documented a system of organized rape and
sexual assault, sexual slavery, and forced marriage by ISIS forces. Yezidi women
and girls told Human Rights Watch how ISIS members forced them into marriage;
sold, in some cases a number of times; or given as “gifts” to ISIS fighters.
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units public, to “the maximum extent practical.” In its annual report on export
controls for 2014, the European Union noted three denials of licenses to Iraq
based on human rights and international humanitarian law concerns.

The US FY16 National Defense Authorization Act tightens obligations on the De-
fense Department to report on its security aid to the Iraqi government—including
on end-user monitoring, suspending support for certain Shia militias, and ad-
dressing grievances related to the illicit arrest, detention, and unfair trials.

The UN Human Rights Council in March condemned abuses by ISIS after an
OHCHR report earlier that month found that the group may have committed
genocide, crimes against humanity, and war crimes. It failed to condemn possi-
ble war crimes by government forces.
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In 2015, ISIS reportedly forced Muslim women into marriage with fighters, im-
prisoning or executing those who refused, and instituting a female “Khansa,” or
morality, department to enforce morality codes among women of Mosul.

In June, the Karamsha and Shawi tribes of Basra agreed to settle their dispute
over the murder of a Karamsha woman by the Shawi tribe handing over 10 un-
married tribeswomen as compensation. Karamsha men could then marry these
women. Civil society pressure and tribal and official negotiations did not undo
the agreement, and though no women had been handed over by September,
they continued to remain at risk of forced marriage.

The government did not introduce measures to combat illegal arrests, due
process violations, and assaults of women, to which security forces subjected
many of the over 1,000 women in detention. 

The KRG banned female genital mutilation by law in 2011, and several cam-
paigns have since contributed to a decline in its prevalence, although its use
continues for about half of all girls in Iraqi Kurdistan, German-Iraqi campaign
group WADI reported.

Key International Actors
The United States and Iran supported Baghdad’s military campaign against ISIS
with equipment, training, intelligence, and advisors. Lebanon’s Hezbollah group
and Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps-Al-Quds Force sent forces into com-
bat in Iraq. 

The US-led coalition bombing ISIS positions included France, the United King-
dom, the Netherlands, Belgium, Denmark, Canada, and Australia. Denmark and
the US reviewed several airstrikes following allegations of civilian casualties.
Germany, Hungary, Italy, and the Czech Republic, among others, also provided
military equipment, including to Peshmerga forces. The US remained the largest
provider of military equipment to Iraq. 

Iraqi militias implicated in human rights abuses used US and Iranian weapons in
their operations. The US State Department’s 2014 annual report on end-use
monitoring provides only cursory information on withheld military export li-
censes. Washington has not made available any further information, despite
legal requirements that the government make information about suspended
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impeded the rebuilding of Gaza’s devastated economy by severely restricting ex-
ports from Gaza.

Palestine also acceded to the International Criminal Court treaty and became an
ICC member in April. Following a January 2015 declaration by the Palestinian gov-
ernment giving the ICC a mandate back to June 13, 2014, the ICC prosecutor
opened a preliminary examination to determine whether the criteria have been
met to merit pursuing a formal investigation. 

Gaza Strip

Israel

In 2015, the Israel Defense Forces conducted 50 military incursions in Gaza as of
November 23, according to the UN.

As of the same date, Israeli forces had killed 21 people in Gaza, including those
shot during demonstrations at the border fence and those killed in air strikes,
and injured more than 100. They also continued to shoot at Palestinian civilians
in the “no-go” zone that Israel imposes just inside Gaza’s northern and eastern
borders and at fishermen who venture beyond six nautical miles from the
shore—the area to which Israel restricts Gaza fishing boats.

In June, a UN commission of inquiry released a report regarding the 2014 Israel-
Gaza war that found Israeli forces committed serious laws-of-war violations, in-
cluding attacking residential buildings without an apparent military target, using
artillery and other high explosive weapons indiscriminately in populated areas,
and apparently targeting civilians not participating in hostilities.

Israel’s military advocate general launched criminal investigations into 10 inci-
dents, some of which he closed without indictments, even where the commis-
sion found credible evidence of violations. He indicted three soldiers, but only
on charges of looting. Citing overly broad security grounds, Israel barred Gazans
who had complaints that its forces had unlawfully killed their relatives from trav-
eling to Israel to testify in court cases.
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Israel/Palestine
Israel continued in 2015 to enforce severe and discriminatory restrictions on
Palestinians’ human rights, and to build unlawful settlements in and facilitate
the transfer of Israeli civilians to the occupied West Bank. Israeli authorities also
arbitrarily detained peaceful Palestinian demonstrators, including children. 

There was a sharp rise in killings and injuries related to Israeli-Palestinian hostil-
ities beginning in October. Overall, Palestinians killed at least 17 Israeli civilians
and 3 Israeli soldiers, and injured 87 Israeli civilians and 80 security officers in
the West Bank and Israel as of November 27. Israeli security forces killed at least
120 and injured at least 11,953 Palestinian civilians in West Bank, Gaza, and Is-
rael as of the same date, including bystanders, protesters, and suspected as-
sailants. 

In the West Bank, including East Jerusalem, Israeli authorities took inadequate
action against Israeli settlers who injured 84 Palestinians and damaged their
property in 130 incidents as of November 23, the United Nations reported. Israeli
security officers arrested three Israelis in connection with an arson attack, which
killed a Palestinian couple and their toddler. 

Israeli authorities destroyed homes and other property under discriminatory
practices that severely restrict Palestinians’ access to construction permits and
forcibly displaced hundreds of Palestinian residents in West Bank areas under Is-
raeli control, as well as Bedouin citizens of Israel. Israeli courts have been un-
willing to rule on the legality of the settlements under international law.

The Palestinian Authority arrested students allegedly for their affiliation with
Hamas or political criticism, some of whom alleged mistreatment in detention.
Hamas security forces allegedly tortured or ill-treated 258 people as of July 31,
and Palestinian armed groups launched 20 rockets into Israel from Hamas-con-
trolled Gaza as of October 31.

Neither Israeli nor Hamas authorities have prosecuted anyone for alleged crimes
committed during the 2014 Israel-Gaza war, which, according to the UN, killed
1,462 Palestinian civilians, including 551 children, and 6 civilians in Israel, in-
cluding one child. Israel and Egypt have maintained their partial but highly dam-
aging closure of Gaza’s borders, an unlawful act of collective punishment; they
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towns. These rockets cannot be accurately aimed at military objectives and
amount to indiscriminate or deliberate attacks on civilians when directed at Is-
raeli population centers. Hamas, which has internal control over Gaza, is respon-
sible for policing the border and acting to ensure that illegal attacks do not take
place. 

The Hamas internal security agency and police allegedly tortured or ill-treated
258 people as of July 31, according to complaints received by the Independent
Commission for Human Rights (ICHR), a Palestinian rights body.

West Bank

Israel

In the West Bank, as of November 27, Israeli security forces and settlers fatally
shot at least 96 Palestinian civilians and wounded at least 10,854, including
those suspected of attacking Israelis, according to UN and Human Rights Watch
monitoring. 

In July, an Israeli colonel fatally shot Mohammed al-Kasbeh, 17, apparently while
he was fleeing after throwing a rock at the colonel’s vehicle. In August, Israeli
forces killed Falah Abu Marya and shot his son in the legs during a raid on the
family’s home in Beit Ummar. According to witnesses, the soldiers did not face
serious danger at the time of the shooting. 

During an escalation in violence that began in October, Israeli security forces
and settlers killed 8 protesters and 28 others suspected of attacking Israelis. In
some cases, video footage and witness accounts strongly suggest that excessive
force was used. In some cases, security forces appeared to shoot multiple times
suspected attackers who were lying on the ground, apparently neutralized, rais-
ing concerns of extrajudicial killings.

Israeli authorities took inadequate action against Israeli settlers who injured
Palestinians and destroyed or damaged Palestinian mosques, homes, schools,
olive trees, cars, and other property. As of November 23, the UN reported 130
such attacks in which settlers injured 84 Palestinians.

In July, an arson attack, apparently carried out by Israelis, against two houses in
the Palestinian village of Duma killed a toddler, Ali Dawabshe, and both his par-
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Closure

Israel’s punitive closure of the Gaza Strip, particularly the near-total blocking of
outgoing goods, continued to have severe consequences for the civilian popula-
tion and impeded reconstruction of the 17,000 housing units severely damaged
or destroyed during the 2014 conflict. 

Egypt also blocked all regular movement of goods at the crossing it controls, and
imposed increased restrictions on the movement of people. More than 70 per-
cent of Gaza’s 1.8 million people are forced to rely on humanitarian assistance.

Israel allowed incoming goods to Gaza that amounted to less than half of 2006
pre-closure levels. From the August 2014 ceasefire until September 2015, 2 mil-
lion tons of construction material entered the coastal strip through the only func-
tioning crossing point for goods—about 9 percent of the total need, according to
the Israeli rights group Gisha. As of September, Gaza was unable to build some
250 new schools needed to adequately serve the population, according to
Gisha.

Egypt’s military-backed government maintained tight restrictions on the move-
ment of Palestinians at the Rafah crossing between Gaza and Sinai, citing at-
tacks by armed groups in the Sinai against Egyptian security forces. The crossing
has been closed, including for humanitarian assistance, since October 24, 2014,
except for 37 days of partial openings, according to the UN. 

A monthly average of about 2,000 Gaza residents passed through the crossing,
down from 20,000 in 2013. Egypt did not permit regular imports or exports of
goods through Rafah and destroyed or closed many of the tunnels beneath the
border that have been used for smuggling, leading to increased prices and un-
employment, particularly in the construction sector. 

Hamas and Palestinian Armed Groups

The UN Commission of Inquiry report released in June regarding the 2014 Israel-
Gaza war found that Palestinian armed groups committed serious violations, in-
cluding firing mortars and rockets into populated areas of Israel, and
unnecessarily firing from within or near civilians in Gaza, putting them at risk.

In 2015 Palestinian armed groups launched 20 rockets into Israel from Gaza as of
October 31, causing no casualties but generating fear in affected cities and

WORLD REPORT 2016

330



ents. In December, Israeli security officers arrested three Israelis in connection
with the attack.

Settlements, Discriminatory Policies, Home Demolitions

Israel continued to provide security, administrative services, housing, education,
and medical care for around 560,000 settlers residing in unlawful settlements in
the West Bank, including East Jerusalem. 

It also increased its settlement activity, authorizing construction work on 566
new settlement housing units, 529 of which were completed during the first
quarter of 2015, an increase of 93 percent in housing starts and 219 percent
completions over the same period in 2014, according to Israel’s Central Bureau
of Statistics. 

Building permits are difficult or impossible for Palestinians to obtain in East
Jerusalem or in the 60 percent of the West Bank under exclusive Israeli control
(Area C). Palestinians in these areas have limited access to water, electricity,
schools, and other state services, all of which the state makes readily available
to the Jewish settlers there. 

As of November 23, Israeli authorities demolished 481 Palestinian homes and
other buildings in the West Bank (including East Jerusalem), displacing 601 peo-
ple, including 296 children. In August, Israel demolished 22 homes in four com-
munities in an area that Israel has designated for future settlement construction,
called E-1. These communities are among 46 Bedouin villages Israel has ear-
marked for forcible “relocation” to three sites in the West Bank. 

In May, the Israeli Supreme Court permitted the demolition of Susya, a Palestin-
ian village in the south Hebron Hills in the West Bank with about 340 residents.
The villagers built their homes on their agricultural land after Israel forcibly dis-
placed them and designated the village as an archeological site.

Freedom of Movement

Israel maintained onerous restrictions on the movement of Palestinians in the
West Bank, including checkpoints and the separation barrier. Settlement-related
movement restrictions forced Palestinians to take time-consuming detours and
restricted their access to agricultural land. 
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Palestinian governing authorities in the West Bank, as well as in Gaza, delegated
jurisdiction over personal status matters such as marriage and divorce to reli-
gious courts. In practice, women seeking marriage and divorce suffered discrimi-
nation. Courts required Muslim women to obtain a male relative’s consent to
marry and to obtain the husband’s consent to divorce, except in limited cases. 

Israel
During an escalation of violence beginning in October, Palestinian civilians
killed 18 Israeli and other civilians and 3 Israeli soldiers and injured 138 civilians
in Israel and the West Bank as of November 30, according to the Israeli Security
Agency and Human Rights Watch’s monitoring. 

In Israel, Israeli security forces acting alongside Israeli citizens killed five Pales-
tinians suspected of attacking Israelis.

In two separate attacks in June in the West Bank, Palestinian civilians shot at Is-
raelis in their car. In August, an Israeli military prosecutor indicted seven Pales-
tinian men in connection with the attacks. Two additional Israeli civilians were
killed in attacks by Palestinians in April and September. 

Israel passed a number of laws that risk violating rights. A law approved by Is-
rael’s Supreme Court in April makes it a civil offense to advocate for a boycott of
Israel or settlements. Two laws passed in July permit the force-feeding of hunger-
striking prisoners 

Bedouin citizens of Israel who live in “unrecognized” villages suffered discrimi-
natory home demolitions on the basis that their homes were built illegally. Is-
raeli authorities refused to prepare plans for the communities or approve
construction permits, and rejected plans submitted by the communities them-
selves. In May, the Supreme Court approved the state’s plan to raze the entire
Bedouin village of Umm al-Hiran, displacing between 750 and 1,000 residents,
to implement plans to build a Jewish neighborhood on these lands. 

According to the Negev Coexistence Forum for Civil Inequality, Israeli authorities
demolished 32 Bedouin homes in the Negev, and destroyed the crops of nine un-
recognized Bedouin villages (two villages’ fields were destroyed twice). In al-
Araqib, an unrecognized village that has been embroiled in a years-long legal
battle with the state, authorities demolished all the shacks seven times.
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Israel continued construction of the separation barrier around East Jerusalem.
Some 85 percent of the barrier falls within the West Bank rather than along the
Green Line, isolating 11,000 Palestinians on the western side of the barrier who
are not allowed to travel to Israel and must cross the barrier to access livelihoods
and services in the West Bank. Palestinian farmers in 150 communities on the
eastern side of the barrier were separated from their lands on the other side, the
UN reported.

Arbitrary Detention and Detention of Children

Israeli military authorities detained Palestinian protesters including those who
advocated nonviolent protest against Israeli settlements and the route of the
separation barrier.

Israeli security forces continued to arrest children suspected of criminal of-
fenses, usually stone-throwing, in their homes at night, at gunpoint; question
them without a family member or a lawyer present; and coerce them to sign con-
fessions in Hebrew, which they did not understand. The Israeli military detained
Palestinian children separately from adults during remand hearings and military
court trials, but often detained children with adults immediately after arrest.

As of September 30, Israel held 315 Palestinian administrative detainees without
charge or trial, based on secret evidence. Israeli prison authorities shackled hos-
pitalized Palestinians to their hospital beds after they went on long-term hunger
strikes to protest their administrative detention.

Palestinian Authority

Complaints of torture and ill-treatment by West Bank Palestinian Authority secu-
rity services persisted. The ICHR reported 113 complaints as of July 31.

PA security services arrested students for their alleged affiliation with Hamas or
political criticism, some of whom alleged mistreatment in detention. In January
2015, police arrested Bara al-Qadi, a media student at Birzeit University, and
held him for 13 days for criticizing a PA official on Facebook. In April, police ar-
rested Jihad Salim, a student representative of a Hamas-affiliated student group
at Birzeit University in Ramallah, following the group’s victory in the student
council election. Salim said officers beat him and held him for about 24 hours.
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Israel continued its openly stated policy of applying coercive measures to make
the lives of about 40,000 Eritrean and Sudanese “miserable” and “encourage
the illegals to leave,” in the words of former Israeli Interior Ministers Eli Yishai
and Gideon Sa’ar, respectively. These measures include branding them “infiltra-
tors” under Israeli law; prolonged detention; freedom of movement restrictions;
rejecting 99.9 percent of Eritrean and Sudanese asylum claims; ambiguous poli-
cies on permission to work; and severely restricting access to health care. Be-
tween January 2013 and July 2015, 5,316 Sudanese and 3,039 Eritreans left
Israel.

In August, the Israeli High Court ruled the authorities could require “infiltrators”
to live in the Holot “Residency Center”—a de facto detention center located in Is-
rael’s Negev desert—but required the state to reduce the maximum time from 20
months to a more reasonable policy. 

Pending a new policy, it held that anyone detained for 12 months or more should
be released. Authorities officially banned all released detainees from living and
working in Eilat and Tel Aviv, violating their free movement rights.

Israel continued to delegate jurisdiction over marriage, divorce, and some other
aspects of personal status to Jewish, Muslim, Christian, and Druze religious
courts. In practice, women seeking divorces suffered discrimination, such as re-
fusal of divorce by state-funded Jewish religious courts without the husband’s
consent in up to 3,400 cases per year, according to women’s rights groups. The
government did not publish figures of spouses denied divorce, but women were
reportedly the vast majority.

Key International Actors
The United States allocated US$3.1 billion in military aid to Israel in 2015 and
$441 million in assistance to Palestinian security forces and economic support
to the PA. 

In January 2015, the Palestinian government lodged a declaration, giving the ICC
jurisdiction dating back to June 13, 2014, for crimes committed in or from Pales-
tine. It subsequently acceded to the Rome Statute, becoming an ICC state party
in April. Based on its policy for when it receives declarations accepting the
court’s jurisdiction, the ICC Office of the Prosecutor opened a preliminary exami-
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Jordan
Jordan hosted over 633,000 Syrian refugees in 2015, although authorities tight-
ened entry restrictions and limited new refugee arrivals. The government cur-
tailed freedom of expression, detaining and bringing charges against activists,
dissidents, and journalists, sometimes under broad and vague provisions of the
country’s counterterrorism law. Authorities replaced the heads of major security
agencies in May, but did not publicly demonstrate police accountability for
abuses.

Freedom of Expression and Belief
Jordanian law criminalizes speech deemed critical of the king, foreign countries,
government officials and institutions, as well as Islam and speech considered to
defame others. 

Jordanian authorities increasingly used counterterrorism provisions to detain
and prosecute activists, dissidents, and journalists for speech offenses, relying
largely on 2014 amendments to its counterterrorism law that broadened the defi-
nition of terrorism and included acts such as “disturbing [Jordan’s] relations
with a foreign state.”

In February, Jordan’s State Security Court sentenced a senior Muslim Brother-
hood figure, Zaki Bani Irsheid, to 18 months in prison after convicting him of
“disturbing [Jordan’s] relations with a foreign state,” based on a Facebook post
he authored criticizing the United Arab Emirates (UAE). In June, authorities ar-
rested Eyad Qunaibi, a university professor, over Facebook comments criticizing
what he considered un-Islamic social phenomena in Jordan and its cooperation
with Israel. 

Jordan curtailed media freedom in 2015 by detaining and bringing charges
against at least nine journalists and writers, sometimes under broad and vague
provisions of the country’s counterterrorism law. These included Jamal Ayoub, a
freelance columnist, whom authorities arrested between April 22 and August 17
for writing a column that criticized Saudi Arabia’s bombing campaign in Yemen,
and Seif al-Obeidat and Hashem al-Khalidi, journalist and publisher respectively
with the Soraya News website, jailed between January 28 and March 8 after the
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nation into the situation in Palestine to determine whether the criteria have
been met to merit pursuing a formal investigation into crimes committed in and
from Palestine. 

The US criticized Palestine’s accession to the ICC, and Israel in January froze the
transfer of $473 million in tax revenues it collects on behalf of the Palestinian
Authority for more than four months. 

Israel and the US successfully pressured the UN not to include Israel on its an-
nual list of countries responsible for grave violations against children in armed
conflict, even though the draft 2015 report prepared by the secretary-general’s
special representative for children and armed conflict recommended adding Is-
rael and Hamas to the list due to their repeated violations against children. The
UN also did not include Hamas on the list.

WORLD REPORT 2016

338



Jordanian authorities in 2015 initiated a “re-verification process” for all Syrians
living in urban communities, requiring Syrians to prove they had proper docu-
mentation and legal status in order to obtain a service card that will later be re-
quired to receive humanitarian assistance, access medical care, or enroll
children in public schools. The re-verficiation process adversly affected undocu-
mented Syrians and those who left refugee camps irregularly, leading to cases of
forced encampment in largely-closed refugee camps.

In 2015, Jordanian security forces continued to turn away Palestinian refugees
seeking to enter Jordan from Syria at the country’s borders. Security forces also
detained and deported Palestinians who entered at unofficial border crossings
using forged Syrian identity documents, or who entered illegally via smuggling
networks. 

In May, Jordan endorsed the Safe Schools Declaration, committing to do more to
protect students, teachers, and schools during times of armed conflict, including
implementing the Guidelines on Protecting Schools from Military Use.

Jordan hosted around 80,000 migrant domestic workers in 2015, mostly from the
Philippines, Sri Lanka, and Indonesia. Nongovernmental organizations repeat-
edly referred domestic workers who had suffered multiple abuses to labor min-
istry investigators who, however, rarely classified them as victims of the crime of
trafficking. Instead, they treated each aspect of abuse, such as non-payment of
salaries, separately, sometimes even detaining workers for “escaping” employ-
ers.

Women’s and Girls’ Rights
Jordan’s personal status code remains discriminatory despite a 2010 amend-
ment that included widening women’s access to divorce and child custody. Mar-
riages between Muslim women and non-Muslim men, for instance, are not
recognized.

Article 9 of Jordan’s nationality law does not allow Jordanian women married to
non-Jordanian spouses to pass on their nationality to their spouse and children.
In 2015, authorities began extending special privileges to non-citizen children of
Jordanian women, including free education and access to health services in gov-
ernment institutions, as well as provision of Jordanian ID cards and drivers’ li-
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site posted an article on negotiations between Jordan and the armed extremist
group Islamic State (also known as ISIS) over the release of captured pilot
Mu`ath al-Kasasbeh.

In 2015, a Ministry of Justice committee issued a proposed penal code overhaul
that would amend at least 180 articles of the 1960 law. The draft amendments
provided alternatives to imprisonment, such as community service, for the first
time, but did not amend or remove articles long-used by authorities to limit free
expression.

Freedom of Association and Assembly
Since the amended Public Gatherings Law took effect in March 2011, Jordanians
no longer require government permission to hold public meetings or demonstra-
tions. However, Amman hotels and other venues continued to seek the General
Intelligence Directorate’s permission to host public meetings and events.

The State Security Court delivered judgments in cases against political activists
and demonstrators arising from protests and social media activism. In most
cases, the court threw out the charge of “undermining the political regime,” a
terrorism charge under the penal code, and issued convictions on lesser charges
carrying three-month jail sentences, which can be substituted with a fine under
Jordanian law.

Refugees and Migrants
By November 2015, over 633,000 persons from Syria had sought refuge in Jordan
since 2011, according to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR). Of these, approximately 79,000 were housed at the Zaatari Refugee
Camp in northern Jordan, down from over 200,000 in 2013; 27,000 lived in Azraq
Camp, 100 kilometers east of Amman; and 6,300 others were at the Emirates Jor-
dan Camp in Zarqa Governorate. The rest were living outside refugee camps. 

Beginning in March 2015, Jordanian authorities severely restricted informal bor-
der crossings in the eastern part of the country, stranding hundreds of Syrians in
remote desert areas just inside Jordan’s border for days and weeks with limited
access to food, water, and medical assistance.
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Local governors continued to use provisions of the Crime Prevention Law of 1954
to place individuals in administrative detention for up to one year in circumven-
tion of the Criminal Procedure Law. The National Center for Human Rights re-
ported that 20,216 persons were administratively detained in 2014, some for
longer than one year.

Key International Actors
In August 2015, the European Union granted Jordan €55 million (US$59 million)
to help offset the impact of the Syrian refugee crisis in the education sector.

In February, Jordan signed a non-binding, three-year memorandum of under-
standing with the United States, in which the US pledged to provide $1 billion in
aid to Jordan annually, up from $660 million in recent years. The US did not pub-
licly criticize human rights violations in Jordan in 2015, except in annual reports.

In March, Jordan joined the Saudi Arabia-led coalition that launched airstrikes
and other military action against Houthi forces in Yemen. Jordan remained a par-
ticipant in US-led attacks against ISIS and other extremist groups in Iraq and
Syria.

In May, the Saudi Development Fund signed two grant agreements with Jordan
worth $80 million to finance infrastructure projects for new industrial estates.
The grants were part of the $5 billion promised to Jordan by Gulf Cooperation
Council countries in 2011 for development projects.
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censes. The privileges, however, did not apply to children whose mothers had
not resided in Jordan for a minimum of five years. 

Penal code articles 98 and 340, which allow reduced sentences for perpetrators
of “honor crimes,” remained in force. News reports indicated that at least 10
women and girls were killed by male family members in 2015, including a woman
shot four times by her father after leaving her family home and reportedly having
a relationship with a man her family refused to let her marry. Authorities arrested
her father at the scene.

Criminal Justice System and Police Accountability
In December 2014, Jordan revived capital punishment by executing 11 Jordanian
men by hanging, ending an eight-year de facto moratorium on the death penalty.
Courts had previously convicted all 11 men of murder. On February 4, only hours
after ISIS released a video showing its murder of a captured Jordanian pilot, Jor-
dan executed two Iraqis, both long-term death row inmates affiliated with Al-
Qaeda in Iraq (AQI), the precursor group to ISIS. All executions were carried out
at Suwaqa prison, 70 kilometers south of Amman.

Perpetrators of torture or other ill-treatment appeared to enjoy impunity due to
the authorities’ reliance on special police prosecutors and judges to investigate
allegations against, prosecute, and try fellow officers. At the Police Court, where
many such cases are heard, two out of three sitting judges are serving police of-
ficers appointed by the police, and authorities rarely release information on the
results of Police Court trials. To date, Human Rights Watch has not received evi-
dence that a police or intelligence officer has ever been convicted of torture
under article 208 of the penal code.

In May, Jordan announced the resignation of the heads of major security bodies,
including the minister of interior, head of the Public Security Directorate, and
head of Gendarmarie Forces. A Jordanian security official told Reuters that the
high-level changes stemmed partly from the “heavy-handed police crackdown”
in the southern city Maan in recent years, as well as the death of a detainee, Ab-
dullah al-Zoubi, in early May, for which authorities arrested four police officers
and later charged three. 
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On October 12, police arrested activists Ermek Narymbaev and Serikzhan Mam-
betalin on suspicion of “inciting national discord” after Facebook posts about
writings attributed to Murat Telibekov, another civil society activist who is under
criminal investigaton on the same charges. 

Prison officials put opposition leader Vladimir Kozlov into isolation in mid-July
and again in mid-August for prison regime violations. In July, additional restric-
tions were placed on his visitation, telephone, and parcel rights for six months.
In 2015, PEN International and Maina Kiai, the United Nations special rapporteur
on the rights to freedom of peaceful assembly and of association, expressed se-
rious concern about Kozlov’s imprisonment and called for his release. Kiai vis-
ited Kozlov in prison in January. 

Civil society activist Vadim Kuramshin continues to serve a 12-year prison sen-
tence, despite procedural violations during his trial and concerns that his sen-
tencing in December 2012 was retribution for public criticism of the government. 

Participants at the fourth annual meeting of the Civil Society Platform, a gather-
ing of Central Asian activists outside Astana, were subject to intimidation when
plainclothes officers attempted to attend their meeting and police demanded to
see a list of attendees.

In November, UN bodies and international and local human rights groups ex-
pressed serious concern after parliament adopted a draft law on nongovernmen-
tal organizations (NGOs), which would impose government control over the
distribution of foreign grants. 

Media Restrictions and Freedom of Expression 
Kazakhstan highly restricts media freedoms. Independent journalists and media
outlets face harassment and interference in their work, and outlets have been
shut down in recent years. Authorities brought criminal libel charges against
Amangeldy Batyrbekov, a civil society activist, who was jailed in October for 18
months. In November, after four years, authorities unblocked access to LiveJour-
nal, a blogging platform. A new access to information law was adopted in No-
vember.

In July, a Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty journalist was detained while covering
a peaceful protest in Astana. In October, journalist Yaroslav Golyshkin was im-
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Kazakhstan
Kazakhstan took few meaningful steps to tackle a worsening human rights
record in 2015, maintaining a focus on economic development over political re-
form. Snap presidential elections in April extended President Nursultan
Nazarbaev’s heavy-handed 24-year rule for another five years. Opposition leader
Vladimir Kozlov remains imprisoned after an unfair trial.

Authorities continued to close newspapers, jail and fine people for holding
peaceful protests, ban peaceful religious practice, and misuse the vague and
overbroad charge of “inciting social, national, clan, racial, class, or religious dis-
cord.” Workers’ rights are restricted and the adoption of a new trade union law in
2014 resulted in some trade unions unable to reregister in 2015. 

Elections
President Nazarbaev won snap presidential elections on April 26 with 97.7 per-
cent of the vote. The election monitoring mission of the Organization for Security
and Co-operation in Europe’s Office for Democratic Institutions and Human
Rights (OSCE/ODIHR) noted that “reforms for holding genuine democratic elec-
tions still have to materialize,” and that “serious procedural deficiencies and ir-
regularities” took place. OSCE/ODIHR also found a lack of genuine opposition
and a restricted media environment.

Civil Society
On September 17, France’s prime minister signed a decree approving the extradi-
tion of government critic and former banker Mukhtar Ablyazov to Russia. Ablya-
zov remains under threat of extradition pending review of his appeal at France’s
supreme administrative court.

On April 13, a court imposed restrictions on Saken Baikenov of the Antigeptil
group, known for protesting Baikonur rocket launches, for two years after his
Facebook posts were found to “incite ethnic discord.” On November 9, authori-
ties arrested Bolatbek Blyalov, also of the Antigeptil group, on suspicion of “in-
citing social discord.” 
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mentation of the CAT decision, Kazakhstan granted Bairamov compensation and
opened a criminal investigation into his treatment in custody. However, in Sep-
tember, authorities closed the case for lack of “evidence of a crime.” As of May,
five other complaints against Kazakhstan are pending before CAT.

Freedom of Religion
Some religious groups continued to be subjected to fines and short-term deten-
tion for violating a restrictive religion law, and some individual members faced
criminal charges. A mosque in the city of Petropavlovsk has been repeatedly
denied registration, according to Forum 18, an international religious freedom
watchdog.

In July, Saken Tulbaev was imprisoned for almost five years for “inciting religious
discord” and “membership in a banned religious organization.” He was banned
from “activity directed at meeting the religious needs of believers” for three
years after his release. In January, alleged members of Tabligi Jamaat were im-
prisoned for belonging to a banned religious organization. Four were sentenced
to 20 months in prison, and another to 18 months.

In November, an Astana court sentenced Ykylas Kabduakasov, a Seventh-day Ad-
ventist, to seven years’ restricted freedom for “inciting religious discord.” Offi-
cials raided a children’s Bible camp in August, claiming the organizers had
violated the religion law. 

Labor Rights
A 2014 trade union law restricts the right of workers to join trade unions of their
choice and to freely determine their structure. In 2015, some unions, including
the Confederation of Free Trade Unions of Kazakhstan (KSPK), were unable to re-
register in accordance with the new law. Worker members expressed serious
concern about the law at the June session of the International Labour Organiza-
tion (ILO). The government failed to attend the session, prompting heavy criti-
cism from the ILO. 

Other legislation governing the financing and collective bargaining rights of
trade unions remains restrictive. A new labor code was adopted in November. Oil
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prisoned for eight years on charges of “blackmail.” In September, Reporters
Without Borders criticized his arrest and called for his release.

In December 2014, an Almaty court closed down ADAM bol, an independent jour-
nal, prompting OSCE Media Freedom representative Dunja Mijatovic to voice
concern over the “drastic and disproportionate measures … which endanger plu-
ralism in Kazakhstan.” In October, ADAM bol’s successor publication, ADAM,
was shuttered for a language violation.

Freedom of Assembly and Association
Authorities continued to exercise strict control over peaceful assembly, and
broke up and detained people for even small-scale peaceful protests. Narym-
baev, the activist, was on two occasions, in June and August, sentenced to 15
days’ administrative arrest for violating a restrictive peaceful assembly law. 

UN Special Rapporteur Kiai concluded after his visit to Kazakhstan in January
that “the government’s approach to regulating assemblies renders that right
meaningless.” He called on Kazakhstan to adopt a new law on peaceful assem-
bly that complies with international standards.

Kiai also expressed serious concern about restrictions on public associations,
political parties, religious groups, and trade unions. In August, an Almaty court
closed down the opposition Communist Party of Kazakhstan for failing to meet
membership requirements, a decision that the party head described as politi-
cally motivated.

Torture
Despite some efforts by the government to tackle torture, including by prosecut-
ing some officers, torture remains a pressing issue and impunity is the norm.
There have been no further steps to credibly investigate allegations of torture
made by persons detained in connection with the 2011 violence in the town of
Zhanaozen. The NGO Coalition against Torture in Kazakhstan reported 80 com-
plaints of torture in the first half of the year. 

In 2014, the UN Committee against Torture (CAT) found Kazakhstan responsible
for torturing Rasim Bairamov. Bairamov was apprehended for alleged robbery
and severely beaten by police and prison personnel in 2008. In partial imple-
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unions expressed concern that the draft labor code would restrict workers’
rights.

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
Lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) people in Kazakhstan live in a cli-
mate of fear fuelled by harassment, discrimination, and violence. On the rare oc-
casions when LGBT people report abuse, they often face indifference and
hostility.

In March, parliament passed bills that sought to introduce a broad ban on “pro-
paganda of non-traditional sexual orientation,” but final drafts were not made
public and the end-stage of the legislative process was non-transparent. In May,
the “propaganda” legislation was found unconstitutional for being too vague,
but the Constitutional Council did not address the bills’ discriminatory elements. 

Key International Actors
Despite the absence of meaningful political reform in Kazakhstan, and European
Union pledges to link upgraded relations to human rights improvements, the EU
and Kazakhstan initialed an Enhanced Partnership and Cooperation Agreement
on January 20. In April, following presidential elections, the EU issued a rare
public message urging Kazakh authorities to “enhance their efforts to honour
their international commitments regarding democratic principles and human
rights.”

The United States continues to be largely silent on publicly registering human
rights concerns in Kazakhstan, and the bilateral relationship focuses promi-
nently on security, nuclear nonproliferation, the economy, and trade.

During his June trip to Kazakhstan, UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon called on
the government to continue to make human rights progress and remember that
“all religious and minority groups should be guaranteed [freedom of religion] on
an equal footing.”

In April, Baskut Tuncak, the UN special rapporteur on human rights and haz-
ardous substances and waste, concluded after a mission to Kazakhstan that the
government was not properly implementing or enforcing environmental legisla-
tion and needed to protect people from hazardous waste, including in Bere-
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Kenya
Kenya’s human rights environment faced serious challenges in 2015 as the secu-
rity crisis escalated. Persistent deadly attacks by Al-Shabaab, the Somalia-based
Islamist armed group, culminated in the April 2 massacre of 148 people, includ-
ing 142 students, at Garissa University in the northeast. The government re-
sponded to Al-Shabaab attacks with efforts to expand police and security agency
powers, and curtail basic rights through new legislation. Government policies
have targeted human rights organizations for closure, tried to stifle media, and
threatened refugee communities with forced returns to Somalia. 

Security forces continued to be implicated in extrajudicial killings, torture, disap-
pearances and arbitrary detentions, particularly during counterterrorism opera-
tions in Nairobi, Mombasa, the coast and in the northeast, and rarely faced
investigations or prosecutions. 

At least 28 bills necessary to implement the 2010 constitution had not been
passed by the five-year deadline on August 27. The constitution was negotiated
after the 2007-2008 post-election violence as key in addressing past injustices.
There has been no tangible progress on accountability for crimes committed dur-
ing the post-election violence, which left at least 1,100 dead and 650,000 dis-
placed. 

Key security sector, land, and accountability reforms identified in 2008 as crucial
to address Kenya’s political crisis have also not been implemented. Throughout
the year, human rights activists and civil society groups reported harassment
and threats for their work on justice and accountability.

Abuses by Al-Shabaab
Suspected Al-Shabaab fighters targeted and killed at least 226 unarmed people
between November 2014 and July 2015, along the coast and in the northeast.
During three separate attacks on quarry workers and on a bus in Mandera county
and in another attack on Garissa University, Al-Shabaab fighters singled out and
killed those who could not recite an Islamic creed.
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zovka, a village whose residents, particularly children, continue to live in a toxic
environment and suffer chronic health problems.

In April, Kazakhstan ratified the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Dis-
abilities and in August, signed on to the Safe Schools Declaration, a political
commitment to better protect students, teachers, schools, and universities in
armed conflict.

In its October concluding observations on Kazakhstan, the UN Committee on the
Rights of the Child issued comprehensive recommendations, including on the
prohibition of torture and ill-treatment, corporal punishment, and sexual vio-
lence against children, and addressing the needs of children with disabilities.
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Conduct of Security Forces
Following alleged Al-Shabaab attacks in Lamu and Tana River counties in June
and July 2014, security officers from multiple agencies raided communities,
beating, harassing and extorting money from residents. Hundreds of predomi-
nantly Muslim and ethnic Somalis were targeted and detained without charge for
periods well beyond the 24-hour limit set by Kenyan law. 

After Al-Shabaab’s massacre in Garissa in April 2015, the military and police
were again implicated in kidnapping, killings, and disappearances of terrorism
suspects in Garissa, Wajir and Mandera, in northeast Kenya.   

There have been no investigations into at least 10 cases of extrajudicial killings
and other cases of disappearance of terrorism suspects by the Anti-Terrorism Po-
lice Unit (ATPU) in Nairobi in 2014. 

Security Laws Amendments 
In December 2014, the ruling Jubilee administration proposed the Security Laws
Amendments that expanded police stop and search powers, introduced new
criminal offences with harsh penalties, limited the rights of defendants, and re-
stricted freedoms of expression and assembly. The High Court in February struck
down eight potentially repressive clauses as unconstitutional. However, other
provisions were left intact, such as allowing pretrial detention of terrorism sus-
pects for up to 90 days with court orders. 

Accountability
Kenya has made no progress on accountability for post-2007 elections violence,
including for sexual violence, but authorities continued with attempts to under-
mine the International Criminal Court (ICC) cases on Kenya by seeking to politi-
cize the proceedings. 

Many women and girls who survived sexual violence after the 2007 elections
have serious physical injuries, illnesses, and psychological disorders and re-
quire medical care, financial, and psychosocial support. 

In December 2014, the ICC prosecutor withdrew crimes against humanity charges
against President Uhuru Kenyatta due to insufficient evidence that the prosecu-
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tor blamed on noncooperation by Kenyan authorities and widespread witness in-
terference. Kenyatta’s deputy, William Ruto, and former radio journalist Joshua
arap Sang are standing trial on similar charges. Victims in the Kenyatta case are
seeking to challenge the prosecution’s decision to suspend investigations.

Both sets of Kenyan cases at the ICC have been dogged by claims of witness tam-
pering. The trial chamber in the Ruto and Sang case found sufficient evidence of
tampering to admit into evidence the prior statements of six witnesses who sub-
sequently refused to cooperate with the prosecution, setting off a new effort in
parliament to seek Kenya’s withdrawal from the ICC. In early September, the
court unsealed arrest warrants against two Kenyans on accusations of attempt-
ing to bribe prosecution witnesses in the case against Ruto and Sang. The arrest
warrants against lawyers Paul Gicheru and Philip Kipkoech Bett come two years
after an arrest warrant was unsealed against journalist Walter Barasa on similar
charges. There has not been any progress on investigations by Kenyan authori-
ties into the late 2014 disappearance and death of Meshack Yebei, who was
claimed as a witness by Ruto’s defense team.

In late 2014, an ICC trial chamber indicated that the government of Kenya had
not met its obligations to cooperate in the prosecution’s investigations in the
Kenyatta case but decided not to send a formal finding of non-compliance to the
court’s Assembly of States Parties for enforcement. The Office of the Prosecutor
appealed the decision, and in August 2015, the Appeals Chamber referred the
matter back to the Trial Chamber for review.  

In March, President Kenyatta said that a report of the Office of Director of Public
Prosecutions indicated that, due to lack of evidence, it would not be possible to
prosecute cases arising out of the 2007-2008 post-election violence and that
“restorative” approaches should be used instead. 

Kenyatta issued a general apology for human rights violations committed by the
government and instructed the treasury to set aside Ksh10 billion (US$9.5 mil-
lion) over the next three years for victim reparations for past injustices dating
back to 1963, including victims of the recent post-election violence, as recom-
mended in the report of the Truth, Justice and Reconciliation Commission. 

Although the Independent Policing Oversight Authority (IPOA) has made some
progress with groundbreaking investigations into reports of police abuses since
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In 2015, the government created a task force to gather public views to begin an-
other process of amending the PBO Act. The Nongovernmental Organizations Co-
ordination Board, the government regulatory body, has been drafting fresh
amendments since July 2015. In October, the board said it would deregister more
than 900 NGOs, alleging failure to comply with regulations and links to terror-
ism, but the decision was later suspended by the minister overseeing the board
to allow more time for the organizations to comply.

Treatment of Refugees
Hostile and inflammatory rhetoric against Somali refugees from public officials
increased, particularly in the wake of the April attack in Garissa. Authorities
have, without any clear evidence, repeatedly blamed Somali refugees for secu-
rity challenges facing the country. 

On April 11, Deputy President William Ruto gave the United Nations an ultimatum
to close Dadaab refugee camp within 90 days or the government would shut it
down. Kenya backed down on the threat after a visit by the UN High Commis-
sioner for Refugees in early May. 

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity 
Homophobic groups violently attacked two gay men in Kwale County in February
2015. Both required hospitalization but feared filing statements with police. 

In February 2015, police in Kwale county arrested two men on charges of “carnal
knowledge against the order of nature”–the only instances in which this colo-
nial-era penal code provision, understood to criminalize sex between men, has
ever been used. Police submitted them to forced anal exams in order to compile
“evidence,” a degrading and illegal practice. The criminal case against them
continued at time of writing. The National Gay and Lesbian Human Rights Com-
mission (NGLHRC), an NGO, filed a petition in September challenging the consti-
tutionality of anal exams. 

In April, the High Court overturned the NGO board’s refusal to register NGLHRC
on the grounds that the penal code “criminalizes gay and lesbian liaisons.” The
victory followed three 2014 court judgments that recognized rights for transgen-
der and intersex people. Deputy President Ruto responded to the ruling by say-
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it was founded four years ago, Jubilee Party legislators have called for its dis-
bandment, accusing it of inhibiting counterterrorism efforts with demands for
police accountability.  

The Kenya National Commission on Human Rights, Commission on Administra-
tive Justice and IPOA lack adequate financial support to achieve their mandates.
Their reports and recommendations on human rights abuses are largely ignored
by the key government officials including the president. 

Civil Society and Human Rights Defenders
Reports of intimidation and harassment of nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) and activists continued in 2015. In April, the Inspector General of Police
included two prominent human rights groups, Haki Africa and Muslims for
Human Rights (MUHURI)–known for their work in exposing security forces’
abuses at the coast–in a list of 86 individuals and organizations alleged to have
terrorism links. The government also froze the organizations’ bank accounts,
paralyzing activities. Kenya Revenue Authority raided their offices on April 20
and 21, seizing documents and hard drives in connection with possible tax eva-
sion investigations. In June, a court cleared the organizations of any links to ter-
rorist activity, but their bank accounts remained frozen. They only managed to
access their bank accounts after a court order in November.

The government also froze the organizations’ bank accounts, paralyzing activi-
ties. Kenya Revenue Authority raided their offices on April 20 and 21, seizing
documents and hard drives in connection with possible tax evasion investiga-
tions. In June, a court cleared the organizations of any links to terrorist activity.
Their bank accounts remained frozen at time of writing, despite a court order in
November that the accounts should be unfrozen. 

The Jubilee party continued attempts to introduce tough legislative and adminis-
trative measures seemingly aimed at controlling NGOs. In 2014, the administra-
tion proposed amendments to the Public Benefits Organizations (PBO) Act,
2013, a bill seeking to amend the PBO Act to increase executive control over the
public benefits authority. Parliament rejected the amendments in December that
year. 
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ing, “There is no room for gays and those others in Kenya.” In a rare comment on
LGBT rights, President Kenyatta said in July that “gay rights are a non-issue.”

Key International Actors
Kenya plays a prominent regional role particularly regarding counterterrorism ef-
forts. Kenyan forces remain in Somalia as part of the African Union forces. Presi-
dent Kenyatta also actively participated in peace negotiations in South Sudan. 

Anti-Western rhetoric by Kenyan public officials declined, and relations between
Kenya and Western countries improved after the ICC dropped crimes against hu-
manity charges against President Kenyatta in December 2014. Previously, Presi-
dent Kenyatta and Deputy President Ruto had claimed that Western governments
supported the ICC cases against them. 

Despite having made little progress on accountability for the post-election vio-
lence, international pressure on the Kenyan government to do so has dimin-
ished.

In July, US President Barack Obama visited Kenya for the first time as president, a
significant sign of improved dialogue between the two countries. Obama used
the opportunity to voice concerns about human rights abuses and simultane-
ously pledged new security sector support worth $65 million to several African
countries, including Kenya. He also hosted a meeting with civil society and em-
phasized the importance of not suppressing independent voices.

Kenya did not accept critical recommendations that several countries made dur-
ing the examination of its rights record under the Universal Periodic Review at
the Human Rights Council in June, such as working to eliminate all forms of tor-
ture, ill-treatment, and disappearances of persons.
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enticement to change the system by force or through illegal means, or by urging
to use force to change the social and economic system that exists in the country,
or to adopt creeds that aim at destroying the basic statutes of Kuwait through il-
legal means.” The law empowers authorities to close for one year all outlets or
locations in which these crimes are committed and confiscate devices used in
committing them. 

Treatment of Minorities 
At least 105,702 Bidun residents of Kuwait remain stateless.

After an initial registration period for citizenship ended in 1960, authorities
shifted Bidun citizenship claims to administrative committees that for decades
have avoided resolving the claims. Authorities claim that many Bidun are “illegal
residents” who deliberately destroyed evidence of another nationality in order to
receive benefits that Kuwait gives its citizens.

Members of the Bidun community frequently take to the streets to protest the
government’s failure to address their citizenship claims, despite government
warnings that Bidun should not gather in public. Article 12 of the 1979 Public
Gatherings Law bars non-Kuwaitis from participating in public gatherings.

In media interviews during the year, government officials suggested that Kuwait
may “solve” the Bidun community’s nationality claims by paying the Comoros Is-
lands to grant the Bidun a form of economic citizenship, thus regularizing them
as foreign nationals in Kuwait and rendering them liable to legal deportation
from Kuwait—possibly violating their right to family life. 

Migrant Workers
About 2 million of Kuwait’s 2.9 million population are migrant workers. Abuse
and exploitation of migrant domestic workers—who comprise a large proportion
of the migrant worker population—continued to be reported, including withhold-
ing of salaries, and physical and sexual abuse.

In June 2015, Kuwait passed a new law giving domestic workers enforceable
labor rights for the first time. The law grants domestic workers the right to a
weekly day off, 30 days of annual paid leave, a 12-hour working day with rest,

361

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH

Kuwait
The government aggressively cracked down on free speech throughout 2015,
using provisions in the constitution, the national security law, and other legisla-
tion to stifle political dissent, as well as passing new legislation criminalizing or
increasing penalties for various forms and means of expression.

In an effort to curb local terrorism, according to authorities, Kuwait became the
first country to pass a law requiring that all Kuwaiti citizens and residents pro-
vide DNA samples, in violation of the right to privacy.

Freedom of Expression
Kuwaiti authorities have invoked several provisions in the constitution, penal
code, Printing and Publication Law, Misuse of Telephone Communications and
Bugging Devices Law, Public Gatherings Law, and National Unity Law to prose-
cute over a dozen people over the last few years for criticizing in blogs or on Twit-
ter, Facebook, or other social media the emir, the government, religion, and the
rulers of neighboring countries. 

Those prosecuted have faced charges such as harming the honor of another per-
son; insulting the emir or other public figures or the judiciary; insulting religion;
planning or participating in illegal gatherings; and misusing telephone commu-
nications. Other charges include harming state security, inciting the govern-
ment’s overthrow, and harming Kuwait’s relations with other states. From
January to October, courts convicted at least five of those charged, imposing
prison sentences of up to six years and fines.

In June 2015, Kuwait passed a new cybercrime law that includes far-reaching re-
strictions on Internet-based speech. Article 6 of the law imposes prison sen-
tences and fines for insulting religion and religious figures, and for criticizing the
emir on the Internet. Article 6 also prohibits Internet-based statements deemed
to criticize the judicial system or harm Kuwait’s relations with other states, or
that publicize classified information, without exceptions for disclosures in the
public interest. 

Article 7 imposes a punishment of up to 10 years in prison for using the Internet
to “overthrow the ruling regime in the country when this instigation included an
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Death Penalty
Kuwaiti authorities are currently seeking the death penalty for 11 suspects in the
Shia Imam Sadiq Mosque bombing. In 2013, they carried out five executions, the
first time the country had applied the death penalty since 2007. 

Key International Actors
In the 2015 US State Department annual Trafficking in Persons report, the United
States classified Kuwait as Tier 3—among the most problematic countries—for
the ninth consecutive year. The report cited Kuwait’s failure to prosecute, con-
vict, or sentence a single trafficking offender during the reporting period. 

It found that the government failed to develop procedures to identify trafficking
victims among vulnerable populations or a referral mechanism to provide ade-
quate protection services to victims.
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and an end-of-service benefit of one month a year at the end of the contract,
among other rights.

However, it has only unspecified “hours of rest” and lacks other key protections
found in the general labor law, such as an 8-hour day; one hour of rest after
every 5 hours of work; and detailed provisions for sick leave, including 15 days at
full pay. 

The domestic worker law also falls short by failing to set out enforcement mecha-
nisms, such as labor inspections. It prohibits employers from confiscating work-
ers’ passports, a common abuse, but fails to specify penalties. The new law
does not guarantee the right to form a union. It came into force on July 26, 2015,
when it was published in the Official Gazette. The Interior Ministry is required to
issue regulations to implement the law by January 2016. 

Women’s Rights, Sexual Orientation, and Gender Identity 
Women continue to face discrimination in many aspects of their lives, and large
legal gaps remain in protections for them. Kuwait has no laws prohibiting do-
mestic violence, sexual harassment, or marital rape. Legislation proposed in
April 2014 to penalize sexual harassment was not passed in 2015. Kuwaiti
women married to non-Kuwaitis, unlike Kuwaiti men, cannot pass on their citi-
zenship to their children or spouses. Kuwaiti law also prevents a woman from
marrying a partner of her choice without her father’s permission.

Same-sex relations between men are punishable by up to seven years in prison.
Transgender people can be arrested under a penal code provision that prohibits
“imitating the opposite sex in any way.”

Counterterrorism
In July 2015, in response to a suicide bomb attack on the Shia Imam Sadiq
Mosque that killed 27 people, Kuwait became the first country to pass a law re-
quiring that all Kuwaiti citizens and residents provide DNA samples to the au-
thorities as part of a new counterterrorism law.
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Access to Justice
The authorities continue to deny justice to victims of the June 2010 interethnic
violence in southern Kyrgyzstan. Ethnic Uzbeks were disproportionately killed,
subjected to arbitrary detention, ill-treatment, and torture, and house destruc-
tion. In April, Mahamad Bizurukov, an ethnic Uzbek on trial since 2011 in connec-
tion with the 2010 violence, was sentenced to 13 years’ imprisonment for
murder. He was released in August on parole. A handful of other June 2010-re-
lated cases are still under judicial review.

In June, during a Central Asia visit, United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-
moon called on authorities to investigate human rights violations related to the
June 2010 violence, prosecute those responsible for serious crimes, review con-
victions tainted by torture, and work with civil society “to promote interethnic
reconciliation,” including through transitional justice and reparations for vic-
tims.

On the fifth anniversary of the violence in June, the OSCE high commissioner on
national minorities noted that “a sense of insecurity is still prevalent among the
ethnic Uzbek community” and “little progress” has been made in investigating
cases related to the June 2010 violence.

Torture
Authorities acknowledge that torture is a problem and, in May, created a special-
ized investigative unit in the Prosecutor General’s Office. Nevertheless, the Na-
tional Center for the Prevention of Torture, an independent, specialized
anti-torture body, reported that “measures are not being taken to prevent and
eradicate torture.” 

Human rights groups and lawyers say that criminal investigations into allega-
tions of ill-treatment and torture are rare, often delayed, and ineffective, as are
trials. After a four-year trial, an Osh court in October acquitted four police offi-
cers charged with torture after the death of Usmanjon Kholmirzaev, an ethnic
Uzbek who, in 2011, died of injuries sustained in police custody. According to in-
formation provided by the Prosecutor General’s Office to the Coalition Against
Torture, a group of NGOs working on torture prevention, authorities declined to
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Kyrgyzstan
Unaddressed human rights problems and new setbacks marred Kyrgyzstan’s
rights record in 2015. Authorities targeted and harassed some human rights
groups, journalists, and lawyers. Impunity for ill-treatment and torture persist,
and there is still no justice for victims of interethnic violence in 2010. Human
rights defender Azimjon Askarov is still wrongfully serving a life sentence.

Domestic violence against women and girls is prevalent, and multiple barriers
hinder survivors from accessing help or justice. Lesbian, gay, bisexual, and
transgender (LGBT) people face discrimination and harassment. Draft laws dis-
criminating against LGBT people and restricting the work of nongovernmental or-
ganizations (NGOs) advanced further in parliament.

Kyrgyzstan held parliamentary elections in October, which international ob-
servers found to be “competitive.” In August, Kyrgyzstan became a member of
the Eurasian Economic Union, a common market of five Eurasian states, led by
Russia. 

Parliamentary Elections
The election monitoring mission of the Organization for Security and Co-opera-
tion in Europe’s Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights
(OSCE/ODIHR) found that October’s parliamentary elections were “competitive
and provided voters with a wide range of choice,” but had concerns about the in-
clusiveness of the voter list, ballot secrecy, and significant procedural problems. 

In November 2014, rights defenders challenged the constitutionality of a 2014
law requiring citizens to submit biometric data as a prerequisite to vote. Parlia-
ment in May dismissed Klara Sooronkulova, a judge in the Constitutional Cham-
ber of Kyrgyzstan’s Supreme Court, after she was accused of publicly sharing her
views on the law before the Constitutional Chamber issued its ruling. In Septem-
ber, the Constitutional Chamber found the law constitutional. The president of
the Council of Europe’s Venice Commission called on Kyrgyzstan to introduce
guarantees for the independence of constitutional judges and to review
Sooronkulova’s dismissal.
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open criminal investigations into 146 of 180 registered complaints of torture be-
tween January and June. 

Civil Society
Despite widespread local and international criticism, parliament adopted in its
first reading a “foreign agents” bill, which would require organizations that re-
ceive foreign funding and engage in broadly defined political activities to regis-
ter as “foreign agents” or risk fines and closure. At time of writing, the bill was
still under parliamentary review. 

In March, the State Committee on National Security (GKNB) searched the homes
and offices of two human rights lawyers in the city of Osh. Officials confiscated
confidential client material, computers, and other equipment. The lawyers sued
the GKNB, and in June, the Supreme Court of Kyrgyzstan upheld a ruling finding
the GKNB’s searches unlawful. 

Human rights defender Azimjon Askarov, who is serving a life sentence after a
prosecution and trial marred by serious violations of fair trial standards and alle-
gations of torture that were never investigated, received the United States De-
partment of State Human Rights Defender Award in July. The complaint he filed in
2012 with the UN Human Rights Committee remains pending. 

Violence against Women
Domestic violence against women and girls remains a serious problem. Despite
a 2003 domestic violence law, the absence of services and the authorities’ inac-
tion or hostility toward victims obstruct survivors’ access to protection and jus-
tice. Police do not systematically enforce protection orders and few domestic
violence complaints reach the courts. Pressure to keep families together, stigma,
economic dependence, and fear of reprisals by abusers hinder some women
from seeking assistance. The government is currently drafting a new domestic vi-
olence law.

In their 2015 reviews of Kyrgyzstan, the UN Committee on the Elimination of Dis-
crimination against Women and the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cul-
tural Rights (CESCR) raised concerns about the prevalence of domestic violence
and called on the government to provide adequate shelter and access to justice
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cussing the draft law, public officials used homophobic and discriminatory rhet-
oric. 

Freedom of Religion
The government has escalated its efforts to combat religious extremism, but
many investigations have been accompanied by violations of detainees’ rights,
according to local rights lawyers. Members of ethnic minorities are more vulnera-
ble to abuse. In October, a court convicted popular Imam Rashot Kamalov to five
years in prison on charges of inciting religious hatred and disseminating extrem-
ist material. His sentence was increased to 10 years in prison on appeal. Ka-
malov and his supporters believe he was targeted after publicly criticizing the
police in December 2014.

According to Forum 18, an international organization that promotes religious
freedom, a new draft religion law appears not to address a Constitutional Cham-
ber ruling from September 2014 finding components of the existing law uncon-
stitutional, such as a restriction that a religious organization can only carry out
activities at its legal address. Forum 18 also decried police abuse of Jehovah’s
Witnesses, for example, during and after their gathering at a café in Osh in Au-
gust.

Key International Actors
In January, Kyrgyzstan underwent its second Universal Periodic Review at the UN
Human Rights Council. States commended Kyrgyzstan’s adoption of a new con-
stitution in 2010 and of a national preventive mechanism against torture, but
raised concerns about violence against LGBT people, draft “foreign agents,” and
anti-LGBT “propaganda” bills, and the disproportionate prosecution and convic-
tion of ethnic Uzbeks following the June 2010 violence.

In April, the UN Committee on the Protection of the Rights of all Migrant Workers
and Members of their Families identified discrimination against migrant workers,
especially in employment, education, and health. It urged Kyrgyzstan to raise
awareness among migrants to Russia, who “are often targets of hate crimes,”
and provide consular assistance there.
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for survivors and to train law enforcement and judicial officials. 

Human Rights Institutions
Parliament considered a draft law limiting the activities of and curbing the inde-
pendence of the National Centre for the Prevention of Torture. Dissatisfied with
the human rights ombudsman’s annual report, parliament dismissed him in
June, in breach of stipulated procedures. The United Nations in the Kyrgyz Re-
public issued a statement that “the principles of independence and pluralism of
Ombudsman Institutions are not sufficiently guaranteed” by law. 

Freedom of Expression
Article 19, an international media freedom rights group, published a statement
noting “how government officials frequently prevent journalists from accessing
information of public interest,” despite an access to information law. In June, a
court awarded 2 million som (US$27,750) in damages after the Prosecutor Gen-
eral’s Office, on behalf of President Almazbek Atambaev, sued a local journalist
for defamation, after the journalist wrote about the June 2010 events.

Some journalists face interference in their work. In March, national security offi-
cials arrested Umar Farooq, an American freelance journalist, in southern Kyr-
gyzstan, and accused him of possessing “extremist” material, charges he
denied. Farooq was deported on March 29 for working without accreditation.

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
LGBT people in Kyrgyzstan experience ill-treatment, extortion, and discrimination
from both state and non-state actors. There is widespread impunity for these
abuses. In April, assailants firebombed the office of the LGBT rights group
Labrys; no one was hurt. On May 17, International Day Against Homophobia, na-
tionalist youth groups raided a private LGBT event at a café in Bishkek, threaten-
ing and filming those present at the event. The police opened an investigation
on charges of hooliganism.

Parliament continued to consider an anti-LGBT bill banning “propaganda of non-
traditional sexual relations,” which appears aimed at silencing anyone seeking
to openly share information about same-sex relations in Kyrgyzstan. When dis-
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Lebanon
Lebanon’s political institutions were paralyzed as the country remained without
a president, and parliamentary elections—initially planned for June 2013 and
then November 2014—were postponed again until 2017. The government’s fail-
ure to provide basic services, including garbage removal, led to a wave of
protests starting in August. In some instances, security forces used excessive
force to quell these protests. 

New entry regulations in January 2015 seriously restricted Syrian refugees from
accessing Lebanese territory, while stringent residency renewal regulations ren-
dered many Syrian refugees without legal status in Lebanon. With limited inter-
national support, the government struggled to meet refugees’ needs. Draft laws
to stop torture and improve the treatment of migrant domestic workers stalled in
parliament. 

Lengthy Pretrial Detention, Ill-Treatment, and Torture
Amid increased security threats, the Lebanese Armed Forces and Internal Secu-
rity Forces (ISF) arrested suspects in relation to attacks on civilians in Lebanon or
involvement with armed groups in Syria. Some of these suspects have suffered
from lengthy pretrial detention and told Human Rights Watch that security forces
had beaten, severely whipped, and tortured them, including with sticks, ciga-
rettes, batons, and rifle butts. 

In the context of conducting security operations, forces also targeted Syrian
refugee settlements, sometimes arbitrarily detaining all adult males and later ill-
treating or torturing some of them. 

In June 2015, leaked videos showed ISF members torturing inmates in Roumieh
prison north of Beirut following a prison riot. The interior minister confirmed the
authenticity of the videos. Media reports said that 12 ISF members were re-
ferred for investigation; no update was provided regarding the outcome of the
investigations.

Lebanon has not yet established a national preventive mechanism to visit and
monitor places of detention, as required under the Optional Protocol to the Con-
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In May, the European Union held its annual human rights dialogue with Kyrgyzs-
tan. Officials raised the case of Azimjon Askarov and discussed problematic
draft legislation, but missed other opportunities to publicly register concern
about Kyrgyzstan’s poor rights record, including on the fifth anniversary of the
June 2010 events. 

On July 21, Kyrgyzstan terminated a 1993 Kyrgyz-US cooperation agreement, after
the US State Department granted Askarov a human rights award. 

In its July concluding observations, the UN CESCR issued recommendations to
the government, including: end persistent discrimination on ethnic and other
grounds in accessing employment and health care; withdraw anti-gay “propa-
ganda” and “foreign agents” bills; address gender inequality, domestic vio-
lence, and bride-kidnapping; and ensure evictions are carried out in strict
compliance with international human rights law.
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security personnel used rubber bullets, tear gas, water cannons, rifle butts, and
batons to control protesters. Security forces also fired live ammunition in the air.
On August 19 and 29, and September 1 and 16, police officers also beat and ar-
rested protesters.

Lebanon’s State Prosecutor Samir Hammoud tasked a military prosecutor, who
under Lebanese law has jurisdiction over crimes involving the security forces, to
investigate the violence. Detained protesters charged with violence have been
referred to military trials. 

While freedom of expression is generally respected in the country, defaming or
criticizing the Lebanese president or army is considered a criminal offense that
can carry a jail sentence. 

In January, Lebanese authorities summoned Al Jazeera journalist Faisal Qassem
over charges of insulting the army in Facebook posts and, given his failure to
show up to two hearings, issued an warrant of search and inquiry against him. 

In October, political activist Michael Douaihy was released after General Security
arrested and held him for nine days, and ordered him to pay a fine of $200 over
a Facebook post criticizing the agency. Douaihy was indicted under article 386 of
the Lebanese penal code that criminalizes libel and defamation against the
president, public officials, and private individuals. Also in October, journalist
Mohammed Nazzal was sentenced for six months in abstenia and fined US$666
for a Facebook post criticizing the Lebanese judiciary.

Migrant Workers
Migrant domestic workers, primarily from Sri Lanka, Ethiopia, the Philippines,
and Nepal are excluded from the labor law and subject to restrictive immigration
rules based on the kafala system, visa sponsorship that ties workers to their em-
ployers and puts them at risk of exploitation and abuse. 

The most common complaints documented by the embassies of labor-sending
countries and civil society groups include non-payment or delayed payment of
wages, forced confinement to the workplace, refusal to provide time off, and ver-
bal and physical abuse. Migrant domestic workers suing their employers for
abuse face legal obstacles and risk detention and deportation due to the restric-
tive visa system.
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vention against Torture, which it ratified in 2008. Legislation to create such a
body has stalled in parliament for several years. 

Refugees
By November 2015, approximately 1.1 million Syrian refugees in Lebanon were
registered with the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). In
2015, Lebanon set new entry regulations for Syrians that effectively barred many
asylum seekers fleeing Syria from entering Lebanon, save for those who quali-
fied for entry under exceptional humanitarian criteria. 

In April, the Ministry of Social Affairs requested that UNHCR deregister all
refugees who entered Lebanon after January 5 as part of ongoing governmental
efforts to decrease the number of Syrian refugees in the country. Since May,
UNHCR suspended the registration of Syrians in compliance with the govern-
ment’s request. Lebanon is not a signatory to the 1951 UN Refugee Convention,
and refugees lacking legal status therefore risk detention for illegal presence in
the country. Approximately 70 percent of Syrian refugees in Lebanon reportedly
fall below the poverty line and rely on aid to survive. 

Human Rights Watch also documented a few isolated incidents of deportations
of Syrians and Palestinians back to Syria, putting them at risk of arbitrary deten-
tion, torture, or other persecution. Two Syrian inmates disappeared following
their transfer into the custody of General Security in October and in November
2014; their relatives fear they have been forcibly deported to Syria. 

Approximately 45,000 Palestinians from Syria are living in Lebanon, joining the
estimated 400,000 Palestinian refugees already in the country. In 2015, Pales-
tinians from Syria were still banned from entering the country. As of July, UN Re-
lief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA)
suspended its cash assistance for housing to Palestinians from Syria due to a
shortage of funds. 

Freedom of Assembly and Expression
In August and September, police used excessive force in a number of instances
to disperse protesters demonstrating against the government’s failure to resolve
a trash removal problem, as well as corruption. On August 22 and 23, Lebanese
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In December 2014, six Lebanese workers submitted a request to the Labor Min-
istry to form a union for domestic workers. With support of the International
Labour Organization (ILO), the International Trade Union Federation (ITUC), and
the Federation of Trade Unions of Workers and Employees in Lebanon (FENA-
SOL), approximately 350 domestic workers of various nationalities gathered for
the union’s inaugural congress on January 25, 2015. 

The Labor Ministry denounced the formation of a domestic workers union on the
grounds that it was illegal, as domestic work was not covered by the labor law.
According to union members, the application for the union had yet to be decided
at time of writing. 

Starting in May 2014, nearly a dozen female migrant workers, many longstanding
residents of Lebanon, reported being denied residency renewal for themselves
and their children. Some were told their children were not allowed to remain
with them in Lebanon and were given a short period of time to leave the country. 

In March 2015, after months of advocacy by Human Rights Watch and other inter-
national and local nongovernmental organizations, General Security reversed
this decision and migrant workers and their children are once again being issued
residency renewals.

Women’s Rights
Despite women’s active participation in all aspects of Lebanese society, discrim-
inatory provisions remain in personal status laws, nationality laws, and the crim-
inal code.

Judges have issued scores of temporary protection orders since the enactment of
the 2014 Law on the Protection of Women and Family from Domestic Violence.
The new law establishes important protection measures and related policing and
court reforms but leaves women at risk, as it still fails to criminalize all forms of
domestic violence, including marital rape. Some women continued to report that
police were unwilling to investigate their complaints, and the fund to assist vic-
tims of domestic violence has not yet been set up. Women continue to face ob-
stacles in pursuing criminal complaints of domestic violence, mostly due to
lengthy delays.
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sive, albeit insufficient, support to help it cope with the Syrian refugee crisis and
to bolster security amid spill-over violence.

The Lebanese Armed Forces and ISF also receive assistance from a range of inter-
national donors, including the US, EU, UK, France, and Saudi Arabia. Some of
these actors have taken steps to improve the compliance of these forces with in-
ternational human rights law, but more pressure by the international community
remains necessary.
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Under the 15 various Lebanese personal status laws, which are determined by an
individual’s religious affiliation, women across religions continue to suffer dis-
crimination, including unequal access to divorce, child custody, and property
rights. Unlike Lebanese men, Lebanese women cannot pass on their nationality
to foreign husbands and children and continue to be subject to discriminatory
inheritance laws.

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
Lebanon’s penal code punishes “any sexual intercourse contrary to the order of
nature” with up to one year in prison. In recent years, authorities conducted
raids to arrest persons allegedly involved in same-sex conduct, some of whom
were subjected to torture.

Legacy of Past Conflicts and Wars
Lebanese authorities continue to take no meaningful steps towards acting on
proposals to set up an independent national commission to investigate the fate
of people forcibly disappeared during the country’s 1975-1990 civil war and its
aftermath. 

In October 2012, Justice Minister Shakib Qortbawi put forward a draft decree to
the cabinet to establish a national commission to investigate the fate of the
“disappeared,” but no further action was taken. In September 2014, the govern-
ment finally provided the families of the disappeared with the files of the Official
Commission of Inquiry that had been appointed in 2000 to investigate the fate
of the kidnapped. These showed that the government had not conducted any se-
rious investigation.

Key International Actors
Syria, Iran, and Saudi Arabia maintain a strong influence on Lebanese politics
through local allies and proxies, and increasingly so as the conflict in neighbor-
ing Syria drags on.

Many countries, including the United States, United Kingdom, members of the
European Union, Canada, and various Gulf countries, have given Lebanon exten-
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Warring factions indiscriminately shelled civilian areas, arbitrarily seized people,
tortured and looted, burned, and otherwise destroyed civilian property in attacks
that in some cases amounted to war crimes. Some forces also used cluster muni-
tions and antipersonnel landmines, which are internationally prohibited
weapons. 

Political Process
An UN-sponsored dialogue that spanned a year sought to achieve agreement on
the formation of a government of national unity and an end to fighting. 

In December, some factions signed a political agreement in Skheirat, Morocco,
designating a prime minister and a presidential council with a view to establish-
ing a national unity government, and the UN Security Council passed a resolu-
tion recognizing this new entity as the sole legitimate Libyan government.
However, by December the new entiy was operating from Tunisia due to key fac-
tions in Libya opposing the deal. In November, Martin Kobler took over as chief
UN negotiator and special representative of the secretary-general in Libya. 

Those engaged in the dialogue included in the east, members of the internation-
ally recognized government, the House of Representatives (HoR), Libyan Na-
tional Army, and affiliated militias, and in the west, members of the rival
Tripoli-based Government of National Unity, as well as the rump General Na-
tional Congress (GNC) and a host of armed militias affiliated with the Libya Dawn
alliance. 

In practice, the rival authorities continued to operate parallel institutions from
al-Bayda and Tripoli, effectively creating two separate administrations, with the
former also creating its own national oil company, investment authority, and na-
tional bank. 

In May, Abdullah al-Thinni, head of the internationally recognized government,
said he survived an assassination attempt in eastern Libya. 

In October, the HoR, the legislature of the internationally recognized govern-
ment, voted to extend its term of office, which legally expired on October 21,
without conducting new elections, leaving a possible constitutional vacuum.
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Libya
Amid tenuous United Nations-led peace talks, Libya’s political and security crisis
deepened as two rival governments competed for legitimacy, control of vital in-
stitutions, and international support. Despite some factions signing a political
deal in December, there was no end in sight to the crisis. As armed clashes con-
tinued, the country edged towards a humanitarian crisis, with almost 400,000
people internally displaced and increasing disruption to basic services, such as
power and fuel supplies.

Forces engaged in the conflict continued with impunity to arbitrarily detain, tor-
ture, unlawfully kill, indiscriminately attack, abduct and disappear, and force-
fully displace people from their homes. The domestic criminal justice system
collapsed in most parts of the country, exacerbating the human rights crisis.

Armed groups that pledged allegiance to the extremist group Islamic State (also
known as ISIS) continued to commit serious human rights abuses, including un-
lawful killings and summary executions, and succeeded in expanding and gain-
ing control over towns in the center of the country, including Sirte. 

The widescale breakdown in law and order enabled tens of thousands of mi-
grants, refugees, and asylum seekers to transit through Libya as they made their
way towards Europe. In Libya, they faced violence, ill-treatment, and forced
labor, while at least 3,100 died attempting to cross the Mediterranean in flimsy
boats provided by networks of criminal people smugglers. Over 143,500 people
arrived in Italy by boat from North Africa, the vast majority from Libya, between
January 1 and end of November 2015. 

Armed Conflicts and War Crimes
Armed conflicts continued to rage in the east, west, and south. In Benghazi,
forces loyal to the internationally recognized government battled against a coali-
tion of Islamist militias, including ISIS and Ansar al-Sharia. Some civilians re-
mained trapped in the areas of fighting. In the west, forces allied with the
self-declared government in Tripoli continued to clash with opposing groups
based in western coastal areas. In the south, Tebu and Tuareg militias clashed
intermittently. 
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Constitution and Legislation
Libya remains without a permanent constitution. The Constitution Drafting As-
sembly, elected in February 2014 to draft a new constitution, hampered by politi-
cal infighting and a boycott by Amazigh groups, published a first draft in
September 2015. Some political groups called for readopting the 1951 Constitu-
tion of the Libyan monarchy.

The HoR failed to amend the counterterrorism law that it adopted in September
2014, although several provisions could be used to curtail free speech and rights
to peaceful assembly and movement. The law prescribes harsh punishments for
vaguely defined acts “that harm national unity,” includes an overly broad defini-
tion of “terrorist acts,” and stipulates life imprisonment for establishing or lead-
ing a “terrorist organization” and 10 years with hard labor for joining a “terrorist
organization,” without requiring any evidence of violence.

In July, the HoR passed a General Amnesty Law. It stipulates that those who com-
mit crimes of terrorism, rape, torture, corruption, and murder by race or ethnicity
may not receive an amnesty. However, it fails to rule out amnesties for other seri-
ous human rights crimes, such as forced displacement, enforced disappear-
ances, and unlawful killings. 

Arbitrary Detention, Torture, and Deaths in Custody
In what may amount to a crime against humanity, prison authorities and militias
continued to arbitrarily detain thousands of Libyans and foreigners—including
some held since 2011—without charges, trial, or due process rights, and ill-treat
them in detention. 

Human Rights Watch gained rare access in April to detainees in facilities con-
trolled by the military and Interior and Justice ministries in eastern Libya and in
September interviewed detainees in prisons run by the Justice Ministry of the
self-proclaimed government in Tripoli and Misrata. Although conditions varied,
in most facilities, detainees reported torture and other ill-treatment, and in
some, deaths in custody caused by abuse. 

In August, an online news site leaked video tapes in which officials and guards
at al-Hadba Prison in Tripoli seemed to ill-treat several detainees, including al-
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Women’s Rights
The HoR failed to amend penal code provisions that deem sexual violence a
crime against a woman’s “honor” rather than the woman herself. The code con-
tinues to permit a reduced sentence for a man who kills his wife or another fe-
male relative because he suspects her of extramarital sexual relations. Libyan
law inadequately prohibits domestic violence.

Abductions and Enforced Disappearances
Militias and criminal groups throughout Libya continued to abduct and forcibly
disappear hundreds of civilians, including civil society activists, politicians, and
nongovernmental organization (NGO) workers with impunity. 

According to the Libyan Red Crescent, at least 600 people went missing in such
circumstances between February 2014 and April 2015. Those still missing in No-
vember 2015 included four Italian oil company workers abducted in western
Libya in July 2015, Suliman Zubi, a former GNC member abducted by Zintan
groups in July 2014, and Abdelmoez Banoon, a Tripoli-based activist who disap-
peared in July 2014. 

Freedom of Speech and Expression
Armed groups continued to harass, attack, and kill journalists. Victims included
Muftah Al-Qatrani, who worked for a media production company prior to his mur-
der on April 21 in Benghazi. Some international journalists reported harassment
by Tripoli authorities, including questioning over contents of reports and threats
of expulsion. 

The fate of Sofiane Chourabi and Nadhir Ktari, two Tunisian journalists who went
missing in September 2014 while on assignment in Libya, remains unclear.
Groups affiliated with ISIS claimed in April that they had killed both men. 

In November, the NGO Reporters Without Borders (RSF) said there were 31 indi-
vidual attacks against journalists in Libya in 2015. The NGO also said that Libya
ranked 154 out of 180 countries on the 2015 press freedom index. 
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Saadi Gaddafi, one of the sons of former leader Muammar Gaddafi. The General
Prosecutor’s Office announced an investigation into the incident. 

Criminal Justice System
The criminal justice system collapsed or was dysfunctional: in the east, there
were no prosecutions or trials, and in Tripoli, the Supreme Court’s ability to exert
judicial oversight and afford impartial remedy was threatened by the effective di-
vision between two rival authorities and deteriorating security conditions. ISIS-
affiliated groups suspended the criminal justice system in the coastal city of
Sirte and installed their own Islamic Court based on Sharia law. 

International Justice and the International Criminal Court

Authorities failed to surrender Saif al-Islam Gaddafi to the International Criminal
Court (ICC); he is wanted there for crimes against humanity related to the 2011
uprising that overthrew his father, Muammar. 

The ICC prosecutor failed to open a new investigation into the grave and ongoing
crimes within the court’s jurisdiction being committed in Libya.

Death Penalty
More than 30 articles of the penal code still provide for the death penalty. Since
Gaddafi’s overthrow in 2011, civil and military courts around the country contin-
ued to impose death sentences. At time of writing, however, authorities had not
carried out any judicial executions. The total number of people sentenced to
death is unknown. 

On July 28, Tripoli’s Court of Assize convicted 32 former Gaddafi officials on
charges of alleged crimes committed during the 2011 uprising. The court sen-
tenced Saif al-Islam Gaddafi in absentia and eight other defendants to death, in-
cluding former intelligence chief Abdullah Sanussi, and former Gaddafi-era
prime ministers, al-Baghdadi al-Mahmoudi and Abuzaid Dorda. Serious due
process violations, including denial of access to legal counsel for defendants,
undermined the trial. In September, Human Rights Watch gained rare access to
al-Hadba detention facility in Tripoli and met with Sanussi, Dorda, al-Mahmoudi
and another son of Gaddafi, al-Saadi. 
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ISIS and Other Extremist Groups
ISIS-affiliated groups continued to commit serious rights abuses while extending
their presence and control of territory within Libya. They remained present
around Derna and in Benghazi in the east, in the Tripoli area in the west, and in
the south, and took total control of Sirte and its environs.

In January, ISIS militants attacked a Tripoli hotel, killing at least 12 people,
mostly civilians, including foreign nationals. They also claimed responsibility for
attacks on the Iranian ambassador’s residence and the embassies of Algeria,
Morocco, and South Korea. In September, ISIS-affiliated groups attacked a mili-
tia-run prison within the Mitiga airbase in Tripoli, which resulted in the reported
deaths of at least three prison guards. 

In Derna, ISIS militants maintained a reign of terror from January until June
marked by public lashings and summary, extrajudicial executions of residents
who opposed them, as well as at least four LGBT men. On February 20, ISIS said
it carried out car bomb attacks in al-Qubba, a town near Derna, which killed at
least 45 people, mostly civilians. In June, the Derna Mujahideen Shura Council
(DMSC), an Al-Qaeda affiliated militia, forced ISIS militants to withdraw from
Derna’s center, but in November armed clashes continued. In October, ISIS mili-
tants killed one man after forcing him to dig his own grave, and killed another by
dragging him through streets.

ISIS militants took control of Sirte and the nearby villages of Harawa and Naw-
faliyah, and in February 2015, issued a video showing them beheading 21 mostly
Egyptian Copts in Sirte. Another ISIS video issued in April appeared to show the
killing of at least 30 Ethiopian Christians in separate incidents in Sirte and
southern Libya. In August, ISIS militants established a public administration and
an Islamic Court in Sirte. Armed clashes between local residents and ISIS-affili-
ated groups resulted in at least 29 reported deaths, mostly fighters but also
some civilians.

In October, masked members of ISIS publicly beheaded two men accused of sor-
cery, and crucified an elderly Sufi Sheikh.
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The US, United Kingdom, and France issued several statements supporting the
UN-led peace initiative. 

In February, Egyptian warplanes carried out air strikes against purported ISIS tar-
gets in the eastern city of Derna, in retaliation for the alleged killings of 21
mostly Egyptian Coptic Christians by ISIS militants, killing at least seven civil-
ians. In June, the US conducted airstrikes in the eastern city of Ajdabiya in an at-
tempt to kill Mokhtar Belmokhtar, an Al-Qaeda operative. At time of writing,
Belmokhtar’s death remained unconfirmed.

In March, the UN Human Rights Council agreed to begin an investigation by the
Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) into ongoing rights
abuses in Libya since January 1, 2014 (OIOL). 

The first OIOL oral update in September said violations included attacks on civil-
ians and civilian objects, reprisals in the form of destruction of homes, shelling
of hospitals, unlawful killings, arbitrary detention, torture, and other ill-treat-
ment, in some cases leading to death. The report also mentioned abductions
based on origin and abduction of activists and journalists. It said refugees and
asylum seekers remained vulnerable to abuses.

The UN Security Council renewed the mandates of the UN Support Mission in
Libya (UNSMIL) and the Panel of Experts on Libya in March, and reaffirmed the
international arms embargo on Libya, despite efforts by Libya and Egypt to over-
turn it. In July, Russia and China vetoed a council resolution that would have im-
posed sanctions on two individuals for obstructing the UN peace talks.

In May, the EU approved the establishment of EU NAVFOR MED, an air and sea
operation empowered to use force against people smuggling networks in Libya.
In October, the EU announced that the renamed “Operation Sophia” entered its
second phase where it would “conduct boarding, search, seizure and diversion,
on the high seas, of vessels suspected of being used for human smuggling or
trafficking.”

In November, leaked communication alleged the UAE had violated the existing
arms embargo against Libya, by supplying weapons to one side of the conflict. 

387

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH

Internally Displaced People 
The local council of Misrata and affiliated militias continued to prevent 40,000
residents of Tawergha and residents of Tomina and Karareem from returning to
their homes in what amounts to a crime against humanity, and collective punish-
ment for crimes they say were committed by some Tawergha residents during the
2011 revolution. Those displaced remained scattered in makeshift camps and
private housing around the country, but continued to face harassment and arbi-
trary detention. Libyan authorities failed to end this ongoing crime, while perpe-
trators continued to benefit from impunity since 2011.

According to the United Nations, around 400,000 people remained internally
displaced due to the ongoing armed hostilities in all parts of the country, which
forced them to leave their homes. 

Migrants, Refugees, and Asylum Seekers
Significant numbers of refugees, asylum seekers, and migrants reached Europe
from Libya by sea in 2015. Over 143,500 arrived in Italy from North Africa, the
vast majority from Libya, by the end of November. However, at least 3,100 others
perished at sea during the same period. In May, the European Union significantly
increased search and rescue missions in the central Mediterranean.

Libya’s remaining active coast guard provided only limited search and rescue op-
erations, citing a lack of resources. 

The Directorate for Combatting Illegal Migration continued to detain asylum
seekers and migrants found without official residence documents and hold them
in inhumane conditions, where prison guards abused and ill-treated them with
impunity and they lacked access to medical care. 

Criminal smuggler networks also abused migrants and asylum seekers and sub-
jected them to forced labor. 

Key International Actors
The UN, the United States, EU states, and Egypt, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and
the United Arab Emirates (UAE), all played significant roles in the Libya conflict.
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ing the government-owned investment fund 1 Malaysia Development Berhad
(1MDB), whose board of advisors is chaired by Prime Minister Najib. The High
Court overturned the suspension in September. 

The government also used the PPPA to ban “any yellow coloured clothing” bear-
ing the logo of the Coalition for Free and Fair Elections (known as Bersih, mean-
ing “clean” in Malay) and any publications about a planned Bersih rally. Despite
the ban, which came into effect two days before a major rally Bersih organized in
downtown Kuala Lumpur, tens of thousands of people wore yellow Bersih t-shirts
to the peaceful 34-hour rally August 29 to 30. The government has instituted
criminal investigations of several opposition politicians for wearing Bersih t-
shirts. 

The government has also used laws criminalizing defamation and statements
that could lead to a breach of the peace to arrest and prosecute opposition
politicians and activists for critical speech. Article 233 of the Communications
and Multimedia Act, which outlaws any communication the government consid-
ers “obscene, indecent, false, menacing or offensive,” has been used to prose-
cute users of social media, investigate media, and block websites reporting on
the 1MDB scandal or publishing information about the Bersih rally in August.

Lena Hendry, programme manager for the Pusat Komas Freedom Film Fest, was
set to go on trial in December for allegedly violating the Film Censorship Act for
her involvement in screening the documentary film “No Fire Zone: The Killing
Fields of Sri Lanka” in Kuala Lumpur in July 2013. The Malaysian Federal Court in
September 2015 rejected Hendry’s constitutional challenge to the Film Censor-
ship Act.

Freedom of Assembly and Association
A series of major demonstrations took place in Malaysia during 2015. In most in-
stances, the police did not interfere with the rallies, but subsequently arrested
and charged many of those involved with “unlawful assembly” or other offenses
under the penal code, or with sedition, for statements they made during the ral-
lies. Authorities declared the rallies “illegal” at least twice before they even took
place. 
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Malaysia
Malaysia’s respect for human rights plummeted in 2015, with increased harass-
ment and persecution of human rights defenders, activists, political opposition
figures, and journalists. The government reacted to rising public discontent over
issues ranging from allegations of corruption to the treatment of former political
opposition leader Anwar Ibrahim with a wave of repression, often relying on
broad and vaguely worded criminal laws to target its critics.

Freedom of Expression
The biggest threat to free speech remains the Sedition Act, which has been used
to prosecute those who criticize the government or the judiciary, or make re-
marks the government considers to be derogatory toward the sultans (traditional
Malay state rulers) or disrespectful of religion. 

The Federal Court rejected a constitutional challenge to the law in October. More
than 33 people, including seven opposition parliamentarians, have been
charged with sedition since 2013. Parliamentarians who receive fines of more
than 2,000 Malaysian ringgit (US$475) or are sentenced to more than a year in
prison lose their seats and are banned from politics for five years. 

In April, the ruling Barisan Nasional, or National Front, coalition passed amend-
ments to the Sedition Act to increase the penalties for violations and to make it
easier to use the law against online speech. The amendments created a new of-
fense of “aggravated sedition,” providing a penalty of up to 20 years in prison
for “seditious” statements that result, even indirectly, in harm to property or
bodily injury. The strengthening of the law was a major reversal by Prime Minis-
ter Najib Razak, who had repeatedly promised to revoke the Sedition Act and re-
place it with what he called a Harmony Act. 

The government continued to use the Printing Presses and Publication Act
(PPPA) to suppress publications and limit content. The PPPA requires all publish-
ers to obtain a license and enables the government to ban publications “likely to
be prejudicial to public order,” or “likely to alarm public opinion.” In July, the
Ministry of Home Affairs used the PPPA to suspend the publication of two news-
papers for three months after they reported on allegations of corruption involv-
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In October, the Court of Appeals upheld the provision of the Peaceful Assembly
Act that allows for criminal prosecution of rally organizers who fail to give police
10 days’ advance notice, directly contradicting an April 2014 decision by the
same court. After the decision, the government promptly charged opposition
politician Nik Nazmi, who had successfully challenged the law in 2014, for failure
to give notice of the very rally that was the basis for his constitutional challenge.
The authorities also charged two of the organizers of the August Bersih rally with
failure to give proper notice, even though Bersih organizers twice met with the
police more than 10 days before the rally.

The Societies Act restricts the right to freedom of association by requiring that
organizations with seven or more members register with the registrar of soci-
eties. The law gives the minister of home affairs “absolute discretion” to declare
an organization illegal, and also gives the government supervisory authority over
political parties. As of November, the registrar remained locked in a dispute with
the opposition Democratic Action Party, refusing to recognize the party’s central
executive committee or its 120 branch offices after more than two years of inves-
tigation. According to the Registry of Societies’ website, the registrar rejected
more than 38 percent of the applications submitted in 2015 to form organiza-
tions.

Political Prosecution of Anwar Ibrahim
The government’s politically motivated prosecution of former opposition leader
Anwar Ibrahim on sodomy charges—a textbook example of the political use of
discriminatory laws—culminated in February, when the Federal Court upheld his
conviction and sentence of five years’ imprisonment. Since entering prison he
has suffered from a variety of health problems, including a shoulder injury and
back problems. In October, the United Nations Working Group on Arbitrary De-
tention determined that Anwar was being arbitrarily detained and demanded his
immediate release and reinstatement of his political rights. 

Police Abuse and Impunity 
Police torture of suspects in custody, in some cases resulting in deaths, and ex-
cessive use of force in apprehending suspects continued to be serious problems
in 2015. Human rights NGO Suara Rakyat Malaysia documented at least 10 suspi-
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September 18 and October 8, respectively, for filing police reports about 1MDB
in several foreign countries. 

They were subsequently charged with attempting to commit economic sabotage
of the state under Penal Code section 124L. If convicted, they could be sen-
tenced to up to 15 years in prison.  

Malaysia retains the death penalty for various crimes, including drug trafficking,
and is not transparent about when and how decisions are made to carry out exe-
cutions. Nearly 1,000 people are estimated to be on death row. 

Refugees, Asylum Seekers, and Trafficking Victims
The discovery of mass graves on the Thai-Malaysia border containing the re-
mains of suspected victims of trafficking highlights the continuing problem of
trafficking in Malaysia. Approximately 99 bodies, many reportedly ethnic Ro-
hingya from Burma, were found in May, and another 24 graves were discovered
in August. Little information has been made public about progress in identifying
and investigating suspects involved in these trafficking camps or government of-
ficials who may have aided and abetted operations. 

The Malaysian government has failed to effectively implement the amendments
passed in 2014 to Malaysia’s 2007 anti-trafficking law, in particular by taking the
necessary administrative steps to provide assistance and work authorization to
all trafficking victims who desire it, while ensuring their freedom of movement.
Despite these failures, the United States government in July upgraded Malaysia
in its annual Trafficking in Persons Report in what appeared to be a political
move connected to the Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement for trade. 

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
Discrimination against lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people is perva-
sive in Malaysia, and that discrimination reaches the highest levels of govern-
ment. Prime Minister Najib was reported to have asserted at an international
seminar on August 18 that sexual and gender minorities pose a threat to
Malaysian society, arguing that “groups like the Islamic State and lesbians, gay,
bisexuals, and transgenders (LGBT) both target the younger generation and
seem successful in influencing certain groups in society.”
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cious deaths in police custody in the first nine months of the year, despite prom-
ises by Home Minister Ahmad Zahid Hamidi in May 2014 to install closed circuit
television equipment in all places of police detention.

The government continues to ignore calls from the Malaysian Bar Council and
civil society groups to establish an Independent Police Complaints and Miscon-
duct Commission with the power to receive complaints about police conduct, in-
dependently investigate abuses, and sanction those found to have engaged in
misconduct. The Yang di-Pertuan Agong appointed a new chairman and new
commissioners for the existing Enforcement Agencies Integrity Commission in
November 2014. 

On November 3, 2015, the commission for the first time issued a report finding
that the police were responsible for a death in custody, holding that physical vio-
lence during custody and interrogation was the cause of the death of a young
man from Johor detained in November 2014. The inspector general of police has
stated that the police officers responsible will not be shielded from criminal
charges, but at time of writing had done little to implement that promise. 

Criminal Justice System
In December 2015, the government rushed through a broad and vaguely worded
National Security Council Act that empowers the prime minister to declare secu-
rity areas within which restraints on police powers would be suspended and the
authorities would have the ability to conduct arrests, searches and seizures
without warrants. 

In April, the government passed a new, restrictive Prevention of Terrorism Act,
which gives a government-appointed board the authority to impose detention
without trial for up to two years, renewable indefinitely, to order electronic moni-
toring, and to impose other significant restrictions on freedom of movement and
freedom of association, with no possibility of judicial review. 

The authorities invoked the similarly restrictive Security Offenses Special Meas-
ures Act, which allows for preventive detention of up to 28 days with no judicial
review, to detain two people involved in efforts to expose government corrup-
tion. Khairuddin Abu Hassan and his lawyer Matthias Chang were arrested on
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Mali
The human rights climate in Mali worsened as a result of a significant increase in
violence and a marked deterioration in security, notwithstanding the June sign-
ing of a peace agreement envisioned to end the military and political crisis in the
north. Attacks and violence progressively spread from the north into several
southern regions and the capital, Bamako.

Throughout the year there were frequent incidents of banditry and rampant crim-
inality; clashes between armed groups; and deadly attacks by armed Islamist
groups on United Nations peacekeepers, Malian government forces, and to a
lesser extent, civilians. The violence severely undermined the delivery of human-
itarian aid. Government forces responded to the attacks with military operations
that on several occasions resulted in arbitrary arrests, executions, torture, and
other mistreatment. 

Malian authorities made scant effort to investigate and hold accountable those
implicated in serious abuses committed during the 2012-2013 armed conflict.
The release in 2015 of some 70 men from detention, including some implicated
in serious violations, raised concern of a de facto amnesty.

Rule of law institutions countrywide were weak, in part due to unprofessional
practices, such as the solicitation of bribes, and inadequate budgetary alloca-
tions for the criminal justice system. Corruption, endemic at all levels of govern-
ment, further impeded Malians’ access to basic health care and education.
There was little progress in security sector and justice reform or in addressing
development challenges, such as the delivery of basic healthcare and educa-
tion. 

Concerns about the deteriorating security situation and the movement south of
armed groups allegedly linked to Al-Qaeda generated sustained diplomatic inter-
est in Mali. The French government played a key role in military matters, the Eu-
ropean Union (EU) on training and security sector reform, and the UN, through
the Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in Mali (MINUSMA), on
rule of law and political stability. However, these actors were largely reluctant to
publicly call for investigations into past and ongoing crimes.
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The Federal Court decided in October to reverse a lower court ruling that the
state of Negeri Sembilan’s prohibition on “a male person posing as a woman”
was unconstitutional. The ruling seriously undermined the rights of transgender
people. In June, nine transgender women were convicted by a Sharia court in Ke-
lantan under a similar state prohibition. 

On September 10, two men wielding iron bars brutally beat one of Malaysia’s
most prominent transgender activists, Nisha Ayub, outside her apartment build-
ing, requiring her hospitalization. She reported the apparent hate crime to the
police, but at time of writing the police had not identified any suspects.

National Human Rights Commission
In November, the Malaysian government announced plans to cut its funding to
Suhakam, the national human rights commission, by 50 percent, in what is
widely seen as retaliation for the commission’s independent reporting. 

Key International Actors
Malaysia was the chair of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)
and the East Asia Summit in 2015 and is a member of the UN Security Council.
The country positions itself in the UN and the international community as a mod-
erate Muslim state prepared to stand up to Islamist extremism, earning support
from the US and its allies. Malaysia also has continued its engagement with
China, its largest trading partner.
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pro-government militia Groupe Autodéfense Touareg Imghad et Alliés (GATIA),
largely targeting men from the Peuhl and Tuareg ethnic groups. In May, GATIA
militiamen allegedly executed six Tuareg men including a humanitarian worker in
the northern village of Tin Hamma. 

The abuse usually stopped after detainees were handed over to government
gendarmes, who increasingly fulfilled their mandated role as provost marshal.
The military made little effort to investigate and hold to account soldiers or mili-
tiamen implicated in violations. Members of the security forces, notably the
army, were also implicated in acts of extortion, bribe taking, and theft, mostly
from detainees.

Accountability for Abuses the 2012-2013 Armed Conflict
The government made little progress in holding to account those from all warring
factions responsible for law-of-war violations committed during the 2012-2013
armed conflict. With few exceptions, judicial authorities failed to investigate
over 100 complaints filed by victims and family members. Moreover, the 2012
torture and enforced disappearance of 21 elite “Red Berets,” which in 2013 and
2014 resulted in charges against some 25 soldiers, including former coup leader
Gen. Amadou Haya Sanogo, had, at time of writing, failed to move past the in-
vestigations phase.

During 2015, the authorities freed at least 74 detainees, including several al-
legedly implicated in serious international crimes during the 2012-2013 armed
conflict. The releases, characterized by the government as a “confidence-build-
ing measure” in the context of negotiations, were carried out without regard to
whether the men might have been responsible for serious crimes. The peace ac-
cord lacked provisions to address impunity and the need for justice for serious
crimes committed by all sides during the conflict.

On September 18, the International Criminal Court (ICC) issued its first arrest
warrant in the context of its Mali investigation. On September 26, Ahmad Al
Mahdi Al Faqi was surrendered to the ICC from Niger after being charged with the
destruction of historical monuments, the first case of its kind before the ICC. In
July 2012, Mali, a state party to the ICC, referred “the situation in Mali since Janu-
ary 2012” to the ICC prosecutor for investigation.

397

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH

Abuses by Armed Groups in the North 
Throughout 2015, armed groups linked to Al-Qaeda, along with opposing ethnic
Tuareg and Arab groups, engaged in numerous clashes, attacks on Malian sol-
diers and neutral peacekeepers, and to a lesser extent, on aid workers and other
civilians. Many civilians were wounded or killed either in these attacks or by
landmines and improvised explosive devices on major roads. Groups arbitrarily
detained and often mistreated combatants from opposing sides.

The attacks by Islamist armed groups increased in the north and spread into cen-
tral and southern Mali. Attacks occurred in Mopti, Segou, Sikasso, and Koulikoro
regions as well as Bamako, where Islamist assailants killed five in a March attack
on a nightclub, and at least 18, including many foreigners, during a November at-
tack on an upscale hotel. An attack in August on a hotel in the army garrison
town of Sevare, in central Mali, killed five civilians including four UN contractors.
These groups executed at least 13 civilians accused of being informants for the
government, the majority in central Mali. 

In 2015, there were at least 30 attacks by armed men on humanitarian agencies,
hampering their efforts to deliver aid. In March, a driver with the International
Committee of the Red Cross was killed when their clearly marked truck was am-
bushed by an Islamist armed group. 

At least 10 UN peacekeepers were killed in 2015 after being deliberately targeted
by Islamist armed groups, bringing the number to 42 killed since MINUSMA’s cre-
ation in 2013. Armed groups took responsibility for many of these attacks, in-
cluding an attack in July that killed six peacekeepers from Burkina Faso.

Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) at time of writing, held two foreign
hostages: one from Sweden, and a dual British and South African national. AQIM
released a French hostage in December 2014, and French forces freed a Dutch
hostage in a military operation in April 2015.

Abuses by State Security Forces
Government forces committed numerous violations against suspected support-
ers and members of Islamist armed groups. Violations included arbitrary deten-
tion, torture and other ill-treatment, and extrajudicial execution. The most
frequent and serious abuse was meted out by army soldiers and members of the
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ernment forces. Several children suspected of supporting the armed groups were
detained in the Bamako Central Prison, in contravention of a 2013 protocol stipu-
lating that children were to be placed in a care center managed by the UN Chil-
dren’s Rights and Emergency Relief Organization (UNICEF).

Key International Actors 
In June, the UN Security Council renewed the mandate of MINUSMA and author-
ized 12,680 peacekeepers, including 40 military observers. A UN inquiry into the
January shooting of three men by UN policemen from Rwanda during a protest in
Gao found they had used “unauthorized and excessive force.” The UN peace-
building fund supported reconciliation and justice projects. The UN independent
expert on the situation of human rights in Mali, Suliman Baldo, conducted two
missions to Mali.

Algeria led peace talks, supported by members from the African Union, the Eco-
nomic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), the European Union, the UN,
and Organization of Islamic Cooperation, as well as regional governments.

The 3,000-strong regional French operation—known as Operation Barkhane—
continued operations in Mali as well as in Mauritania, Burkina Faso, Niger, and
Chad. The United States military provided logistical support to Barkhane.

The EU Training Mission in Mali continued to train soldiers, and in February es-
tablished the EU Capacity Building Mission to train the police, gendarmerie, and
National Guard.

MINUSMA, the UN Development Programme, the EU, the Netherlands, and
Canada took the lead in programs to support the justice sector and address cor-
ruption. However, their lack of coordination undermined progress in improving
the sector.
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Truth and Reconciliation Mechanism
In 2014, President Ibrahim Boubacar Keïta established the Truth, Justice and
Reconciliation Commission by executive order. The Commission will have a three
year mandate, covering the period from 1960 to 2013. It is to consist of 15 mem-
bers and seven working groups. It will function under the Ministry of National
Reconciliation and Development of the North. In August, the government ap-
pointed Ousmane Oumarou Sidibé as Chair of the Commission; however, his ap-
pointment and the credibility of the body were limited due to the government’s
failure to consult sufficiently with a wide variety of stakeholders on the Commis-
sion’s membership, mandate powers, and degree of independence. 

Judiciary 
During 2015, there was some progress in ensuring access to justice for residents
of the northern Timbuktu, Gao, and Kidal regions, demonstrated by the contin-
ued rehabilitation of local courthouses and jails and the redeployment of prose-
cutors, judges, and judicial police who had fled during the armed conflict. Their
ability to conduct investigations outside major towns was limited by the precari-
ous security situation. Some judicial and corrections personnel fled their posts
in central Mali after attacks by armed groups.

Neglect and mismanagement within the Malian judiciary countrywide led to
striking deficiencies, including insufficient staffing and logistical constraints.
These shortfalls hindered efforts to address impunity for perpetrators of all
crimes, contributed to violations of the right to due process, and led to incidents
of vigilante justice. For example, in March, two children suspected of planting an
explosive device near a police station in Gao were beaten to death by a mob.

Due to the courts’ inability to adequately process cases, hundreds of detainees
are held in extended pretrial detention in overcrowded jails and detention cen-
ters. 

Recruitment of Children
Armed groups in the north continued to recruit and use child soldiers, some as
young as 12 years old. During 2015, some 15 schools in the north were at various
times occupied by members of the armed groups, and, to a lesser extent, gov-
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mains that the Attorney General’s Office reports having found. As of August
2015, more than 100 people had been charged for their alleged involvement in
the incident, but no one had been convicted at time of writing. 

In September, the IACHR expert group convened to evaluate the government re-
sponse to the incident issued its final report, concluding that the investigation
had been marred by the mishandling and possible destruction of key evidence.

The federal government has pursued potentially promising initiatives to find
people who have gone missing, but they have produced limited results. In 2013,
it created a unit in the Attorney General’s Office to investigate disappearances.
When consulted in August, officials from the Attorney General’s Office said they
did not know of a single case in which someone had been convicted for an en-
forced disappearance committed since 2007.

In April, the legislature approved a constitutional reform that requires the federal
legislature to pass general laws on enforced disappearance and torture, which
will establish a single nationwide definition for each of the crimes and facilitate
their prosecution in all 31 states and Mexico City. 

Extrajudicial Executions
Unlawful killings of civilians by Mexican security forces “take place at an alarm-
ingly high rate” amid an atmosphere of “systematic and endemic impunity,” ac-
cording to the United Nations special rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary, or
arbitrary executions in 2014. 

In January 2015, at least eight civilians were killed at Apatzingán, Michoacán
after federal police broke up a demonstration involving citizen self-defense
groups. Eyewitnesses reported that federal police opened fire on unarmed civil-
ians, shot two of them in the head while they lay on the ground taking cover, and
planted guns next to their corpses. At time of writing, the federal investigation
was continuing. 

In May, a shootout between federal police officers and civilians in Tanhuato, Mi-
choacán left 42 civilians and one police officer dead. While the federal police
commissioner at the time told media that officers were responding in self-de-
fense to civilian gunfire, Human Rights Watch received reports that at least four
people were extrajudicially executed after the initial confrontation was over. Fed-
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Mexico
During the administration of President Enrique Peña Nieto, Mexican security
forces have been implicated in repeated, serious human rights violations—in-
cluding extrajudicial killings, enforced disappearances, and torture—in the
course of efforts to combat organized crime. The government has made little
progress in prosecuting those responsible for recent abuses, let alone the large
number of abuses committed by soldiers and police since former President Fe-
lipe Calderón (2006-2012) initiated Mexico’s “war on drugs.” 

In September 2015, an expert group established through an agreement between
the Mexican government and the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights
(IACHR) exposed serious flaws in the government’s investigation into the en-
forced disappearance of 43 students from Ayotzinapa, Guerrero, refuted key con-
clusions made by the Attorney General’s Office, and called on authorities to
pursue fresh lines of investigation. The government subsequently agreed to ex-
tend the group’s mandate to monitor the investigation for an additional six
months. At time of writing, more than a year after the disappearances, the
whereabouts of at least 41 of students remain unknown.

Other continuing problems include restrictions on press freedom and limits on
access to reproductive rights and health care. 

Enforced Disappearances 
Since 2006, Mexico’s security forces have participated in widespread enforced
disappearances.

In August 2014, the government publicly acknowledged that the whereabouts of
over 22,000 people who had gone missing since 2006 remained unknown. That
number has increased to more than 25,500, according to the National Registry of
Disappeared or Missing Persons, which was established by law in 2012. Prosecu-
tors and police routinely fail to carry out basic investigative steps to identify
those responsible, often telling the missing people’s families to investigate on
their own. 

Only two of the 43 students from a teachers’ college in Ayotzinapa, Guerrero,
who were disappeared in September 2014, have been identified among the re-
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Common torture techniques include beatings, waterboarding, electric shocks,
and sexual abuse. In 2014, the Federal Attorney General’s Office received more
than 2,400 complaints of torture, more than double the number (1,165) received
in 2013. Despite a constitutional prohibition on using evidence obtained through
torture, some judges continue to disregard torture complaints and accept al-
legedly coerced confessions. 

Criminal Justice System
The criminal justice system routinely fails to provide justice to victims of violent
crimes and human rights violations. Causes of this failure include corruption, in-
adequate training and resources, and the complicity of prosecutors and public
defenders with criminals and abusive officials.

In 2008, Mexico passed a constitutional reform to transform its inquisitorial,
written justice system to an adversarial, oral one by 2016. Implementation of the
reform has been sluggish. As of August, the new oral system was fully opera-
tional—at both the federal and local level—in only two Mexican states. 

In 2013, Mexico enacted a federal Victims Law intended to ensure justice, pro-
tection, and reparations for victims of crime. As of August 2015, the federal dis-
trict and 9 of 31 states had not yet enacted implementing legislation in
compliance with the Victims Law. Only 10 states had created a state victim’s
commission, and only five were fully operational.

In April, the Supreme Court ruled that the arraigo provision—which allows prose-
cutors, with judicial authorization, to hold organized crime suspects for up to 80
days before they are charged—is constitutional in cases of “serious crimes,” as
defined by Mexican law.  

Self-Defense Groups
The failure of law enforcement has contributed to the emergence of armed citi-
zen self-defense groups in several parts of the country. 

Following concerns about some groups’ unregulated security actions, self-de-
fense groups in Michoacán state signed an agreement with the government in
2014 stipulating that their members would register their weapons and incorpo-
rate into local security forces. At time of writing, there had been no independent
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eral prosecutors did not open an investigation into the matter until three months
after the deadly incident. 

Military Abuses and Impunity
Mexico has relied heavily on the military to fight drug-related violence and or-
ganized crime, leading to widespread human rights violations by military person-
nel. Since 2006, the National Human Rights Commission (CNDH) has received
about 9,000 complaints of abuse by the army—including more than 1,700 during
the current administration—and issued reports in over 100 cases in which it
found that army personnel had committed serious human rights violations. 

In 2014, Congress reformed the Code of Military Justice to require that abuses
committed by members of the military against civilians be handled by the civil-
ian criminal justice system rather than the military system, which had a history
of routinely failing to hold members of the military accountable for abuses.
Under the reform, abuses committed by military personnel against other soldiers
remain subject to military justice. 

At time of writing, no military personnel had been convicted in connection with
the killing of 22 civilians by soldiers in Tlatlaya, state of Mexico, in November
2014, where witness accounts and a report by the CNDH said that at least 12
civilians were extrajudicially executed by soldiers. According to the CNDH, state
prosecutors sought to cover up military wrongdoing by using torture to coerce
false testimony from witnesses. 

In the state of Zacatecas, three soldiers and a colonel were detained in July for
the disappearance of seven people who were subsequently found dead. The four
were charged with seven counts of homicide and enforced disappearance and
will be tried in civilian courts. 

Torture
Torture is widely practiced in Mexico to obtain forced confessions and extract in-
formation. It is most frequently applied in the period between when victims are
arbitrarily detained and when they are handed over to civilian prosecutors, a pe-
riod in which they are often held incommunicado at military bases or illegal de-
tention sites. 
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Women’s and Girls’ Rights
Mexican laws do not adequately protect women and girls against domestic and
sexual violence. Some provisions, including those that make the severity of pun-
ishments for some sexual offenses contingent upon the “chastity” of the victim,
contradict international standards. 

In 2008, the Supreme Court affirmed the constitutionality of a Mexico City law
that legalized abortion in the first 12 weeks of pregnancy. No other states have
laws permitting voluntary abortion. 

In 2010, the Supreme Court ruled that all states must provide emergency contra-
ception and access to abortion for rape victims. However, in practice many
women and girls face serious barriers to accessing abortions after sexual vio-
lence, including inaccurate information and intimidation by officials.

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
Same-sex marriage has been legal in Mexico City since 2010 and has since been
legalized in the states of Coahuila and Quintana Roo. In June, the Supreme Court
ruled that the definition of marriage as a union only between a man and a
woman constitutes discrimination and thus violates Mexico’s constitution, open-
ing the door for the recognition of same-sex marriage in all 31 Mexican states. 

Palliative Care
The Mexican government took a number of important steps to implement legal
provisions to improve access to palliative and end-of-life care. In June, it intro-
duced a new system for prescribing and dispensing strong pain medicines that
will significantly improve health care for people with advanced illnesses. At time
of writing, 29 of 31 states had at least one health facility providing palliative
care, up from 24 in 2014.

Despite these significant strides, challenges remain, including the continuing
paucity of facilities offering palliative care: in many states, only one hospital
does so, leaving most patients without access to palliative care close to or in
their homes. 
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assessment of how the agreement was implemented or whether it complied with
security force vetting requirements. 

Attacks on Journalists and Human Rights Defenders
Journalists, particularly those who report on crime or criticize officials, face ha-
rassment and attacks. According to the Special Prosecutor’s Office for Crimes
against Freedom of Expression, 103 journalists were killed and 25 were disap-
peared between 2000 and October 2015.

In 2012, Mexico enacted a law to protect human rights defenders and journal-
ists, resulting in the creation of a national protection mechanism. Protective
measures, however, have been slow to arrive or insufficient in some cases. At
time of writing, authorities had yet to bring charges under the law against any-
one believed to be responsible for threats or attacks against human rights de-
fenders.

Authorities routinely fail to adequately investigate crimes against journalists,
often preemptively ruling out their profession as a motive. The CNDH reported in
2014 that 89 percent of crimes against journalists in Mexico go unpunished. As
of October, the Special Prosecutor’s Office was conducting 303 investigations of
crimes against journalists or media outlets and had presented charges in only 21
cases. 

In August, photojournalist Ruben Espinosa was found dead in a Mexico City
apartment with four female victims, including human rights defender Nadia Do-
minique Vera Perez, all of whom had been tortured before being killed with a sin-
gle gunshot to the head, according to media reports. Espinosa reportedly had
fled from Veracruz, the state with the highest combined number of killings and
disappearances of journalists in Mexico. At time of writing, the investigation into
the killings was being led by local authorities rather than by the Special Prosecu-
tor’s Office.

Journalists are often driven to self-censorship by attacks carried out by govern-
ment officials or criminal groups. Weak regulation of state advertising can also
limit media freedom by giving government officials disproportionate financial in-
fluence over media outlets. 
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generalized in Mexico” and that those responsible are rarely brought to justice.
The Peña Nieto administration responded by publicly denouncing the special
rapporteur as “irresponsible and unethical.”
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Disability Rights
A January investigation by Disability Rights International revealed that Mexican
women with psychosocial disabilities are at high risk of being denied their repro-
ductive rights, with state-run clinics in Mexico City in some cases pressuring
such women into being sterilized or, when they become pregnant, undergoing
an abortion.

In July, a Disability Rights International report exposed the inhumane conditions
of Mexico City’s government-funded facilities for people with disabilities. One in-
stitution locks children with disabilities in cages. Despite a government “black
list” of institutions considered abusive or in very bad condition, they continue to
operate and receive government funding. The Ministry for Social Development
has called for an immediate ban on restraints and cage beds.  

Key International Actors
Since 2007, the United States has allocated over US$2 billion in aid to Mexico
through the Mérida Initiative to help combat organized crime. Fifteen percent of
select portions of the assistance can be disbursed only after the US secretary of
state reports that the Mexican government is meeting human rights require-
ments. In an unprecedented move, the State Department announced in October
that it was withholding $5 million in Mérida aid because it was unable to confirm
that Mexico had met the human rights criteria.  

In March, a Group of Independent Experts appointed by the IACHR began provid-
ing technical assistance to strengthen the search for the students from Ayotzi-
napa who were disappeared. In October, the government and the IAHCR signed
an agreement to extend the mandate of the expert group for an additional six
months. 

The UN Committee on Enforced Disappearances concluded in February that there
exists a “generalized context of disappearances” in Mexico, many of which could
be characterized as enforced disappearances. The committee raised concerns
about the “serious challenges” Mexico faces with regard to the prevention, in-
vestigation, and prosecution of enforced disappearances. 

In March, the UN special rapporteur on torture and other cruel, inhuman, or de-
grading treatment or punishment presented a report affirming that “torture is
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Freedom of Assembly and Association
Authorities tolerated numerous marches and rallies demanding political reform
and protesting government actions but forcibly dispersed some peaceful gather-
ings. In Western Sahara, authorities prohibited all public gatherings deemed
hostile to Morocco’s contested rule over that territory, dispatching large num-
bers of police who blocked access to demonstrations before they could even as-
semble.

Officials continue to arbitrarily prevent or impede many associations from ob-
taining legal registration, although the 2011 constitution guarantees freedom of
association. However, authorities registered the Sahrawi Association of Victims
of Grave Human Rights Violations Committed by the Moroccan State (ASVDH) in
2015, nine years after it first applied and eight years after an administrative court
ruled that authorities had wrongly refused to register it. 

Morocco also registered several, but not all, associations formed to defend the
rights of migrants in Morocco. In July, a Tiznit first instance court ordered the clo-
sure of the Ifni Memory and Rights Association, partly on grounds that it harmed
Morocco’s “territorial integrity” by asserting the rights and identity of the popu-
lation in the Ifni region. 

Among the many associations arbitrarily denied legal registration were scores of
charitable, cultural, and educational associations whose leadership includes
members of al-Adl wal-Ihsan (Justice and Spirituality), a nationwide movement
that advocates an Islamic state and questions the king's spiritual authority. 

Authorities prohibited dozens of activities prepared by legally recognized human
rights associations, notably the Moroccan Association for Human Rights (AMDH)
and its branches. After allowing Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch
researchers relatively unimpeded access for nearly 25 years, authorities expelled
two Amnesty researchers in June and demanded in September that Human
Rights Watch suspend its activities in Morocco until officials could schedule a
meeting with the organization to discuss its “bias.” At time of writing, officials
had yet to respond to invitations from Human Rights Watch to meet. 

In October, authorities charged historian Maâti Monjib, Hicham Mansouri, and
three other associational activists with accepting foreign funding “to harm inter-
nal security,” punishable by up to five years in prison. The case, set to go to trial
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Morocco and Western Sahara
Morocco regressed on human rights in several areas in 2015, and advanced in
few. Restrictions tightened on human rights groups, both domestic and interna-
tional; at least two Moroccans spent the year in prison for “falsely” denouncing
torture, and many continued serving long prison terms after unfair trials for polit-
ically motivated offenses. Authorities often tolerated protest demonstrations,
but in Western Sahara systematically prevented gatherings supporting self-de-
termination for the contested territory.

More positively, a new law took effect that ended military trials of civilians, and
authorities for the first time legally recognized a human rights organization in
Western Sahara led by people critical of Moroccan rule. Morocco granted tempo-
rary legal status to United Nations-recognized asylum-seekers and thousands of
economic migrants, pending an overhaul of its laws on asylum and foreigners on
Moroccan soil. 

Freedom of Expression
Laws that criminalize acts deemed harmful to the king, the monarchy, Islam, or
Morocco’s claim over Western Sahara limited the rights to peaceful expression,
assembly, and association. 

Independent print and online media continued to investigate and criticize gov-
ernment officials and policies, but faced prosecution and harassment if they crit-
icized the king or his advisors. The press law mandates prison terms for
“maliciously” spreading “false information” that authorities believe may disturb
public order, or for speech ruled defamatory. 

Authorities arbitrarily imposed administrative obstacles to impede the efforts of
journalist Ali Lmrabet to register a new satirical weekly, following his completion
of a 10-year sentence banning him from practicing journalism in Morocco. Police
in Rabat confiscated tapes from and expelled two French television journalists
on February 16 on the grounds that they had been filming in the country without
authorization. 

Moroccan state television allows some space for debate and investigative re-
porting but none for direct criticism of the palace or dissent on key issues. 
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network,” recruiting, undergoing military training, or preparing to join Islamist
fighters in Iraq, Syria, or elsewhere. Morocco’s 2003 counterterrorism law con-
tains an overly broad definition of “terrorism” and allows for up to 12 days of
garde à vue (pre-charge) detention.

Moroccan courts continued to impose the death penalty, but authorities have
not carried out executions since the early 1990s.

Prison overcrowding is exacerbated by the tendency of courts to order the deten-
tion of suspects awaiting trial. As of August 31, 41 percent of prisoners—or
31,334 out of a total of 76,794—were in pretrial detention, according to the
prison administration. 

Leftist activist Wafae Charaf continued to serve a two-year prison sentence for
slander and “falsely” reporting an offense after she filed a complaint alleging
that unknown men abducted and tortured her after a workers’ protest in April
2014 in Tangiers. 

Oussama Husn, a February 20 youth reform movement activist, was serving a
three-year prison sentence imposed in 2014 on similar charges after he put on-
line a video in which he recounts having been abducted and tortured by un-
known men. These sentences could have a chilling effect on people wishing to
file complaints of abuse by security forces.

Right to a Private Life
Moroccan courts continued to jail persons for same-sex conduct under article
489 of the penal code, which prohibits “lewd or unnatural acts with an individ-
ual of the same sex.” In October, the UN Committee on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights, in its concluding observations on Morocco’s periodic report,
urged the “repeal without delay” of article 489.

A Hoceima appeals court upheld on December 30, 2014 a lower-court conviction
of two men for homosexuality, sentencing one to six months in prison and the
other, who was also convicted on an attempted bribery charge, to 12 months. A
first-instance court sentenced three men from Taourirt in May to three years in
prison for homosexuality, a sentence that the Appeals Court of Oujda in July re-
duced to a few months. In both cases, the convictions relied on confessions that
the defendants repudiated in court. 
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in 2016, centers on a foreign-funded workshop to train Moroccans in the use of a
smartphone application to practice “citizens’ journalism.”

Morocco expelled several foreign visitors who arrived on fact-finding missions to
Western Sahara, most of them European citizens who openly supported Sahrawi
self-determination. 

Police Conduct, Torture, and the Criminal Justice System
A new law took effect in July ending military court jurisdiction over civilian defen-
dants. The case of Mbarek Daoudi, a Sahrawi activist facing a military court trial
since September 2013 on minor weapons charges, was transferred to a First In-
stance Court in Guelmine, which sentenced him to three months in prison in
March. He remained in custody to face a second trial in an Agadir court, which
on December 3 convicted and sentenced him to five years in prison. 

Twenty-two other Sahrawis continued serving prison sentences of between 20
years and life that a military court imposed in 2013. The men, who include a few
well-known activists, had been charged in connection with violence that erupted
on November 8, 2010, when authorities dismantled the Gdeim Izik protest camp
in Western Sahara. Eleven security officers were killed in the violence. The mili-
tary court failed to investigate defendants’ allegations that police had tortured or
coerced them into signing false statements, and relied almost exclusively on
those statements to convict. The new law ending military court trials of civilians
did not retroactively benefit these defendants. 

In November 2014, Morocco deposited with the United Nations its ratification of
the Optional Protocol of the Convention against Torture (OPCAT). At time of writ-
ing, it had not designated the National Protection Mechanism that OPCAT envi-
sions for inspecting places of detention.

Courts failed to uphold fair trial rights in political and security-related cases. Au-
thorities continued to imprison hundreds of Islamists suspected of violence ar-
rested in the wake of the Casablanca bombings of May 2003. Many were serving
sentences imposed after unfair trials following months of secret detention, ill-
treatment and, in some cases, torture. 

Police have arrested hundreds more suspects since further terrorist attacks in
2007 and 2011. Courts convicted many on charges of belonging to a “terrorist
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After a gay-bashing incident on a Fez street on July 29, Justice Minister
Moustapha Ramid said the assailants should be prosecuted but also made ho-
mophobic remarks, including a call on homosexuals to refrain from “provoking”
society. A court sentenced two men to prison for their role in the assault.

Criminalization of adultery and sex outside marriage has a discriminatory gender
impact, as rape victims face prosecution if they file charges that are not sus-
tained. Women and girls also face prosecution if they are found to be pregnant
or have children outside marriage. 

A Rabat Appeals Court in May upheld 10-month prison terms for adultery and
“complicity for adultery” against Hicham Mansouri and a female friend after po-
lice broke into his apartment and allegedly caught them in compromising cir-
cumstances. The court failed to consider considerable exculpatory evidence.
Mansouri’s employment at the Moroccan Association for Investigative Journal-
ism (AMJI) raised suspicions that police surveillance and prosecution was retali-
ation for his associational activities. 

In March, police in Casablanca arrested Moustapha Erriq, a senior figure in the
Islamist opposition Adl wal Ihsan movement, along with a female friend on sus-
picion of adultery, but released them three days later after Erriq’s wife refused to
press charges. 

Migrants and Refugees
Implementation continued of a 2013 plan to overhaul national policies toward
migrants and asylum-seekers, including by providing them with certain basic
rights. Morocco’s refugee agency granted one-year renewable residency permits
to more than 500 UNHCR-recognized refugees. At time of writing, Morocco had
not determined the status it would grant to more than 1,700 Syrians who UNHCR
recognizes as prima facie refugees. 

Morocco also granted, in the context of a one-time regularization procedure that
ended on December 31, 2014, one-year renewable residency permits to thou-
sands of sub-Saharan migrants who were not asylum-seekers but who met cer-
tain criteria in the 2013 plan. Some Syrians also obtained one-year residency
permits under this procedure.
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inform the judicial authorities of the other country and consider transferring the
case to that country’s courts in priority, an option that, if pursued, would shield
Moroccan officials from French justice.

Morocco has a poor record investigating and prosecuting torture and victims
have resorted to French courts as a last resort. French President François Hol-
lande visited Tangiers in September for a meeting with King Mohammed VI, de-
claring that “our difficulties have been … put behind us,” and avoided public
mention of human rights.

The United States, another close ally, proffered no public criticism of Morocco’s
human rights record. In September, the Millennium Challenge Corporation, an
independent US state agency that provides grants to countries “that demon-
strate a commitment to good governance, investments in people and economic
freedom,” approved a US$450 million five-year grant to Morocco to support edu-
cation and land productivity reforms. Morocco is the MCC’s second leading aid
recipient after Tanzania. 

The UN Security Council in April renewed the mandate of UN peacekeeping
forces in Western Sahara (MINURSO) without broadening it to include human
rights monitoring, which Morocco strongly opposes. The Office of the High Com-
missioner of Human Rights conducted an investigation in both Moroccan-con-
trolled Western Sahara and the Polisario-run refugee camps near Tindouf,
Algeria, in 2015, but did not report publicly on its findings.
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Rights of Women and Girls
The 2011 constitution guarantees equality for women, “while respecting the pro-
visions of the constitution, and the laws and permanent characteristics of the
Kingdom.” 

The 2004 Family Code, which improved women’s rights in divorce and child cus-
tody, discriminates against women with regard to inheritance and procedures to
obtain divorce. The code raised the age of marriage from 15 to 18, but judges rou-
tinely allowed girls to marry below this age. There is no law that specifically crim-
inalizes domestic violence or that establishes protections for domestic violence
victims. 

Domestic Workers
Despite laws prohibiting the employment of children under the age of 15, thou-
sands of children under that age—predominantly girls—are believed to work as
domestic workers. According to the UN, nongovernmental organizations, and
government sources, the number of child domestic workers has declined in re-
cent years. 

Morocco’s labor law excludes domestic workers from its protections, which in-
clude a minimum wage, limits to work hours, and a weekly rest day. In 2006, au-
thorities presented a draft law to regulate domestic work and reinforce existing
prohibitions on domestic workers under 15 years old. The draft had been modi-
fied but not adopted at time of writing.

Key International Actors
France, a close ally and Morocco’s leading source of foreign investment, re-
frained from publicly criticizing Moroccan human rights violations. Morocco and
France resumed their bilateral judicial cooperation agreement, which Morocco
suspended in 2014 after a French investigating judge served subpoenas on a vis-
iting Moroccan police commander based on a complaint filed by a victim alleg-
ing complicity in torture.

The two countries amended the agreement to provide that a judge who receives
a complaint about a crime committed in the other country should immediately
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Nepal
Devastating earthquakes on April 25 and May 12, 2015, left an estimated 9,000
people dead and nearly 20,000 injured. Rescue and relief efforts were slow to
get off the ground, in part due to damage to the country’s already-weak infra-
structure. 

Within months of the earthquakes, the four main ruling political parties an-
nounced that they had broken through a more than six-year deadlock on drafting
a new constitution. Among other reforms, the new constitution contains equal
rights and affirmative action clauses for the country’s many ethnic minority com-
munities and lower castes, and it outlaws capital punishment. 

However, the new constitution, which was put forward for only one week of pub-
lic consultation, did not address longstanding complaints by historically margin-
alized communities in Nepal’s southern Terai region, leading to months of
protests and violence there. The new constitution also fails to guarantee people
with disabilities full access to education and work. 

While the government made some headway in appointing a Truth and Reconcili-
ation Commission to address longstanding grievances arising from the country’s
decade-long civil war that ended in 2006, it failed to bring the commission in
line with international human rights standards and practices. Courts continued
to delay hearings on conflict-era cases.

Post-Earthquake Recovery 
The earthquakes in April and May left some 2.8 million people in need of hu-
manitarian assistance. In addition to the tens of thousands of deaths and in-
juries, several hundred thousand people ended up displaced and many continue
to live in temporary settlements or makeshift shelters. Many affected communi-
ties live in rural areas which are difficult to access, and have received minimal
assistance for emergency housing and other relief. Vulnerable communities in-
cluding people with disabilities, women, and children remain at particular risk.

Although the government received over US$4 billion for earthquake assistance,
none of the funds had been paid out at time of writing, and rehabilitation efforts
remained slow. 
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Accountability for Past Abuses
Authorities have made little progress on justice for serious abuses committed by
both sides during the civil war. At least 13,000 people were killed and over 1,300
forcibly disappeared during the decade-long conflict.

While Nepal has delivered interim monetary and in-kind compensation to the
families of those who were “disappeared” or killed during the conflict, others,
such as survivors of sexual violence or torture, have received no compensation
from the state.

In March 2015, Nepal’s Supreme Court ruled against problematic provisions of
the 2014 Truth, Reconciliation and Disappearances Act, striking down amnesty
provisions and emphasizing that the Attorney General’s Office retains authority
to recommend prosecutions, and directed the government to remedy the law. 

In February 2015, the government set up legal and institutional frameworks for
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission and Disappearances Commission, both
called for in the act, and even appointed some initial commissioners without
amending the act as directed by the Supreme Court. The work of the commis-
sions remained stalled at time of writing.

Rights of Tibetan Refugees
Tibetan refugee communities in Nepal continue to face a de facto ban on politi-
cal protests, sharp restrictions on public activities promoting Tibetan culture and
religion, and abuses by Nepali security forces including excessive use of force,
arbitrary detention, ill-treatment in detention, threats, intimidation, and intru-
sive surveillance. 

Migrant Workers
Although large numbers of Nepali migrants seek work abroad each year, the gov-
ernment has done little to support and protect them. Following reports in 2014
that hundreds of Nepali and other migrant workers had died in Qatar, the gov-
ernment attempted to set up stronger protection measures, but they had not
been properly implemented at time of writing. 
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Constitution-Related Political Unrest
The 2006 ceasefire agreement ending Nepal’s civil war contained a promise, en-
shrined in Nepal’s interim constitution, that a new constitution would soon be
drafted that, among other things, would provide equality and a greater role in
governance for traditionally marginalized communities in the Terai region. 

When the main parties hammered out a draft constitution following the devasta-
tion of the earthquakes without genuine public consultation and without ad-
dressing the grievances of those communities, many groups, particularly along
Nepal’s southern and far-western belts, declared strikes, blocked roads, and in
many cases shut down normal daily activities for weeks at a stretch.  

In September, an estimated 45 persons, including 9 policemen, were killed
when protests turned violent. In some districts, the government responded by
deploying the army and in others by instituting curfews. Most of the protester
deaths were attributed to excessive use of force by the security forces.

The ongoing protests led to an effective blockade of trade and transit. By Novem-
ber, fuel and medical supplies were in short supply given that most of land-
locked Nepal’s goods come in over land through trading posts along its border
with India. The Nepali government accused the Indian government of imposing
an economic sanction on Nepal, which India denied. Some supplies came in
through China, but not in sufficient quantities to meet nationwide demand. 

Denial of Citizenship Rights
Due to flawed citizenship laws, an estimated 4 million people are forced to live
without official status and at risk of statelessness. Despite promises of reform,
many people, particularly women, children born out of wedlock, or children of a
refugee or naturalized parent, are ineligible for drivers’ licenses, passports, bank
accounts, voting rights, higher education, and government welfare schemes. The
law makes it particularly difficult for women to secure legal proof of citizenship,
especially when male family members refuse to assist them or are unavailable to
do so. The citizenship provisions in the constitution do not adequately rectify
these problems, and instead raise additional hurdles for children born to a non-
Nepali father. 
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Key International Actors
India immediately deployed humanitarian rescue assistance to Nepal after the
April 25 earthquake, with the United Kingdom, United States, and China follow-
ing shortly thereafter. The United Nations were slower to respond, in spite of
years of earthquake readiness preparation. The government came under intense
criticism when it refused offers from the UK and others to aid in the relief effort.

The international community remained largely silent on Nepal’s contentious con-
stitution drafting process. The call by India, the US, and the UK to engage in
broad and transparent public consultations went unheeded by the government.

Cooperation between Nepal and China’s border security forces led to increased
risk that Nepal will forcibly return Tibetan refugees to China. Tibetans detained
by Chinese authorities while attempting to cross the border irregularly from
Nepal are routinely imprisoned and physically abused.
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Nepal continues to ban women under age 30 from traveling to the Gulf states for
employment as domestic workers. While motivated by protection concerns, the
ban is discriminatory and forces women desperate for work to migrate through ir-
regular channels, putting them at greater risk of exploitation. 

Following the earthquake there were fears of increased trafficking. Attention by
government and security forces to the increased vulnerability of women and chil-
dren helped stem some of the potential risks. 

Early Marriage and Children’s Rights
Nepal has a serious problem with child marriage, with 41 percent of girls married
before age 18 and 10 percent married before age 15, often in abusive circum-
stances. Although child marriage is illegal and the government is reportedly in
the process of developing a national action plan to address the problem, author-
ities so far have done little to prevent child marriage or to assist married chil-
dren. 

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
In February, a committee mandated by a 2007 Supreme Court decision published
a long-overdue report recommending that the government recognize same-sex
relationships. In line with the same Supreme Court decision and a subsequent
court order, the government in August began issuing passports in three genders:
“male,” “female,” and “other.” 

NGOs report that the document application process remains ad hoc, however,
and the majority of transgender applicants face discrimination and abuse in the
process, including demands from government officials that they produce “med-
ical proof” before being allowed to change their legally recognized gender. 

The constitution promulgated in September recognizes that citizenship is avail-
able in three genders, and protects “gender and sexual minorities” in clauses re-
lated to equality before the law and social justice. 
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governors of Borno and Yobe states said that Boko Haram retained control of a
total of five LGAs in their states. An estimated 3,500 died in the conflict in 2015,
while most of the 2 million displaced people live with limited access to basic
rights like food, shelter, and healthcare. 

The horrific attack in Baga and on the nearby MNJTF headquarters was followed
by repeated attempts by Boko Haram in January and February to seize military in-
stallations in Maiduguri and Monguno, both in Borno state. Increasing cross-bor-
der attacks led to an African Union sanctioned renewal of the MNJTF agreement
and the mobilization of forces from Nigeria, Cameroon, Chad, and Niger. Boko
Haram violence intensified in more than 200 attacks against communities in
these countries since February, apparently in retaliation for the involvement of
their security forces in military operations. 

The group also continued to attack schools, abduct hundreds of women, and in-
crease its use of children as suicide bombers. On July 26, in a style typical of
Boko Haram bombings, a 10-year-old girl blew herself up in a busy market in
Damaturu, Yobe state, killing at least 15 and injuring 46. Government forces man-
aged to rescue over 1,300 hostages, but none of the 219 missing school girls ab-
ducted by the insurgents in April 2014. Some of the rescued people have been
held in military facilities since May with little clarity about their status as victims
or detainees. 

Conduct of Security Forces
Nigerian authorities have yet to open credible investigations into allegations of
heavy-handed and abusive response to the insurgency by security forces. Since
2009, hundreds of men and boys in the northeast have been rounded up and de-
tained in inhumane conditions for suspected membership or provision of sup-
port for Boko Haram. 

There are also allegations of use of excessive force, and inadequate civilian pro-
tection measures, including for Boko Haram hostages, by the military in the on-
going operations in the northeast. When the Nigerian army drove at high speed
into Sambisa Forest Reserve in late April, some Boko Haram hostages, mostly
women and children, were crushed by moving trucks. Survivors said soldiers did
not issue instructions on how the hostages could avoid danger.

423

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH

Nigeria
Relatively peaceful presidential and gubernatorial elections in March and April
2015 marked a positive shift in Nigeria’s history of political violence. However,
the inauguration of President Muhammadu Buhari has not diminished the po-
tency of the country’s serious human rights challenges. Violence and insecurity
persist in the northeast despite the recapture, from the militant group Boko
Haram, of dozens of towns and the rescue of over 1,000 hostages by Nigerian
and neighboring countries’ forces. The name Boko Haram means “Western edu-
cation is forbidden.”

Boko Haram carried out probably its most vicious attacks in January around
Baga, a fishing settlement in Borno state, northeast Nigeria, killing at least
2,000 people and sacking the military base of the Multinational Joint Task Force
(MNJTF). More than 9,500 civilians have died in the conflict and the number of
displaced people has increased from just over 1 million at the end of 2014 to al-
most 2 million in 2015. Nigerian security forces have neither taken adequate
steps to protect civilians during operations against Boko Haram, nor to protect
the rights of rescued hostages. 

In other parts of the country, frequent violence between farmers and cattle own-
ers in the north-central states remained unresolved in 2015. There have been few
investigations or prosecutions against those responsible for the violence. The
lack of justice for victims helped fuel reprisal attacks, leading to continuous cy-
cles of violence. Impunity for human rights crimes—such as torture committed by
security forces, including police—remained pervasive. 

Abuses by Boko Haram 
The conflict in the northeast between the militant group Boko Haram and Nige-
ria’s security forces grew more deadly in 2015. By the beginning of the year, Boko
Haram had seized control of 17 local government areas (LGAs) across parts of the
northeast in Adamawa, Bauchi, Borno, and Yobe states. LGAs are the third and
lowest level, after federal and state levels, in Nigeria’s administrative structure. 

Security forces from Nigeria and its neighbors have since regained control of
most of the towns, but the rebels remained active in many rural areas. In July, the
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sources, security forces killed at least 28 people when they attacked the Langtang
and Wase communities following the killings of six soldiers a few days earlier. 

Public Sector Corruption
Corruption and weak governance undermine the enjoyment of basic human
rights for many Nigerians who live in abject poverty. High unemployment rates—
along with public sector corruption and insecurity—were major issues in the
March national elections. President Buhari came into power on an anti-corrup-
tion platform, promising to confront corruption and lack of transparency in gov-
ernment business.

A number of senior officials in the administration of former President Goodluck
Jonathan have been arrested and faced prosecution by the Economic and Finan-
cial Crimes Commission (EFCC), since President Buhari’s inauguration in May.
The agency was in turn controversially accused in August of mismanaging and
embezzling funds recovered from people convicted of corruption. On November
9, 2015 Ibrahim Lamorde, the EFCC chairman, was replaced by Ibrahim Mustafa
Magu, appointed in an acting capacity. 

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
The passage of the so-called Same-Sex Marriage Prohibition Act in January
2014—which banned “gay clubs and organizations,” support for such organiza-
tions, and public display of affection between same-sex couples—has had a
chilling effect on freedom of expression for lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgen-
der people, human rights organizations, writers, and others. Organizations have
reported cases of blackmail, evictions, and fear of seeking health care since the
law’s passage.

Under pre-existing laws, “carnal knowledge against the order of nature” is pun-
ishable by 14 years in prison. In 12 northern states where Sharia law is in effect,
homosexual acts are punishable by imprisonment, caning, or death by stoning.
Activists are unaware of recent cases in which the death penalty has been imple-
mented. Police arrested 12 men on homosexuality charges in Kano state in Janu-
ary and 21 men in Oyo state in May, though all were subsequently released
hours later. 
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Abusive conduct by security forces is not limited to the northeast. On April 11,
during the gubernatorial elections, soldiers allegedly killed four voters at a
polling unit in Bayan Dutse, Kebbi state, northwest Nigeria.

Authorities have rarely prosecuted members of the police and military impli-
cated in abuses. While some soldiers have been prosecuted in military tribunals
for offences such as cowardice and mutiny, the pervasive culture of impunity
means almost no one has been held to account for human rights crimes. 

In apparent recognition of these problems, President Buhari appointed new
leadership for the military. He also moved the command and control center of
the military from Abuja to Maiduguri—the epicenter of the conflict.

In July and September, the military released 310 people, including women and
children, from detention in Borno and Yobe states who had been detained with-
out charges for at least two years. Also, in May, Nigeria endorsed the Safe
Schools Declaration, thus expressing a commitment to implement the Guide-
lines on Protecting Schools and Universities from Military Use.

These steps have fallen short of Buhari’s inauguration promise to reform the mil-
itary. Disappointingly, he claimed during a July visit to Washington D.C. that the
application of the United States Leahy Law amendment, which bars US support
to abusive units of foreign military forces, has served to aid Boko Haram.

Local vigilante groups assisting Nigerian security forces to apprehend the mili-
tants and repel attacks are also implicated in the recruitment and use of child
soldiers, as well as the ill-treatment and unlawful killing of Boko Haram sus-
pects. 

Inter-Communal and Political Violence
In Nigeria’s volatile “Middle-Belt” region, years of economic and political ten-
sions between ethnic and religious communities repeatedly erupted in uncon-
trolled violence in 2015. The violence is fueled by competition for power and
access to land between nomadic and farming communities. Mobs have killed
many of their victims based simply on ethnic or religious identity. 

Nigerian authorities have failed to address the root causes of the violence and
rarely prosecuted those responsible, including the police or military implicated
in serious abuses. On May 2, 2015, according to media reports and local
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In January, the African Union approved the MNJTF initiated by Nigeria and its
neighbor members of the Lake Chad Basin Commission. The initiative was noted
by the UN Security Council in a presidential statement on Boko Haram adopted
on June 28. 

On November 12, the Office of the Prosecutor of the International Criminal Court
(ICC) released a report detailing six possible cases against Boko Haram and two
possible cases against Nigerian security forces for crimes against humanity and
war crimes in relation to the northeast insurgency. The ICC said it was continuing
its “preliminary examination” of the situation in Nigeria with a focus on the ade-
quacy of efforts to ensure accountability for serious crimes before domestic
courts. 
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Freedom of Expression, Media, and Freedom of Association
While media remains largely free and vibrant, Nigeria retains outdated criminal
law provisions that impede freedom of speech and expression. Journalists also
frequently suffer intimidation and harassment related to their work. 

On May 29, Daily Trust journalist Joseph Hir was beaten, allegedly by supporters
of the Nassarawa state governor for writing a “negative” about the governor. A
month later, Yomi Olomofe, executive director of Prime magazine, and McDo-
minic Nkpemenyie, a correspondent with Tide newspaper, were severely beaten
and injured by a group of people at Seme customs border post in Lagos. The
group was allegedly upset by previous unfavorable reports of their activities by
the journalists. 

Key International Actors 
International actors, notably the United Kingdom, United States, and United Na-
tions, have expressed optimism in their support of the new government’s reform
agenda on security and public sector corruption. The UK, US, UN, and the Euro-
pean Union assisted Nigeria in achieving a peaceful outcome in the March elec-
tions. 

The UK provides a substantial package of military, intelligence, development,
and humanitarian assistance to Nigeria and its neighbors in confronting the
Boko Haram challenge. In July, US Deputy Secretary of State Anthony Blinken
said the US would deepen its support of Nigeria to develop a comprehensive ap-
proach committed to human rights in responding to Boko Haram. Blinken was
visiting Nigeria ahead of President Buhari’s trip to Washington D.C. later that
month. 

UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, during a visit in August, noted that “respect
for human rights has been most visibly challenged in the context of the Boko
Haram threat.” He urged the government to ensure its counterterrorism response
is not “counterproductive.” During an update to the UN Human Rights Council in
June, the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein said in
relation to Boko Haram, Nigeria should adopt “a profound policy response that
is grounded in the need for accountability and reconciliation.” 
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The government also violates economic and social rights by criminalizing and ar-
bitrarily punishing market activities, one of the few means by which North Kore-
ans can obtain income needed for food, medicine, and other necessities the
government often fails to adequately provide the population. Government offi-
cials often require those pursuing market activities to pay bribes and sentence
those unable to pay to perform forced labor in penal institutions or reform-
through-labor camps. 

North Korea continues to discriminate against individuals and their families on
political grounds in key areas such as employment, residence, and schooling
through use of the “songbun,” the country’s socio-political classification system
that from its creation grouped people into “loyal,” “wavering,” or “hostile”
classes. This classification has been restructured several times but continues to
divide people based largely on their family background and perceived political
loyalty, though corrupt practices now also influence the system. 
The government also practices collective punishment for alleged anti-state of-
fenses, effectively enslaving hundreds of thousands of citizens, including chil-
dren, in prison camps and other detention facilities where they face deplorable
conditions, abuse by guards, and forced labor.

Freedom of Movement
The government uses threats of detention, forced labor, and public executions to
ensure obedience and imposes harsh restrictions on freedom of information and
movement. It criminalizes leaving the country without official permission, and in
some instances state security services actively pursue North Koreans into China,
seeking to detain and forcibly return them. 
During Kim Jong-Un’s rule, the government has significantly expanded efforts to
stop irregular crossings of North Koreans into China. The government has in-
creased rotations of North Korean border guards, cracked down on brokers who
assist people trying to leave, and prosecuted use of Chinese cell phones to com-
municate with the outside world. North Koreans who left the country in 2014 and
2015 told Human Rights Watch that the government was tracking down and pub-
licly executing border guards who allowed people to cross into China in ex-
change for bribes. 
Increased patrols, barbed-wire fences, and security cameras on the Chinese side
of the border have also made crossings more difficult. Chinese authorities have
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North Korea
North Korea is an authoritarian state with a dynastic leadership that is among
the most repressive in the world. In 2015, his fourth year in power, leader Kim
Jong-Un continued to intensify repression, increased control over the North Ko-
rean border with China to prevent North Koreans from escaping and seeking
refuge overseas, and tightened restrictions on freedom of movement inside the
country. The government also punished those found with unauthorized informa-
tion from outside the country—including news, films, and photos—and used
public executions to generate fearful obedience. 

The United Nations Commission of Inquiry on Human Rights in the Democratic
People’s Republic of Korea (COI), set up by the Human Rights Council (HRC), is-
sued a report in 2014 documenting extermination, murder, enslavement, torture,
imprisonment, rape, forced abortion, and other sexual violence in North Korea. It
concluded that the “gravity, scale and nature of these violations reveal a State
that does not have any parallel in the contemporary world.”

On December 22, 2014, the UN Security Council added the human rights situa-
tion in North Korea to its formal agenda, in line with a COI recommendation. The
HRC and the UN General Assembly have both suggested that the Security Council
consider referring the situation to the International Criminal Court (ICC).  

On March 27, 2015, the HRC adopted a resolution condemning the government’s
systematic, widespread, and gross human rights violations. On June 23, UN High
Commissioner Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein opened a UN office based in Seoul to help
monitor and document rights abuses in North Korea. On November 19, the UN
General Assembly 3rd Committee issued a resolution condemning North Korean
abuses.

The North Korean government has ratified four key international human rights
treaties and signed one other. Most recently, on November 10, 2014, it ratified
the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child, on the Sale of
Children, Child Prostitution and Child Pornography. North Korea’s constitution
sets forth a number of rights protections, but in reality the government quashes
all forms of disfavored expression and opinion and prohibits any organized polit-
ical opposition, independent media, free trade unions, and civil society organi-
zations. Religious freedom is systematically repressed. 
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Labor Rights
North Korea is one of the few nations in the world that still refuses to join the In-
ternational Labour Organization. Workers are systematically denied freedom of
association and the right to organize and collectively bargain. The only author-
ized trade union organization, the General Federation of Trade Unions of Korea,
is controlled by the government.  

In 2003, a special administrative industrial zone at the southern border, the Kae-
sung Industrial Complex (KIC), was developed in cooperation with South Korea.
As of September 2015, the KIC was hosting 124 South Korean companies employ-
ing 54,616 North Korean workers, supervised by 809 South Korean managers. A
joint North-South Korea committee oversees the KIC, but the law governing work-
ing conditions there falls far short of international standards.

Political Prisoner Camps
Persons accused of serious political offenses are usually sent to political prison
camps, operated by North Korea’s National Security Agency. These camps are
characterized by systematic abuses and often deadly conditions, including mea-
ger rations that lead to near-starvation, virtually no medical care, lack of proper
housing and clothes, regular mistreatment including sexual assault and torture
by guards, and executions. 
People held in political prisoner camps face backbreaking forced labor at log-
ging, mining, agricultural, and other worksites. These are characterized by expo-
sure to harsh weather, rudimentary tools, and lack of safety equipment, all of
which create a significant risk of accident. Death rates in these camps are report-
edly extremely high. 
United States and South Korean officials estimate that between 80,000 and
120,000 people are imprisoned in the remaining camps: No. 14 and 18 in
Kaechun, No. 15 in Yodok, No. 16 in Hwasung, and No. 25 in Chongjin. Py-
ongyang does not admit the existence of any such camps in the country. 

Forced Labor
Forced labor is common even outside political prison camps. People suspected
of involvement in unauthorized trading schemes involving non-controversial
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also targeted broker networks in China, resulting in fewer North Koreans being
able to complete the arduous journey through China to Laos or Thailand, from
which most are sent on to South Korea.

China continues to label all North Koreans in China as illegal “economic mi-
grants” and routinely repatriates them, despite its obligation to protect refugees
under the Refugee Convention of 1951 and its 1967 protocol, to which China is a
state party. Concerned foreign governments argue that all North Koreans fleeing
into China should be considered refugees sur place regardless of their reason for
flight because of the prospect of punishment on return. Beijing regularly restricts
access of staff of the UN Refugee Agency to border areas where North Koreans
are present. 

Former North Korean security officials who have defected told Human Rights
Watch that North Koreans handed back by China face interrogation, torture, and
consignment to political prison camps (known as kwanliso, literally management
centers) or forced labor camps. The severity of punishments depend on North
Korean authorities’ assessments of what the returnees did while in China. North
Koreans who have fled the country since 2013 or have contacts inside the coun-
try allege that the government has started treating all defectors as enemies of
the country, sending anyone caught and repatriated from China to political
prison camps.

North Korean women fleeing their country are frequently trafficked into forced
marriages with Chinese men or the sex trade. Even if they have lived in China for
years, these women are not entitled to legal residence there and face possible
arrest and repatriation at any time. Many children from these unrecognized mar-
riages lack legal identity or access to elementary education in China.

Freedom of Information
All media and publications are state-controlled, and unauthorized access to non-
state radio or TV broadcasts is punished. Internet and phone calls are limited
within the country and are heavily censored. North Koreans are punished if
found with mobile media such as computer flash drives or USBs containing
unauthorized videos of foreign films or TV dramas. As noted above, authorities
also actively track, and seek to catch and punish, persons using Chinese mobile
phones to make unauthorized calls to people outside North Korea.
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Oman
The government continued to restrict rights to freedom of expression, associa-
tion, and assembly. Authorities harassed and detained, often incommunicado,
several prominent critics and pro-reform activists.

Freedom of Expression and Pro-Reform Activists
The authorities continued to target peaceful pro-reform activists using short-
term arrests, detentions, and other forms of harassment. Since mass protests in
2011, authorities have engaged in a cycle of prosecutions of activists and critics
on charges such as “insulting the Sultan” that criminalize free speech, leading
to prison sentences followed by release under pardons granted by Sultan Qa-
boos bin Said al Said. According to local activists, the arrests and prosecutions
have had a chilling effect on free speech and the expression of dissent. 

Articles 29, 30, and 31 of Oman’s Basic Law protect freedom of expression and
the press, but other laws undercut these safeguards. Authorities continued to re-
strict online criticism and other content using article 26 of the 2002 Telecommu-
nications Act. It penalizes “any person who sends, by means of
telecommunications system, a message that violates public order or public
morals.” 

Authorities arrested pro-reform activists and held them without access to
lawyers and their families using a 2011 criminal procedure code amendment that
empowers security forces to hold detainees without charge for up to 30 days.
The arrests and detentions followed a pattern that has become entrenched since
2011 that has seen the authorities repeatedly arrest and detain peaceful opposi-
tion activists and those who use social media and other online outlets to criti-
cize the government.

Security officials arrested Muawiyah al-Rawahi in December 2014, apparently in
connection with two tweets in which he criticized corruption and urged people to
demand their rights. They released him without charge after four days. In Febru-
ary, he traveled to the United Arab Emirates (UAE), where authorities arrested
him on arrival. He remained in UAE detention at time of writing.
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goods are usually sent to work in forced labor brigades (rodong danryeondae,
literally labor training centers) or jipkyulso (collection centers), which are crimi-
nal penitentiaries where forced labor is required and where many women are vic-
tims of sexual abuse. Harsh and dangerous working conditions in those facilities
purportedly result in significant numbers of injuries.

People whom authorities suspect of smuggling goods from China, trafficking
people to China, or committing ordinary crimes or minor political infractions
such as watching or selling South Koreans films are often given lengthy terms in
detention facilities known as kyohwaso (correctional, reeducation centers)
where detainees face forced labor, food and medicine shortages, and regular
mistreatment by guards.   

Key International Actors
Pyongyang’s record of cooperation with UN human rights mechanisms remains
among the worst in the world. Since 2013, its human rights record has been the
subject of more focused UN attention than ever before, including at the Human
Rights Council and Security Council, as detailed above. 

Japan continues to demand the return of 12 Japanese citizens whom North Korea
abducted in the 1970s and 1980s. Some Japanese civil society groups insist the
number of abductees is much higher. South Korea has also stepped up its de-
mands for the return of its citizens, hundreds of whom were reportedly abducted
during the decades after the Korean War. The North Korean government has also
kidnapped individuals from China, Thailand, Europe, and the Middle East.

On September 21, the HRC held a plenary panel on the situation of human rights
in North Korea, addressing international abductions, enforced disappearances,
and other alleged crimes. 

From October 20 to 26, the two Koreas organized reunions of 186 families sepa-
rated during the Korean War, the first such reunions since February 2014. 

In January 2015, United States President Barack Obama issued an executive
order imposing sanctions following the hacking of Sony’s computers in late
2014, allegedly by groups connected to North Korea. The US sanctions on North
Korea included a human rights clause for the first time. 
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Authorities arrested human rights activist Ismail al-Meqbali on August 29 after
summoning him for police questioning, and detained him for six days before re-
leasing him without charge. He has faced repeated harassment, including arrest
and detention, by the authorities since police arrested him and two other ac-
tivists as they traveled to interview striking workers at the Fohoud oil field in
2011.

The new Omani Citizenship Law enacted by decree in 2014 removed citizenship
decisions from the jurisdiction of the courts and, under article 20, empowers the
Ministry of Interior to withdraw Omani citizenship from any person found to be-
long to a party or organization that “embraces principles or ideologies that harm
Oman’s interest” or “works in favor of a hostile country that acts against the in-
terests of Oman.” 

Freedom of Assembly and Association
All public gatherings require advance official approval; the authorities arrest and
prosecute participants in unapproved gatherings. Some private gatherings are
also prohibited under article 137 of the penal code, which prescribes a punish-
ment of up to three years in prison and a fine for anyone who “participates in a
private gathering including at least 10 individuals with a view to commit a riot or
a breach of public order.” Authorities sharply increased the penalties under arti-
cle 137 after the pro-reform demonstrations of 2011. 

Authorities continued to imprison Dr. Talib al-Maamari, a former Shura Council
member from Liwa. In August 2014, an appeal court in Muscat fined him and im-
posed a one-year prison term on him for “illegal gathering” and a three-year
prison term for calling for anti-government demonstrations. The court also sen-
tenced Saqr al-Balushi, a former Liwa municipal councilor. 

The case stemmed from an incident in August 2013 in Liwa, when police used
tear gas to disperse people blocking the port’s entrance in protest of industrial
pollution at the nearby port of Sohar. Authorities arrested al-Maamari two days
after the protest, denying him access to a lawyer for over two weeks. Later, a
court sentenced al-Maamari and al-Balushi to seven and four year prison terms,
respectively, and fines after convicting them of “illegal gathering” and “blocking
traffic.” 
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In March, a Muscat court convicted 46-year-old Said Jaddad, a human rights ac-
tivist and pro-reform blogger, of “undermining the prestige of the state,” incite-
ment to “illegal gathering,” and “using information networks to disseminate
news that would prejudice public order” based on his online activities, including
a public letter he wrote to United States President Barack Obama asking for
human rights improvements in Oman. 

The court sentenced him to three years’ imprisonment and a fine. He lodged an
appeal and was released on bail in April. On September 9, the Appeal Court in
Muscat had upheld his three years’ prison sentence, suspended for three years,
and payment of a 2000 Omani Rials fine (about US$5,200). In November, in a
separate case, the Court of Appeal in Salalah upheld his March 31 sentence of
one year in prison and a fine of 1000 Omani Rials (about $2,600) for “inciting to
break national unity and spreading discord within society” in relation to a blog
post he wrote in October 2014 in which he compared the 2011 protests in Dhofar
province to the 2014 protests in Hong Kong. Said Jaddad was arrested on No-
vember 25 and transferred to Arzat Prison, west of Dhofar province’s capital,
Salalah, where he continues to be detained. 

In March, a court fined Saeed al-Daroudi, a writer and online activist, and sen-
tenced him to one-and-a-half years in prison in absentia after convicting him on
charges of disturbing public order and creating discord and hatred. In April, se-
curity officials arrested four other online activists, including Majid al-Balushi and
Mohammed al-Manai, and detained them incommunicado before releasing them
after 14 and 9 days, respectively.

In July, police arrested Mahmoud al-Fazari in July and detained him for three
weeks before releasing him without charge after his brother, Mohammed al-
Fazari, a prominent blogger and government critic, fled the country despite a
travel ban and sought asylum in the United Kingdom.

Authorities arrested Dr. Saleh al-Azri, Ali al-Maqbali, and Talib al-Sa`eedi, all op-
position activists, on August 3 and the next day arrested two others, Mukhtar al-
Hana’i and Ahmed al-Balushi. They released al-Balushi after questioning him for
four hours but detained the others for three weeks before releasing them without
charge.   
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Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
Oman’s penal code provides for six months to three years in prison for consen-
sual sex between men or between women.

Key International Actors
Maina Kiai, the United Nations special rapporteur on the rights to freedom of
peaceful assembly and of association, reported on his September 2014 visit to
Oman in May. He criticized government efforts to silence dissent and stated that
the “legal environment for the exercise of the rights to freedom of peaceful as-
sembly and of association in Oman is problematic.” The Omani government re-
jected the findings of the report and accused Kiai of violating the Special
Procedures code of conduct during his visit.

Oman has yet to ratify key international human rights treaties, including the In-
ternational Covenants on Civil and Political Rights and on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights, although the government pledged to do so when the UN Human
Rights Council last considered Oman under its Universal Periodic Review process
in 2011. 

Both the US and the UK provide significant economic and military aid to the sul-
tanate. Neither country publicly criticized Oman’s human rights abuses in 2015,
except in annual reports.
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Article 42 of the Civil Societies Law makes it a crime punishable by up to six
months’ imprisonment and a fine of 500 Rials (approximately $1,300) for any as-
sociation to receive funding from abroad without government approval. Article
54 makes the Social Development Ministry responsible for legally registering as-
sociations; under the law, only associations with at least 40 members are eligi-
ble to apply for registration.

Women’s Rights
Article 17 of the Basic Law states that all citizens are equal and bans gender-
based discrimination. In practice, however, women continue to face discrimina-
tion in law—under the Personal Status Law that governs matters such as divorce,
inheritance, child custody, and legal guardianship—and in practice. 

Oman’s penal code criminalizes sexual relations outside marriage and provides
three months to one-year imprisonment when the person is unmarried, and one
to three years’ imprisonment when the person is married. Criminalization of
such offenses apply disproportionately to women whose pregnancy can serve as
evidence of the offense.

Migrant Workers’ Rights
Migrant workers remained vulnerable to exploitation and abuse, due in part to
the visa-sponsorship system (kafala) that ties migrant workers to their employ-
ers and precludes them changing employers without their current employer’s
consent. Migrant domestic workers, predominantly women, are furthermore
specifically excluded from the Labour Law and especially vulnerable to abuse
and exploitation. 

Many migrant domestic workers complained to Human Rights Watch of long
working hours with no rest or day off, denial of salaries, passport confiscation,
and in some cases physical and sexual abuse. Oman has yet to ratify the 2011 In-
ternational Labour Organization (ILO) Convention on Decent Work for Domestic
Workers, for which it voted in favor in 2011. 
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against religious minorities. The security forces engaged in extrajudicial killings
and enforced disappearances to counter political unrest in the province of
Balochistan and in the port city of Karachi in Sindh province. Torture of suspects
by the police remained rampant. Large numbers of journalists were killed or in-
jured in attacks, most of which remain unresolved.

Counterterrorism and Law Enforcement Abuses
Suicide bombings, armed attacks, and killings by the Taliban, Al-Qaeda, and
their affiliates targeted nearly every sector of Pakistani society, including reli-
gious minorities and journalists, resulting in hundreds of deaths. In connection
with these attacks, military courts sentenced at least 15 people to death in pro-
ceedings shrouded in secrecy, giving rise to fair trial concerns. 

Neither the Pakistani government nor the military articulated any criteria for se-
lection of cases to be tried in military courts, giving the impression of arbitrari-
ness. No independent monitoring of the process was allowed, and the news of
death sentences was often given by the Interservices Public Relations, a military
communications agency, through social media. 

Attacks on Minorities and Sectarian Violence
The government failed to take adequate steps to prevent and respond to deadly
attacks on Shia and other religious minorities in 2015. In January, at least 53
people were killed in a bomb blast at a Shia mosque in the city of Shikarpur in
Sindh province. Jundullah, a splinter group of the Taliban that has pledged sup-
port for the armed extremist group Islamic State (also known as ISIS), claimed
responsibility for the attack. 

In February, 19 people were killed after Taliban militants stormed a Shia mosque
in Peshawar. In March, suicide bombers belonging to Tehrik-i-Taliban targeted
two churches in the Christian neighborhood of Youhana Abad in Lahore, killing
14. In May, an attack by Jundullah on members of the Ismaili Shia community in
Karachi killed 43 people.

The attacks highlighted the threat armed extremist groups to pose to religious
minorities, and the government’s failure to apprehend or prosecute perpetra-
tors.
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Pakistan
Under pressure from the military leadership, the government of Prime Minister
Nawaz Sharif ceded significant constitutional and decision-making authority to
the armed forces in 2015, particularly in the areas of national security, foreign
policy, and human rights. 

Parliament passed a constitutional amendment allowing secret military courts to
try terrorism suspects. The military assumed control of the implementation of a
national plan to address terrorism, largely without civilian oversight. It was also
formally given membership in the Apex committees, provincial committees
formed to coordinate local counterterrorism efforts and security. 

The military muzzled dissenting and critical voices in nongovernmental organi-
zations and media. The Rangers, a paramilitary force, were given complete con-
trol over law enforcement in the city of Karachi, where there were reports of
extrajudicial killings, enforced disappearances, and torture. The military con-
tinued to exercise sway over the province of Balochistan, using torture and arbi-
trary detention as instruments of coercion.

In December 2014, the Islamist armed group Pakistani Taliban, Tehreek-e-Tal-
iban, attacked a school in Peshawar in northwestern Pakistan, leaving 148 dead,
almost all of them children. The government responded with a national action
plan to fight terrorism, including tactics that violated basic rights. Authorities es-
tablished the use of military instead of civilian courts in terrorism cases. 

The government ended an unofficial moratorium on judicial executions; the
death penalty was carried out 296 times in 2015 at time of writing. Abuses by the
security forces led thousands of Afghans living in Pakistan to return to
Afghanistan or flee elsewhere. Parliament passed vague and overbroad countert-
errorism legislation. The government belatedly acknowledged the need to regu-
late madrassahs (Islamic schools) and disband armed militias operating in the
country, but took few steps to do so. The government officially recognized the
need to curb incitement to violence and terrorism financing. 

Religious minorities faced violent attacks, insecurity, and persecution, largely
from Sunni extremist groups—which the government failed to address. The gov-
ernment continued to use blasphemy laws to institutionalize discrimination
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The National Assembly’s Standing Committee on Information Technology and
Telecommunication approved the Prevention of Electronic Crimes Act 2015 in
September. The bill included abusive provisions that allow the government to
censor online content, criminalize Internet users, and permit the government to
access metadata without any form of judicial review or privacy protection.
YouTube, banned by the government since September 2012 for hosting “blas-
phemous content,” remained blocked in 2015. 

The Pakistan government forced the international aid agency Save the Children
to suspend operations in June and banned the Norwegian Refugee Council. Inde-
pendent organizations faced increasing pressure and harassment from the gov-
ernment. 

The Pakistani government announced the “Policy for Regulation of INGOs in Pak-
istan” on October 1, 2015. The new regulations require all INGOs to register and
obtain prior permission from the Ministry of Interior to carry out any activities in
the country and to restrict their operations to specific issues and geographical
areas. The ministry is broadly empowered to cancel registrations on grounds of
“involvement in any activity inconsistent with Pakistan’s national interests, or
contrary to Government policy”—terms that have vague meanings and can be
used for political reasons to target critical organizations or individuals.

Balochistan
The security forces continued to unlawfully kill and forcibly disappear suspected
Baloch militants and opposition activists in 2015. In January, 13 highly decom-
posed bodies of ethnic Baloch individuals were found in Khuzdar district. Baloch
nationalists and other militant groups also stepped up attacks on non-Baloch
civilians. In April, suspected Baloch militants gunned down 20 laborers in Tur-
bat’s Gogdan area. In May, 35 people were forced off a bus and kidnapped by
members of a militant Baloch nationalist group, the United Baloch Army; 23 of
the passengers were killed. 

Afghans in Pakistan
The Pakistani government failed to protect Afghans in the country against police
extortion, theft, and general harassment in 2015. As a result of threats from local
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Religious Minorities
At least 19 people remained on death row after being convicted under Pakistan’s
draconian blasphemy law; hundreds awaited trial. The majority facing blas-
phemy charges were members of religious minorities, often victimized by these
charges as a result of personal disputes.

In February, in a welcome move, Punjab’s provincial judiciary drew up a shortlist
of 50 cases of alleged blasphemy in which the accused was found to be “victim-
ized” by inadequate evidence or lack of legal counsel. The provincial govern-
ment commited to undertake the legal defense of these defendants—some of
them suffering from intellectual or psychosocial diabilities—in special “fast
track” trials.

In April, the Sindh provincial assembly enacted a law requiring the mandatory
psychological examination of any person accused of blasphemy and allowing ju-
dicial discretion to reduce the sentences of those convicted of blasphemy whose
medical evaluation produce a diagnosis of a “mental disorder.”

Freedom of Expression 
Many journalists increasingly practiced self-censorship, fearing retribution from
both state security forces and militant groups. Media outlets remained under
pressure to avoid reporting on or criticizing human rights violations by the mili-
tary in counterterrorism operations. The Taliban and other armed groups threat-
ened media outlets and targeted journalists and activists for their work. 

In April, Syed Wahidur Rahman, a journalism professor and former journalist,
was gunned down in Karachi. Also in April, Sabeen Mahmud, a prominent Pak-
istani social and human rights activist, was shot dead shortly after hosting an
event on Balochistan’s “disappeared people” in Karachi. In June, Baloch journal-
ist Zafarullah Jatak was gunned down in his home in Balochistan’s capital,
Quetta. 

In September, in Karachi, Aftab Alam, a senior journalist, was gunned down near
his home, while Arshad Ali Jaffery, a TV satellite engineer, was killed by three
gunmen. Abdul Azam, a journalist, was wounded after being shot at in the north-
western city of Peshawar.
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government officials, particularly after the December 2014 Peshawar school at-
tack, increasing numbers of Afghans returned to their country. According to the
United Nations refugee agency (UNHCR), over 50,000 refugees were repatriated
to Afghanistan, most of whom had resided in Pakistan for more than 15 years. UN
Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon noted, and Human Rights Watch research found,
that many returnees left because of police coercion and abuse and stated that
returning to Afghanistan was their only viable option.

Attacks on Health Workers
Taliban and other religious militant groups carried out violent attacks on health-
care workers, mostly women, involved in providing grassroots services. In
March, two women health workers and a police guard were killed in Mansehra
district in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province. In May, unidentified militants opened
fire on a clinic in Karachi, killing a Shia doctor. 

Militants targeted medical providers involved in polio immunization. In February,
members of a polio vaccination team were attacked in southwest Pakistan and in
Swat. In March, a polio vaccination team was attacked in Bajaur Agency, in the
Federally Administered Tribal Areas. 

Women and Girls
The government took inadequate action to protect women and girls from abuses
including rape, murder through so-called honor killings, acid attacks, domestic
violence, and forced marriages. According to local groups, hundreds of honor
killings took place. In March, Punjab province passed a law setting tougher
penalties for those who arrange or conduct child marriages. The law did not,
however, raise the age of marriage from 16 to 18, in line with international stan-
dards, as Sindh did in 2014. The government’s Council of Islamic Ideology de-
nounced the Punjab reform. The government failed to address the issue of forced
conversion to Islam of Hindu and Christian women.

Women were denied the right of vote in various parts of the country. In May, dur-
ing a parliamentary by-election in Lower Dir, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, none of the
eligible 50,000 women in the constituency voted after warnings reportedly
broadcast on mosque loudspeakers. Polling stations were guarded by “baton-

443

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCHWORLD REPORT 2016

442



Key International Actors
After years of disagreement and mistrust, relations with the United States, Pak-
istan’s largest development and military donor, gradually improved. In March,
US Secretary of State John Kerry praised the Pakistani military’s operation
against militants in the country’s northwest, saying the results were “signifi-
cant,” but cautioned that more needed to be done. The US failed to exert any
pressure on Pakistan to roll back abusive counterterrorism laws and restrain the
injudicious use of death penalty. The US also did not press for a return to the pri-
macy of the civilian government.

Pakistan and China deepened extensive economic and political ties. In April,
Chinese President Xi Jinping made his first state visit to Pakistan. China and Pak-
istan signed agreements worth US$28 billion during Xi’s visit, related to the
China-Pakistan Economic Corridor.

The United Nations and the European Union expressed concern over the increas-
ing use of the death penalty and urged the reinstatement of the moratorium. As
of October, the UN estimated that the 8,300 people on death row included hun-
dreds who were sentenced for offenses committed as children. In June, the UN
high commissioner for human rights noted that Pakistan was the world’s “third-
most prolific executioner.”

Historically tense relations between Pakistan and its nuclear rival India further
deteriorated in 2015, with both countries accusing each other of facilitating un-
rest and militancy. Scheduled talks to resolve longstanding disputes over secu-
rity, territory, and sharing river water resources were stalled. 

Relations with Afghanistan, after displaying some initial signs of stabilizing, re-
turned to hostility and mistrust. The Afghan government accused Pakistan of al-
lowing the “Haqqani network”, an affiliated group of the Taliban, to operate from
Pakistan to carry out attacks in Afghanistan. Pakistan maintained that the net-
work had been dismantled.
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wielding men,” according to news reports, who blocked the few women who at-
tempted to vote.

Children’s Rights
The Pakistani government failed to pass the promised legislation constituting
the National Commission on the Rights of the Child, an independent body to pro-
tect and enforce child rights in the country. Attacks on schools and the use of
child suicide bombers by the Taliban and affiliated armed extremist groups con-
tinued.

Rampant sexual abuse of children was exposed in August, when police uncov-
ered a child pornography racket by a criminal gang that had produced and sold
more than 400 videos of girls and boys being sexually abused in Kasur, Punjab.
These videos had been filmed over a span of 10 years, affecting 280 child vic-
tims. 

Death Penalty
The Pakistani government had carried out the death sentences of at least 295
people in 2015 at time of writing. After the December 2014 attack on the school
in Peshawar, the Pakistani government first moved to rescind a four-year unoffi-
cial moratorium on the death penalty for non-military personnel “in terrorism-re-
lated cases.” In early March, the government lifted the death penalty moratorium
for all capital crimes, including kidnapping and murder. 

At the end of the year, an estimated 8,300 prisoners remained on death row, one
of the world’s largest populations of prisoners facing execution. Pakistani law
mandates capital punishment for 28 offenses, including murder, rape, treason,
and blasphemy. Those on death row are often from the most marginalized sec-
tions of society.

Pakistani law forbids the use of the death penalty against children. However, in
June, Aftab Bahadur, who was allegedly 15 at the time of his alleged offense, was
executed. In August, Shafqat Hussain, who was allegedly 14 or 15 years old at
the time of his alleged crime, and whose conviction was based on a confession
allegedly obtained through torture, was hanged in a Karachi prison.
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Papua New Guinea
In 2015, Papua New Guinea (PNG) celebrated 40 years of independence. Despite
PNG’s current extractives-led boom, an estimated 40 percent of the country lives
in poverty. Pressing issues include gender inequality, violence, corruption, and
excessive use of force by police, including against children. Rates of family and
sexual violence are among the highest in the world, and perpetrators are rarely
prosecuted. 

Women’s and Girls’ Rights
PNG is one of the most dangerous places in the world to be a woman or girl, with
an estimated 70 percent of women experiencing rape or assault in their lifetime.
While such acts have long been criminalized and domestic violence was specifi-
cally proscribed under the 2013 Family Protection Act, few perpetrators are
brought to justice. 

The government has started establishing police Family and Sexual Violence
Units (FSVUs) and hospital-based Family Support Centres, and initiated a
process to develop a gender-based violence strategy. However, the Family Pro-
tection Act has not yet been implemented. There is much work remaining to en-
sure appropriate law enforcement responses and comprehensive access to
services for victims of family violence. 

Police and prosecutors are very rarely prepared to pursue investigations or crimi-
nal charges against people who commit family violence—even in cases of at-
tempted murder, serious injury, or repeated rape—and instead prefer to resolve
them through mediation and/or the payment of compensation. 

Police also often demand money (“for fuel”) from victims before taking action, or
simply ignore cases that occur in rural areas. There is also a severe lack of serv-
ices for people requiring assistance after having suffered family violence, such
as safe houses, qualified counselors, case management, financial support, or
legal aid. 

Reports continue of violent mobs attacking individuals accused of “sorcery” or
“witchcraft,” the victims mostly being women and girls. In May, a group of men
in a remote part of Enga province killed a woman after she was accused of “sor-
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Disability Rights
Authorities launched a National Disability Policy in May 2015, but people with
disabilities are often unable to participate in community life, go to school, or
work because of lack of accessibility, stigma, and other barriers associated with
disability. 

Numerous obstacles prevent people with disabilities from being able to leave
their homes, including inaccessible infrastructure and the fact that third parties
are often put in charge of even basic decisions about their lives. Access to men-
tal health care is limited, and traditional healers are the only option for many
people with psychosocial disabilities. 

Extractive Industries
Extractive industries remain an important engine of PNG’s economic growth, but
continue to give rise to serious human rights concerns and environmental harm.
In 2014, controversy raged around the environmental impacts of the Ok Tedi
mine, and violent clashes erupted around the controversial Ramu Nickel project. 

Violence against women and girls committed in the context of PNG’s extractive
industries remains a pressing human rights concern. In 2011, Human Rights
Watch documented gang rape and other violent abuses by private security per-
sonnel at PNG’s Porgera gold mine, operated by Canadian company Barrick Gold. 

Along with other steps, Barrick responded by rolling out a compensation scheme
paying out claims to more than 100 women in 2015. The company has commis-
sioned an assessment to evaluate the impact of this remedy program.

Asylum Seekers and Refugees 
More than 930 asylum seekers and refugees are currently detained indefinitely
in poor conditions at a detention center on Manus Island, which holds asylum
seekers transferred by Australia for refugee status determination and resettle-
ment in PNG. Some have been held at the center for more than two years. Since
January 2015, 46 men recognized as refugees have been transferred to a transit
center, but are prevented from leaving Manus Island and cannot work or study. 
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cery.” In August, three women and a man were also attacked in Mendi in the
Southern Highlands province following sorcery accusations. 

Sorcery accusations are often accompanied by brutal attacks, including burning
of homes, assault, and sometimes murder. The risks to people accused of sor-
cery are so severe that the main approach used by nongovernmental organiza-
tions seeking to help them is to permanently resettle them in another
community.

Government Corruption
In 2015, Prime Minister Peter O’Neill continued to weaken the country’s most
successful anti-corruption agency, Task Force Sweep, by starving it of funding.
Task Force Sweep was briefly disbanded in 2014 when its investigations targeted
the prime minister. A court reinstated the agency, but it has not received any
government funding since 2013.

In March 2015, the Ombudsman Commission recommended that the minister for
public service and the minister for public enterprise and state investments face
leadership tribunals over allegations of misconduct in office.

In October, the government sought to suspend Chief Magistrate Nerrie Eliakim,
who had issued an arrest warrant against Prime Minister O’Neill on corruption
charges in 2014. Attorney General Ano Pala was charged with conspiring and at-
tempting to pervert the course of justice, and with abuse of office. According to
police, Pala allegedly tried to frustrate their efforts to pursue official corruption
charges against O’Neill.

Death Penalty
In 2013, PNG expanded the scope of crimes eligible for the death penalty and
signaled its intention to resume executions. In May, Prime Minister O’Neill pub-
licly announced that the death penalty was under review, which seemed to sus-
pend all pending executions. At time of writing, 13 prisoners remain on death
row. 
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death. PNG Deputy Police Commissioner Simon Kauba denied any involvement
of police in the violence. An Australian Senate inquiry found that the “mobile
squad did not simply fire warning shots into the air, but rather fired dangerously
into the centre, possibly directly at transferees.” Two staff working at the center
are on trial for the murder of Iranian asylum seeker Reza Barati, but no one else
has been held to account.

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
The PNG criminal code outlaws sex “against the order of nature,” which has
been interpreted to apply to consensual same-sex acts, and is punishable by up
to 14 years imprisonment. Gay asylum seekers on Manus Island have reported
being shunned, sexually abused, or assaulted by other men. Some gay asylum
seekers are reported to have refused to participate in the refugee status determi-
nation process or to move to the transit center because they are fearful of being
prosecuted under PNG’s laws and are concerned for their safety. 

Key International Actors 
Australia remains the country’s most important international partner, providing
an estimated A$577.1 million (US$414.9 million) in development assistance in
2014-2015. Australia has estimated that it will provide approximately A$553.6
million (US$397.9 million) to PNG in 2015-2016. 

At time of writing, the Australian Senate was undertaking an inquiry into the de-
livery and effectiveness of aid in PNG, with concerns raised that corruption is
hampering Australia’s development objectives. In July, PNG Prime Minister
O’Neill announced that advisors from foreign governments would no longer be
able to work in the PNG government as of January 1, 2016. 

In September, PNG hosted the Pacific Islands Forum Leaders Meeting. In the
lead-up to the meeting, O’Neill spoke out against what he called oppression of
the indigenous Melanesian population across the border from PNG in the In-
donesian provinces of Papua and West Papua, and called on Indonesia to fulfill
the promise of its former president, Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono, to reduce the
number of troops stationed in the region. 
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Human rights organizations and media are regularly denied access to the deten-
tion center. PNG ratified the 1951 Refugee Convention with some reservations,
but has never adopted a formal policy for the integration of refugees within PNG.

The protracted and indefinite nature of detention is causing significant mental
health problems for those on Manus Island, including depression and anxiety. In
January, police detained a large group of asylum seekers for several weeks in
crowded cells in the local jail and police lockup following a hunger strike at the
detention center. Many of the asylum seekers said the jail experience was trau-
matizing for them, reporting that at least two asylum seekers had attempted sui-
cide. 

In August, following the deportation of two Iranian asylum seekers to Iran, PNG’s
Supreme Court ordered an interim injunction to stop any more forced removals.
In 2015, lawyers mounted a new challenge with the Supreme Court on the consti-
tutionality of detaining asylum seekers on Manus Island, arguing it infringes
their right to liberty, freedom of movement, and access to legal representation. 

Police Abuse
Police abuse continues to be reported with little accountability even for fatalities
or egregious physical abuse. In January 2015, police killed two market vendors in
Port Moresby when firing indiscriminately into a crowd after a dispute between
vendors and local council officials. At time of writing no one had been arrested
for the shooting. 

Assistant Commissioner of Police Jerry Frank is reported as having acknowledged
that although there is reason to believe police are responsible, they “don’t know
which ones.” Prime Minister O’Neill condemned the use of “unacceptable exces-
sive force,” and sacked then-Police Commissioner Geoffrey Vaki, in part for “a
litany of cases of police brutality” under his watch. In September, the Ombuds-
man Commission signed a Memorandum of Agreement with the police force to
oversee investigations into police complaints. 

Members of PNG’s paramilitary police units (Mobile Squads), detention center
staff, and local residents were implicated in excessive use of force in quelling
protests in February 2014 at the Manus Island detention center. During the inci-
dent, at least 51 detainees sustained injuries and one detainee was beaten to
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In July 2015, the Constitutional Court ruled that military courts could not try mem-
bers of the military accused of committing abuses against civilians in public se-
curity operations. In the case, brought by Peruvian human rights activists in
2011, the court provided a restrictive interpretation of a decree adopted by Presi-
dent Alan García in 2010 that had opened the door to trying such cases in mili-
tary courts. However, Law 30151 continues to restrict police accountability. 

In August, President Humala, who signed law 30151, issued a decree that limits
the use of force by police. Under the decree, police should only employ lethal
force when it is “strictly necessary” in the face of a “serious and imminent risk”
of grave harm. But with Law 30151 limiting criminal accountability, it remains to
be seen how the decree will affect police behavior.

In cases of excessive use of force against protesters documented by local human
rights groups from 2002 through August 2015, not a single official was con-
victed. Less than one in five cases was being prosecuted at the time of writing,
according to local human rights groups. 

Confronting Past Abuses
Peru’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission has estimated that almost 70,000
people died or were subject to enforced disappearance during the country’s
armed conflict between 1980 and 2000. Many were victims of atrocities by the
Shining Path and other insurgent groups; others were victims of human rights vi-
olations by state agents.

In a landmark trial, former President Alberto Fujimori was sentenced in 2009 to
25 years in prison for killings and “disappearances” in 1991 and 1992. Courts
have consistently rejected petitions to reverse his sentence. Fujimori’s intelli-
gence advisor, Vladimiro Montesinos, three former army generals, and members
of the Colina group, a government death squad, are also serving sentences rang-
ing from 15 to 25 years for the assassination in 1991 of 15 people in the Lima dis-
trict of Barrios Altos, and for six “disappearances.” 

Courts have made much less progress in addressing violations that occurred
under the earlier administrations of Fernando Belaúnde (1980-1985) and Alan
García (1985-1990). In a report issued in August 2013 to mark the 10th anniver-
sary of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s final report, the human rights
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Peru
Security forces, responding at times to violent protests over mines and other
large-scale development projects in Peru, continue to use live gunfire that kills
and wounds civilians. Official investigations into the deaths and injuries remain
inadequate. 

Judicial investigations into grave human rights abuses committed during the 20-
year armed conflict that ended in 2000 remained slow and limited.

Abuses and Deaths during Protests
During the first nine months of 2015, 12 civilians died from gunshot wounds after
police reportedly used live ammunition against protesters. The fatalities oc-
curred despite a police regulation that took effect in January 2015 prohibiting se-
curity forces from using lethal weapons during public order operations. In one
incident in September, police opened live fire on anti-mining protesters who
were trying to get into a mining camp in the southern province of Cotabambas;
three people were killed. From July 2011, when President Ollanta Humala took of-
fice, through September 2015, 51 civilians were killed during protests in Peru.

In April, police planted evidence on a protester whom police had detained for al-
legedly engaging in violence during an anti-mining protest in the province of
Islay. After local journalists released a video showing that police had planted the
evidence, the protester was released and the minister of the interior announced
the replacement of the chief responsible for the operation. 

Accountability
In January 2014, Law 30151 took effect, providing immunity from prosecution to
“armed forces and police personnel who in fulfillment of their duty and using
their weapons or other means of defense, cause injury or death.” This amend-
ment to the criminal code eliminated language that made immunity conditional
on police using lethal force in compliance with regulations. It departs from inter-
national standards that require that law enforcement officers use force in accor-
dance with the principles of necessity and proportionality, and that they be held
accountable for misusing force. 
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2014 that would have created the National Preventive Mechanism Against Tor-
ture. He argued that the mechanism’s costs had not been included in the 2015
national budget. The bill was returned to Congress. Under the Optional Protocol
to the Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treat-
ment (OPCAT), which Peru ratified in 2006, the country should have imple-
mented a National Preventive Mechanism Against Torture by 2007. 

Freedom of Expression
Journalists investigating corruption by regional government officials, mayors,
and business people are frequent targets of physical attack, threats, and crimi-
nal defamation suits.

In March 2015, two unidentified men shot bullets at the building of a local TV
channel, Canal 21, in the municipality of Vista Alegre in the southwestern
province of Nazca. The owner of the channel said that the attack occurred soon
after he had aired allegations that the local mayor had made death threats
against two residents of Vista Alegre.  

In May 2015, two journalists from the TV channel Cable Vision said they had re-
ceived several anonymous threats that the police would detain them after they
reported on the misuse of force by policemen during protests against the Tía
María mining project in the southwestern province of Islay. 

Women’s Rights
Women and girls in Peru remain at high risk of gender-based violence. In August,
the Minister of Women’s Affairs reported 96 cases of “femicide” (the killing of a
woman in certain contexts, including of domestic violence and gender-based
discrimination) in 2014, and 52 between January and July 2015.

In September, Congress passed a law that provides for comprehensive measures
to prevent punish and eradicate violence against women. The law builds on ex-
isting judicial measures to protect women at risk, and mandates the creation of
shelters to provide temporary refuge from abuse. The Committee on the Elimina-
tion of Discrimination Against Women, in its review of Peru in July 2014, had
called on the country to pass a law against gender-based violence.
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ombudsman found that, despite initial efforts, Peru had failed to consolidate a
specialized judicial system with sufficient staff and resources to bring most
cases to court. 

As of November 2015, only about 2 percent of the human rights violations com-
mitted during the armed conflict had been brought to trial, according to Human
Rights Trials in Peru, a project based at George Mason University that monitors
human rights prosecutions. In 2015, court hearings continued into their fifth year
in two emblematic cases: torture and disappearances at the Los Cabitos military
base in Ayacucho in 1983 and a massacre at Accomarca in 1985 in which an army
unit killed 62 peasants. 

In May 2015, the Attorney General’s Office reopened an investigation into forced
sterilizations committed during Fujimori’s administration. More than 2,000
forced sterilizations have been reported to authorities, but these represent only
a small portion of the cases, according to human rights groups. In November,
President Huamala signed a decree to create a national registry of victims of
forced sterilizations.

At time of writing, President Humala’s former minister of interior, Daniel Urresti,
was facing trial for his alleged role in the 1988 murder of Hugo Bustíos, the Ay-
acucho correspondent for Caretas magazine. Two soldiers were convicted in
2007 for Bustíos’ murder, including one who testified that Urresti had com-
manded the soldiers who ambushed and shot Bustíos before blowing up his
body with a grenade. President Humala appointed Urresti to the cabinet in June
2014 even though he was already facing charges for Bustíos’ death; Humala re-
placed him in February 2015.

In August, the human rights ombudsman concluded that reparations for victims
of the country’s internal armed conflict, made pursuant to a 2005 law, had been
“insufficient” and that some programs called for in the law still had not been im-
plemented—10 years after it was passed.

Torture
The Humala administration has failed to comply fully with its international obli-
gations to prevent torture, which continues to be a chronic problem in Peru. In
February 2015, President Humala vetoed a bill passed by Congress in December
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Philippines
President Benigno Aquino III’s final full year in office was marked by numerous
instances of local intimidation and violence—reminiscent of past election peri-
ods—by often unidentified assailants against politicians, their supporters, and
outspoken voices in media and civil society groups. The Philippine government
took little effective action to hold to account those responsible, including secu-
rity force personnel.

Aquino’s six-year term ends in June 2016. In 2014, he brokered a peace process
on the southern island of Mindanao that seeks to bring a measure of autonomy
to the region’s Muslim minority. His term saw a sharp reduction in extrajudicial
executions compared to the prior administration of Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo,
though local government-backed “death squads” remained a major problem. His
administration has also seen some measure of success in enforcing the repro-
ductive health law passed in 2012. In addition, Aquino deserves some credit for
a Supreme Court initiative that addresses the massive backlog of criminal cases,
which condemns suspects to often years-long pretrial detention. 

Overall, however, Aquino’s record on human rights has been disappointing due
to the failure to address impunity for the government’s rights violations. Among
the reasons were lack of political will to investigate and prosecute abuses by
state security forces; a corrupt and politicized criminal justice system; and a tra-
ditional “patronage politics” system that protects officials and security forces. 

Attacks on Indigenous Peoples
Data compiled by indigenous peoples’ advocacy groups indicate that assailants
often linked to the military or paramilitary groups killed at least 13 tribal leaders
and tribal community members in the first eight months of 2015.

On August 26, soldiers raided the tribal village of White Kulaman in Bukidnon
province and arrested 17 residents, accusing them of being rebels belonging to
the communist New People’s Army (NPA). On September 1, gunmen allegedly
linked to a paramilitary group killed three tribal leaders in Lianga town, Surigao
del Sur province. The paramilitary group Alamara was implicated in numerous at-
tacks during the year, including nine killings in the town of Cabanglasan. 
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Women and girls in Peru have the right to seek abortions only in cases of risk to
their health or life. In May 2015, Congress rejected a bill that would have decrimi-
nalized abortion when a pregnancy was the result of rape, but another proposal
remained pending at time of writing. 

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
In March 2015, Congress voted down a bill that proposed recognizing civil unions
for same-sex couples. The vote sparked one of Peru’s biggest public debates on
the future of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender rights. Following the vote,
thousands of Peruvians took to the streets of Lima to demand marriage equality
for same-sex couples.

Key International Actors
In June, the United Nations Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappear-
ances expressed concern about how few cases of “disappearances” had been
brought to trial and about Peru’s slow progress in the search for victims. The
group also noted that most of the recommendations made by the Truth and Rec-
onciliation Commission had not been implemented, 12 years after the commis-
sion’s final report.

When it was a member of the UN Human Rights Council in 2014, Peru supported
resolutions to put human rights violations in North Korea, Sri Lanka, Belarus,
Iran, the Occupied Palestinian Territories, and Syria under close scrutiny.
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The killings in Cabanglasan followed the evacuation of hundreds of tribal resi-
dents from the adjacent Davao del Norte province after the Philippine military
deployed in the region to fight NPA rebels. 

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees has determined that the
large-scale military deployment in areas heavily populated by indigenous peo-
ples has contributed to the displacement of 243,000 since January. Military ac-
tivity against suspected NPA members displaced hundreds of students in several
tribal schools in four provinces in Mindanao.

Similar attacks and displacement by the military in tribal domains have occurred
in other provinces in the southern Philippines on the grounds of combating the
NPA insurgency, as well as acting as paid security for mining and plantation op-
erations. 

Paramilitary groups, some of them funded and supplied by the military, are fre-
quently deployed as “force multipliers” against insurgents in these areas,
spawning abuses against the local population. 

Children’s Rights 
Hazardous child labor remained a serious concern in 2015. Thousands of chil-
dren worked in small-scale gold mining at great risk. They dived for gold in un-
derwater mines, dug gold in underground pits, and processed gold with mercury.
Child labor laws are poorly enforced. In March, the government banned under-
water mining and mercury use for gold processing, but did little to implement it.

In November, authorities rounded up hundreds of poor and homeless children,
along with street vendors and homeless adults, and detained them in social wel-
fare facilities in Manila in an attempt to “beautify” the capital for the Asia-Pacific
Economic Cooperation summit. The government denied that the arrests were
meant to clear the streets of Manila of vagrants. Many of these street dwellers
were back on the streets a day after the summit.

Attacks on Media 
2015 was another deadly year for Filipino journalists. Eight journalists were killed
in the first ten months of the year. August was a particularly bloody month as
unidentified gunmen killed three journalists in a span of 10 days.
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Rodrigo Duterte, the mayor of Davao City, has popularized the perception of
death squads as valuable tools of “swift justice” against crime. The Aquino gov-
ernment has failed to investigate Duterte’s claims of masterminding the Davao
City death squad. Duterte announced his presidential election bid in 2016 on a
platform espousing vigilante justice as a crime control technique. 

Nearly 300 leftist activists, human rights defenders, and other alleged NPA sup-
porters have been killed since Aquino took office in 2010, with 65 killed in the
first  10 months of 2015, according to domestic human rights groups. Killings im-
plicating the military and paramilitary groups almost never result in prosecu-
tions.

Key International Actors
The United States, which in 2009 conditioned some financial military aid to the
Philippines on improvements of the human rights situation, resumed aid in 2015
as part of its so-called Asia pivot. That strategy involves engaging the Philippine
navy in particular as part of a US counter-strategy to China’s incursions into the
West Philippine Sea (or South China Sea).

The US, Japan, Canada, and the European Union have continued providing ca-
pacity-building assistance, notably to improve local governance and bureau-
cracy, fight corruption, and institutionalize human rights monitoring. Key
beneficiaries of this aid are Muslim areas in the southern Philippines.
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Victims included Cosme Maestrado, a hard-hitting commentator for DXOC radio
station, who was shot dead in front of a shopping center in Mindanao’s Ozamiz
City on August 28. Eight days earlier, unidentified gunmen killed another broad-
caster, Teodoro Escanilla of radio station DZMS, in Sorsogon, a province south of
Manila. On August 18, unidentified gunmen killed Gregorio Ybanez, a newspaper
publisher, in Mindanao’s Tagum City. At time of writing, police had not arrested
suspects in any of these killings. 

Most victims of media killings in the Philippines are radio broadcasters; many
are linked to politics since many radio stations in the Philippines are owned by
local politicians or interest groups who hire broadcasters to produce content
sympathetic to their employers. 

Task Force Usig, a unit created by the Philippine National Police in 2007 to inves-
tigate these murders, has not been able to fully investigate most of these
killings, mainly due to the lack of witnesses willing to publicly identify them-
selves and share information with police. 

Although the task force has secured the conviction of suspects in eight of the 51
cases it has documented since 2001—a conservative figure since Usig does not
classify videographers and producers as “journalists”—no one responsible for
planning and executing such attacks has been arrested or convicted.

Death Squads and Extrajudicial Killings
Summary killings are rampant in several urban areas across the Philippines.
Popularly known as “riding-in-tandem” killings because they often involve gun-
men on motorcycles, Philippine media report such incidents on an almost daily
basis. 

Many of these killings have been by guns for hire, contracted by local politicians
or criminal syndicates, often with the complicity of police to target petty crimi-
nals, drug dealers and others. 

The Justice Department began an investigation into the “death squad” in Tagum
City Mindanao in 2014 after it was reported on by Human Rights Watch and an-
nounced that they would file charges against the former mayor and several oth-
ers. However, at time of writing, the Department of Justice had not filed a
complaint, and the suspects had not been detained or brought to trial. 
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dized healthcare and leaves workers at risk of arrest and detention or deporta-
tion. 

Migrant workers are prohibited from unionizing or engaging in strikes, although
they make up 99 percent of the private sector workforce. Accommodation is
often cramped and unsanitary.

Domestic workers are explicitly excluded from the Labor Law, and as such are
further vulnerable to abuse and exploitation. In addition to labor abuses, many
domestic workers face physical and sexual abuse. A law on domestic workers
continues to remain in draft form and has not been made public.

In October, Qatar’s Emir, Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al-Thani, issued Law No. 21 of
2015 on the regulation of the entry and exit of expatriates and their residency.
The new sponsorship law refers to “recruiters” instead of “sponsors” but it
leaves the fundamentally exploitative characteristics of the kafala system in
place.

The new law leaves in place a requirement for any foreign workers to obtain a
“No Objection Certificate” from their current employer if they want to transfer
legally to another employer. The law states that workers who want to change em-
ployers before the end of their contracts will need the permission of their em-
ployer, “the competent authority,” as well as the Interior, and Labor and Social
Affairs Ministries. The law does not define who “the competent authority” is. 

If the length of the contract is not defined, workers must wait five years to leave
an employer. The workers also must still obtain exit permits from their employers
to leave Qatar. The new law provides for a grievance committee for workers in
cases in which sponsors refuse to grant exit visas, but the arbitrary restriction on
the workers’ right to leave the country remains in place. 

In February, Qatar’s Emir, Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al-Thani, approved an
amendment to Qatar’s Labor Law that introduces a wage payment protection
system that employers will use to pay workers’ salaries directly into bank ac-
counts. 

Freedom of Media
Qatar enjoys a reputation as a center for media freedom, due in no small part to
its funding and hosting the Al Jazeera news network. However, in 2015, authori-
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Qatar
Labor reforms enacted in Qatar in 2015 failed to provide meaningful protection
to low-paid migrant workers. Despite several years of sustained criticism over its
mistreatment of migrant workers, who continue to arrive in huge numbers and
are acutely vulnerable to trafficking and forced labor, the reforms still require
workers to secure their employer’s permission to change jobs or leave the coun-
try, preventing them from leaving abusive situations.

Having previously placed few restrictions on the activities of international
media, authorities detained and interrogated two groups of foreign journalists
who were attempting to report on migrant workers’ living and working condi-
tions.

Migrant Workers’ Rights
Less than 10 percent of Qatar’s population of 2.1 million are Qatari nationals,
and the country is increasingly dependent on migrant labor as Qatar continues
to build stadiums and develop infrastructure as it prepares to host the 2022 FIFA
World Cup. In 2015, it had the fourth highest population growth rate in the world;
according to the most recent statistics, nearly 80 percent of the population is
male. 

Low-paid migrant workers, mostly from countries in Asia and to a lesser extent
Africa, continue to be abused and exploited. Workers typically pay exorbitant re-
cruitment fees and employers regularly take control of their passports when they
arrive in Qatar. Many migrant workers complain that their employers fail to pay
their wages on time, if at all. 

The kafala (sponsorship) system ties a migrant worker’s legal residence to their
employer or sponsor. The system also requires that foreign workers obtain exit
permits from their sponsors when they wish to leave Qatar; in practice, this en-
ables employers to arbitrarily prevent their employees from leaving Qatar and re-
turning to their home country. 

Workers can become undocumented when employers report them to the authori-
ties as having absconded, or when they fail to pay to renew workers’ annual ID
cards. A lack of proper documentation prevents workers from accessing subsi-
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the death penalty (married persons). According to media reports, dozens of peo-
ple have been given flogging sentences—ranging from 40 to 100 lashes—since
2004, including at least 45 between 2009 and 2011.

Key International Actors
In September, Qatar sent 1,000 troops to Yemen to assist in the Saudi-led mili-
tary campaign against Houthi forces, also known as Ansar Allah, which effec-
tively ousted the government of President Abdu Rabu Mansour Hadi in January. 

In May, Qatar endorsed the Safe Schools Declaration, committing to do more to
protect students, teachers, and schools during times of armed conflict, including
implementing the Guidelines on Protecting Schools from Military Use.
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ties detained two groups of foreign journalists attempting to report on the treat-
ment of migrant workers in the country. 

Authorities detained a group of journalists from West German Broadcasting in
March, and a group of BBC journalists in May. In both cases, police officers con-
fiscated equipment, including memory cards and phones, and both groups were
questioned separately by state security officers and the public prosecutor. Au-
thorities released the German journalists after 14 hours of questioning, but the
BBC team spent two nights in detention. Qatar’s Government Communications
Office said the BBC crew had “trespassed on private property, which is illegal in
Qatar.”

Qatar’s penal code contains provisions that are inconsistent with free speech
standards, notably article 134, which provides for five years’ imprisonment for
anyone convicted of criticizing the emir or vice-emir. Vaguely worded provisions
in a draft media law from 2012 and a draft cybercrime law from 2014 pose a fur-
ther threat to the right to free expression. 

Women’s Rights, Sexual Orientation, and Gender Identity
Provisions of Law No. 22 of 2006, Qatar’s first codified law to address issues of
family and personal status, discriminates against women. Under article 36, a
marriage contract is valid when a woman’s male guardian concludes the contract
and two male witnesses are present. Article 57 forbids husbands from hurting
their wives physically or morally, but article 58 states that it is a wife’s responsi-
bility to look after the household and to obey her husband. Other than general
provisions on assault, the penal code does not criminalize domestic violence.
Marital rape is not a crime.

Article 34 of Qatar’s nationality law does not allow Qatari women, unlike Qatari
men, married to non-Qatari spouses to pass on their nationality to their children.

In May, only 2 women out of 29 representatives were elected to the Central Mu-
nicipal Council. There are no women in Qatar’s Shura Council (an advisory body),
which has yet to have elections.

Qatar’s penal code punishes “sodomy” with one to three years in prison, and
under Sharia law, which applies to Muslims, any individual convicted of zina
(sex outside of marriage) can be sentenced to flogging (non-married persons) or
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ther deepening the climate of suspicion and fear. In November, the authorities
designated the Open Society Foundation as “undesirable.” Two other large for-
eign donors stopped their Russia funding preemptively. 

Freedom of Expression
Russian authorities blocked several independent websites, adopted new laws,
proposed measures that would further stifle freedom of expression, and prose-
cuted critics for speaking out online.

In May, President Vladimir Putin amended Russia’s official list of classified infor-
mation to include information on military losses during peacetime and “special
operations,” which could potentially include, for example, operations in eastern
Ukraine or Syria. Violations draw a maximum eight-year prison sentence. 

A law that will enter into force in 2016 allows Russian citizens to request the re-
moval of certain types of information about them from search engine results
without a court order. The law requires the censoring of any link providing such
information regarding events that took place three or more years previously. 

In September 2015, a law entered into force banning the storage of Russian In-
ternet users’ personal data on foreign servers and requiring foreign sites that
collect such data to store it within Russia. International social network sites,
among others, could be blocked for refusal to comply with this new requirement.

In several cases, the authorities prosecuted those who voiced online criticism of
Russia’s occupation of Crimea. In September, a court in Tatarstan sentenced
Rafis Kashapov to three years in prison for allegedly undermining Russia’s terri-
torial integrity and inciting hostility towards the Russian people. The allegations
stem from several posts he published on VKontakte, a popular social media net-
work, criticizing Russia’s actions in Crimea and elsewhere in Ukraine. 

In June, a consumer protection group, Public Control, became the target of a
criminal investigation after publishing online a memo for tourists that called
Crimea “occupied territory.” If prosecuted, the group’s leader faces up to five
years in prison on charges of calling for violation of Russia’s territorial integrity. 
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Russia
The Kremlin’s crackdown on civil society, media, and the Internet took a more
sinister turn in 2015 as the government further intensified harassment and per-
secution of independent critics. For the fourth year in a row, parliament adopted
laws and authorities engaged in repressive practices that increasingly isolated
the country. Against the backdrop of the armed conflict in eastern Ukraine and
sanctions against Russia over Crimea, anti-Western hysteria has been at its peak
since the end of the Cold War. 

Freedom of Association
By the end of the year, the authorities had used a 2012 law that demonizes advo-
cacy groups that accept foreign funding to list as “foreign agents” more than a
hundred nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), including the country’s leading
human rights groups. More than a dozen chose to close rather than bear the
stigmatizing “foreign agent” label. 

The authorities fined many for failing to display “foreign agent” labels on their
publications. In November, the Ministry of Justice informed one of Russia’s most
outspoken and prominent human rights NGOs, the Human Rights Center Memo-
rial, that the group’s work amounted to undermining the country’s “constitu-
tional rule,” calling for the overthrow of the government, and using foreign
funding to harm Russia. The accusations may result in criminal charges against
its leadership. They also send a chilling signal to other organizations on the “for-
eign agents” list regarding the government’s readiness to resort to criminal pros-
ecution of critics.

In June, a new law on “undesirable foreign organizations” came into force, au-
thorizing the extrajudicial banning of foreign or international groups that al-
legedly undermine Russia’s security, defense, or constitutional order. Russians
who maintain ties with “undesirables” face penalties ranging from fines to a
maximum of six years in prison. 

In August, the authorities banned as “undesirable” the National Endowment for
Democracy, an American donor institution that had funded Russian rights
groups. Various politicians urged the government to ban many other groups, fur-
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Political Opposition
In February, political opposition leader Boris Nemtsov was assassinated. Five
suspects were arrested and are in custody. Investigative officials have been un-
able to arrest and question another suspect, Ruslan Geremeev, deputy com-
mander of a battalion under de facto control of Ramzan Kadyrov, the head of
Chechnya. 

In February, a court upheld a December 2014 conviction against Russian opposi-
tion leader Alexei Navalny and his brother, Oleg, on politically motivated fraud
charges. Oleg Navalny is serving a three-and-a-half-year sentence; Alexei
Navalny, who received a three-and-a-half-year suspended sentence with five
years’ probation, was released from prolonged house arrest following the Febru-
ary ruling.

North Caucasus
The confrontation between Islamist insurgents and law enforcement agencies
continued in the North Caucasus, particularly in Dagestan. Law enforcement and
security forces carried out several successful operations against insurgents. At
the same time, hundreds of North Caucasus residents reportedly left Russia to
join forces of the armed extremist group Islamic State (also known as ISIS) in
Syria. 

As part of their counterinsurgency efforts, law enforcement and security in
Dagestan largely equated Salafi Muslims with insurgents or their collaborators.
Police put Salafis on special watch lists, repeatedly detaining, questioning, pho-
tographing, and fingerprinting them—often without grounds—and in some cases
carried out forced DNA sampling. Police also raided Salafi mosques across
Dagestan and conducted numerous, abusive special operations using excessive
force in detaining suspects and holding them incommunicado in undisclosed lo-
cations. Local residents whose houses had been destroyed or severely damaged
in counterinsurgency operations in the villages of Vremenny and Gimry in 2014
and 2013, respectively, did not receive adequate compensation. 

The crackdown on activists and journalists reporting on abusive treatment of
Salafi Muslims intensified. Several left Dagestan for security reasons. Unknown
individuals beat Murad Magomedov, a human rights lawyer in Dagestan’s capital
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of Makhachkala, breaking his jaw, knocking out his front teeth, and causing
other injuries. The authorities did not question him as a victim or carry out an ef-
fective investigation into the attack. 

Authorities in Chechnya viciously cracked down on their critics. Unidentified pro-
government thugs destroyed the office of the Joint Mobile Group of Human
Rights Defenders in Chechnya (JMG) in December 2014 and again in June 2015.
The authorities did not carry out an effective investigation. 

The attacks followed a formal complaint the JMG’s head had filed regarding pub-
lic threats by Kadyrov to expel insurgents’ relatives and destroy their homes.
After these threats, security personnel under his de facto control destroyed more
than a dozen homes. In December 2014, President Vladimir Putin publicly stated
that the Chechen leadership should act within the law. However, the Kremlin
took no steps to rein in Kadyrov. 

In mid-January, five men forcibly entered one of the Chechnya offices of Human
Rights Center Memorial and pelted the staff with eggs, screaming, “This is for
[supporting] Kalyapin [head of JMG]!” Memorial subsequently closed the office
for security reasons. 

Chechen authorities continued their “female virtue campaign,” including by re-
quiring women to wear headscarves. In May, a middle-aged Chechen police chief
wed a 17-year-old girl under at least some form of duress in what appeared to be
a polygamous marriage, with Kadyrov’s public backing. Russian law forbids
polygamous marriages and marriage before 18. A prominent Russian investiga-
tive journalist received death threats when reporting on the story. Authorities
failed to carry out an effective investigation into her complaint.

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity 
Authorities continued to use the country’s anti-lesbian, gay, bisexual and trans-
gender (LGBT) “propaganda” law to disrupt pro-LGBT rights events and harass
LGBT people and their supporters. 

In March, police detained an activist as soon as she unfurled a rainbow flag at a
demonstration in Moscow on International Women’s Day. In April, Moscow po-
lice dispersed a small public event protesting LGBT stigmatization. Also in April,
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eased some of the many restrictions regulating the prescription and use of opi-
oid analgesics for chronic pain. However, access to morphine remained overly
restricted for the vast majority of patients. 

Russia and Ukraine
Russia provides political and material support to rebels in eastern Ukraine, and
mounting evidence, including the capture of several Russian officers, indicates
that Russian forces are involved in hostilities. Yet Russia has taken no public
steps to rein in abuses by rebels (see Ukraine chapter). 

Russia held two high-profile trials against Ukraine’s nationals. At time of writing,
the trial of Nadezhda Savchenko—a military pilot and a member of Ukraine’s par-
liament—on charges of premeditated murder in connection with the deaths of
two Russian journalists in a shelling attack in eastern Ukraine in 2014, was ongo-
ing. Many inconsistencies plagued the investigation, and there are credible alle-
gations by Savchenko that she was kidnapped and brought illegally to Russia.

In August, a military court found Oleg Sentsov, a Ukrainian filmmaker, and
Olexander Kolchenko, a Ukrainian activist, guilty of operating an anti-Russian
“terrorist organization” in Crimea, and sentenced them to 20 and 10 years in
prison, respectively. Russian rights groups branded both trials as “political” and
reported numerous procedural violations. Sentsov and one of the key witnesses
for the prosecution alleged torture in custody, and the authorities failed to carry
out an effective investigation into those allegations. 

Disability Rights
Adults and children living with various disabilities face discrimination and nu-
merous barriers to participating in their communities. Although the government
has begun to implement inclusive education, most children with disabilities do
not study in mainstream schools due to a lack of reasonable accommodations to
facilitate their individual learning needs. Tens of thousands of children with dis-
abilities remain isolated at home; others attend specialized schools for children
with disabilities, often far from their homes. Hundreds of thousands of people
with disabilities live in closed institutions. Most children with disabilities in or-
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unidentified people pepper-sprayed activists from an LGBT group in their office
in the city of Murmansk. Police failed to carry out an effective investigation. 

In May, several activists applied for a permit to hold three LGBT rights rallies in
central Moscow, but local authorities refused to authorize the events. When sev-
eral LGBT people and activists gathered at a square, they were immediately at-
tacked by homophobic counter-protesters. Police detained around 20, including
several attackers. A court sentenced three of the activists to 10 days’ detention
and a fine for allegedly failing to obey police orders. 

Russian authorities continued legal harassment of an online support group for
LGBT children, Deti-404. In August, a Russian court banned information pub-
lished on Deti-404 from distribution in Russia. Elena Klimova, founder and ad-
ministrator of the online group, is fighting the “propaganda” charges against her
in court. 

Following a smear campaign, Dmitry Isayev, chief of the clinical psychology de-
partment at a St. Petersburg medical school, was forced to resign after a prose-
cutor visited the university to investigate allegations that Isayev was spreading
“gay propaganda.” The university also shut down a medical committee headed
by Isayev, which authorized access to gender reassignment surgeries for trans-
gender people.

The authorities largely failed to prosecute homophobic and transphobic vio-
lence. In May, two men attacked Alexander Ermoshkin, a prominent LGBT activist
from the city of Khabarovsk who had been fired from his job for being gay. Er-
moshkin received a serious head injury; his attackers have not been identified or
caught. In July, Russian state TV aired a smear story alleging that the United
States had recruited Ermoshkin to carry out anti-Russian activities, including by
organizing LGBT rallies. Ermoshkin subsequently left Russia for security reasons. 

Palliative Care 
At least 300,000 Russians die from cancer each year, and many of them suffer
avoidable, treatable pain. The lack of access to effective pain treatment and pal-
liative care remains a systemic problem. At least 27 cancer patients in several
Russian regions committed suicide in 2015 because they reportedly experienced
untreated, cancer-related pain. A new law, which entered into force in July 2015,
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phanages have at least one living parent, and many face violence and neglect,
including inadequate health care, education, and opportunities to play. 

Key International Actors
International actors were preoccupied in 2015 with Russia’s military intervention
in Syria; sanctions against Russia for occupying Crimea; and engagement with
Moscow to ensure implementation of the Minsk accords to end hostilities in
eastern Ukraine. The murder of Boris Nemtsov caused a tremendous interna-
tional outcry. Russia’s international partners widely condemned the prosecution
of Sentsov and Savchenko. Key international actors also deplored some of the
new threats to human rights in Russia. 

Many governments and intergovernmental organizations condemned the law on
“undesirable organizations.” 

In a July report, Nils Muiznieks, the Council of Europe’s human rights commis-
sioner, urged Russia to bring its NGO legislation into compliance with the Coun-
cil of Europe standards. A July European Union statement said that the “foreign
agents” law and restrictions on foreign ownership of media were “crippling civil
society” and urged Russia not to implement the “undesirables” law. 

In November, Thorbjørn Jagland, the Council of Europe’s secretary general, called
the Ministry of Justice’s accusations against Human Rights Center Memorial “ex-
tremely worrying,” and urged the government “to protect the activities of human
rights defenders in Russia, including the work of Memorial.” He also reiterated
that “the recently adopted NGO legislation, including the NGO ‘foreign agents’
law, should be revised.” He said, “It brings about a stigmatization of NGOs, can
trigger self-censorship, and creates a chilling effect on the society as a whole.”

Following on its March review of Russia, the United Nations Human Rights Com-
mittee noted some positive developments, especially regarding disability rights,
but also recommended that Russia, among other measures, “repeal or revise”
the “foreign agents” law; end collective punishment in the North Caucasus; and
publicly state that it will not tolerate homophobia. 

The UN high commissioner for human rights, Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein, expressed
his “dismay” at the stigmatization of foreign-funded NGOs in Russia. He said

475

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCHWORLD REPORT 2016

474



tions threatening UN action against Syria for continued use of chemical weapons
and establishing a joint investigation to identify those responsible for past
chemical weapons use in Syria.

Russian authorities gave no public indication they had used their influence to
curb abuses among the rebels they back in eastern Ukraine. Some new laws and
other measures Russia imposed in Crimea since its occupation of the peninsula
restrict civic freedoms. 

Russia supported numerous Security Council resolutions that favored human
rights, such as those condemning abduction and other violations against chil-
dren in situations of armed conflict. But it vetoed a Security Council resolution
that would have condemned the 1995 killings in Srebrenica as a genocide. Rus-
sia voted against a UN General Assembly resolution calling on states to guaran-
tee a safe working environment for human rights defenders. 

At the Human Rights Council, Russia continued to oppose all country-specific
resolutions, including on Syria, North Korea, Belarus and Iran. It also opposed a
resolution requesting a regular briefing on Ukraine to the council from the high
commissioner for human rights. 
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that the 2012 law has resulted in “marginalizing and discrediting organizations
that contribute to the public good.”

In its October review of Russia, the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimina-
tion against Women (CEDAW) noted its concern about persistent violence
against women, including domestic and sexual violence, and called on Russia to
take measures to prevent and address such violence, including through compre-
hensive legislation, provision of critical services for survivors, and training for
law enforcement and judicial officials. CEDAW also raised concern about ongo-
ing early, forced, and polygamous marriages in the Northern Caucasus, and
called on Russia to demonstrate political will to end these harmful practices. 

Foreign Policy
Russia is positioning itself as a global leader in defending “traditional values
and state sovereignty,” countering what it has claimed is Western excess in the
promotion of the rights of the individual. Several states in Eastern Europe and of
the former Soviet Union have, to varying degrees, followed Russia’s model and
proposed stricter rules for NGOs and bills banning LGBT “propaganda.” 

Russia joined a core group in the UN Human Rights Council that presented a res-
olution for “protection of the family,” with a narrow, non-inclusive conception of
“family,” and blocked a proposed amendment to the resolution that would have
acknowledged that “various forms of the family exist.” Russia voted against a
resolution adopted by a committee of the UN General Assembly calling on states
to guarantee a safe working environment for human rights defenders.

Russia and Iran are the Syrian government’s key allies. In September, Russia
began air strikes on anti-government forces and ISIS in Syria, which in some
cases caused civilian casualties. Russia rejected allegations that its strikes
caused civilian casualties. 

In October, Russia’s ambassador to the UN, Vitaly Churkin, stated in a media in-
terview that Russia had for years been “speaking with the Syrians to try to [get
them to] exercise maximum restraint to avoid civilian casualties.” Churkin said
barrel bombs were part of the discussion. Russia persistently blocked Security
Council action to curb violations by the Syrian government, including its use of
barrel bombs in civilian areas. Yet Russia also supported Security Council resolu-
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Freedom of Media
Pro-government views dominated domestic media, but several private radio sta-
tions broadcast programs on human rights and other politically sensitive issues.
These included debates on proposed amendments to presidential term limits,
and discussions on human rights abuses in the Gikondo Transit Center, triggered
by the publication of a Human Rights Watch report in September. 

The BBC Kinyarwanda service remained off the air since the government sus-
pended it in October 2014 in response to a BBC television documentary,
“Rwanda’s Untold Story.” The Rwanda Utilities Regulatory Authority (RURA), the
state body which regulates media, set up a committee, headed by former Prose-
cutor General Martin Ngoga, to look into complaints about the documentary, in-
cluding allegations that it had denied the genocide. 

The committee’s report, published on February 28, concluded that the BBC had,
among other things, abused press freedom and violated Rwandan law relating to
genocide denial and revisionism, inciting hatred and divisionism. It recom-
mended that the agreement between the Rwandan government and the BBC be
terminated and that authorities initiate criminal and civil proceedings to deal
with the alleged offenses. On May 29, RURA indefinitely suspended the BBC Kin-
yarwanda service.

The ability of the Rwanda Media Commission (RMC)–the media self-regulatory
body established in 2013–to operate independently was called into question
after its chair, Fred Muvunyi, resigned in May and fled Rwanda. Muvunyi had
publicly disagreed with the decision to suspend the BBC and had opposed gov-
ernment proposals to transfer some of RMC’s functions back to RURA. 

Political Pluralism
The ruling Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) dominated the parliament. Opportuni-
ties for genuine opposition parties to function freely are very limited. Victoire
Ingabire, president of the FDU-Inkingi opposition party, remained in prison since
2012, serving a 15-year-sentence for conspiracy to undermine the government
and genocide denial.

Parliament initiated a process to amend Rwanda’s Constitution to enable Presi-
dent Kagame to stand for a third term in 2017. By July, it had received petitions
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Rwanda
Tight restrictions on freedom of speech and political space remained in place.
Some radio stations have broadcast more programs expressing critical views of
the government than in previous years, but pro-government views dominated do-
mestic media. The government suspended the BBC’s Kinyarwanda broadcasts
inside Rwanda indefinitely, depriving many Rwandans of an important source of
independent information. 

The parliament approved amendments to the constitution to allow President
Paul Kagame to stand for a third term in 2017, to be confirmed in a public refer-
endum.

Rwanda acceded to the Optional Protocol to the United Nations Convention
Against Torture on June 30. 

Civil Society 
Independent civil society organizations are weak, and few document and expose
human rights abuses by state agents. The human rights group LIPRODHOR was
taken over by elements sympathetic to the ruling party in 2013. The ousted lead-
ers lost a court case in 2014 to challenge the new leadership, but appealed. On
March 23, 2015, the High Court of Kigali upheld the 2014 court decision that the
case was unfounded on procedural grounds. 

One of the only other active independent human rights organizations in Rwanda,
the Human Rights League in the Great Lakes Region (LDGL), suffered serious set-
backs as a result of internal disputes, effectively paralyzing its work in late 2015.
Its executive secretary, Epimack Kwokwo, and several newly elected members of
its management committee were questioned at length by the immigration and
police in mid-October, mostly about administrative and organizational matters. 

Two policemen accused of the 2013 murder of anti-corruption worker Gustave
Makonene, a staff member of Transparency International Rwanda, pleaded guilty
at their trial, after initially denying the charges. The High Court in Rubavu sen-
tenced them to 20 years’ imprisonment in January. 
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from more than 3.78 million people supporting such a move, and claimed to
have validated these petitions. Parliamentarians carried out national consulta-
tions and said they found a vast majority of Rwandans were in favor of amending
the constitution. In late October, the National Assembly voted to reduce presi-
dential term limits from seven to five years, and to limit these to two terms, but
to allow President Kagame to stand for a third seven-year term in 2017. In No-
vember, the Senate approved these amendments. The changes have to be put to
a referendum before a new constitution is adopted.

The opposition Democratic Green Party of Rwanda (DGPR) launched a case at the
Supreme Court challenging proposals to lift presidential term limits. On October
8, the Supreme Court dismissed the case, ruling that amendments to the consti-
tution were permissible. The DGPR announced that it would launch a campaign
to persuade people to vote against constitutional changes in a referendum. 

On September 4, the United States State Department issued a statement ex-
pressing concern about the decision by the parliament and president to estab-
lish a Constitutional Reform Commission that may amend or remove executive
term limits and allow the president to seek a third term in 2017. The State De-
partment expressed renewed concern following the Senate’s approval of consti-
tutional amendments in November. On December 3, the EU High Representative
for Foreign Affairs declared that the fact that the constitutional amendments
apply to only one person would weaken the credibility of the reform process and
undermine the principle of democratic change enshrined in the African Charter
of Democracy, Elections and Governance.

Unlawful Detention
Many poor people were detained at the Gikondo Transit Center—which the gov-
ernment describes as a transit or rehabilitation center—in the capital Kigali, in-
cluding sex workers, street hawkers, homeless people, suspected petty
criminals, and others. Detainees were held in deplorable and degrading condi-
tions and beaten by police or other detainees, with the assent or on the orders
of the police. Unlike in previous years, children were no longer detained in
Gikondo, but adult men and women were held there throughout 2015. 

New directives by Kigali City Council were published in the Official Gazette on
November 1, setting out the mission and organization of the Kigali Rehabilitation
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International Justice
The United Nations-run International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR), set up
in 1994 to try those responsible for genocide and other serious violations of in-
ternational humanitarian law in 1994, was due to close at the end of December.
The judgment of the last appeal case was due on December 14. 

The trial of Jean-Bosco Uwinkindi, referred to Rwanda by the ICTR, was stalled by
lengthy procedural delays, more than three years after Uwinkindi’s return to
Rwanda in April 2012. The trial of Léon Mugesera, who had been transferred to
Rwanda from Canada in 2012 and was accused, among other things, of public in-
citement to genocide, ended in Kigali. The high court is expected to deliver its
judgement in April 2016.

Courts in several other countries handled outstanding genocide cases. In Janu-
ary, a Norwegian appeal court upheld the conviction of Sadi Bugingo, who was
sentenced to 21 years’ imprisonment in 2013 for complicity in murder during the
genocide. In October, a French court decided not to pursue the case—transferred
to France by the ICTR—of Rwandan priest Wenceslas Munyeshyaka for his alleged
participation in the genocide, after the French war crimes unit had stated in Au-
gust that there was a lack of sufficient evidence to prosecute him.

On June 20, Emmanuel Karenzi Karake, head of the intelligence services, was ar-
rested in London on an European arrest warrant following a request by a Spanish
judge. In 2008, a Spanish court had indicted him and 39 other senior Rwandan
officials for serious crimes and violations of international law, some dating back
to the 1990s. 

On August 10, a court in London dropped the extradition case, because it failed
to meet the test required by the applicable UK extradition law that the case
would have to have been prosecutable in the UK at the time of the alleged
crimes, for it to be extradictable. 

In October, the Spanish Supreme Court stayed the case against Karake and other
RPF officials indefinitely because of changes in the Spanish universal jurisdic-
tion law in 2014. The case is therefore inactive until the conditions for jurisdic-
tion, such as the presence of the accused in Spain, are fulfilled. 
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Transit Center (the official name for the Gikondo center). According to the direc-
tives, the center receives people who disturb public order and security. A com-
mission will decide, within 72 hours, whether to keep them in the center for an
unspecified “short period” or transfer them to the judicial police, a re-education
center, back to their families or another location.Transfers should take place
within 14 days of that decision. The directives list the rights of those taken to the
center, including the rights to health care, visits and not to be subjected to cor-
poral punishment. 

Human Rights Watch continued to receive information on people held unlawfully
in other unofficial detention centers, including in military custody. They included
at least 23 people detained incommunicado for several weeks in 2014 at Camp
Kami, a military camp on the outskirts of Kigali, before being tried by a civilian
court for security-related offenses and alleged collaboration with armed groups.
A court in Rubavu acquitted some of them and ordered their release in July 2015. 

Security-Related Trials
In February, the High Court in Kigali sentenced singer Kizito Mihigo to 10 years’
imprisonment for alleged offenses of formation of a criminal gang, conspiracy to
murder, and conspiracy against the established government or the president.
His co-accused Cassien Ntamuhanga, a journalist at Amazing Grace radio, was
sentenced to 25 years, and Jean-Paul Dukuzumuremyi, a demobilized soldier, to
30 years. Agnès Niyibizi, accused of carrying money to assist in the alleged of-
fenses, was acquitted. All four had been arrested in 2014 on suspicion of com-
municating with exiled opposition groups, among other things. Mihigo was held
incommunicado in an unknown location for several days in April 2014 before
being formally questioned by the police and brought to trial.

The trial of three military officers—retired Brig. Gen. Frank Rusagara, Col. Tom
Byabagamba, and demobilized Sgt. François Kabayiza—which began in 2014,
continued in the military high court. The defendants were charged, among other
things, with inciting insurrection and public disorder and tarnishing Rwanda’s
image, accusations believed to be related to their alleged contacts with an oppo-
sition group. Hearings were adjourned numerous times on procedural grounds.
The trial on the substance of the case began on December 7. 
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al-Shubaily and Issa al-Hamid—were on trial for their peaceful pro-reform activi-
ties.

Saudi authorities arrested prominent writer and commentator Zuhair Kutbi on
July 15 after he discussed peaceful reform proposals in a TV interview, and later
referred him to the Specialized Criminal Court for trial.

Authorities persisted in refusing to legally register political or human rights
groups, exposing their members to prosecution for “setting up an unregistered
organization.” In December 2015, the Saudi cabinet approved a new law permit-
ting the establishment of civil society organizations for the first time, but author-
ities had not published the text of the law at time of writing.

Saudi Arabia does not tolerate public worship by adherents of religions other
than Islam and systematically discriminates against Muslim religious minorities,
notably Twelver Shia and Ismailis, including in public education, the justice sys-
tem, religious freedom, and employment. Government-affiliated religious au-
thorities continued to disparage Shia Islam in public statements and
documents. 

Militants affiliated with the extremist armed group Islamic State (also known as
ISIS) carried out five major attacks targeting Saudi Shia from November 2014, in-
cluding bombings at Shia mosques in Qatif and Dammam that killed 26 people
and injured over 100.

In February 2015, a court sentenced a Saudi man to death for apostasy after he
allegedly filmed himself ripping a copy of the Quran. In November, a court sen-
tenced Palestinian poet Ashraf Fayadh to death for alleged blasphemous state-
ments during a discussion group and in a book of his poetry. 

Saudi Arabia has no written laws concerning sexual orientation or gender iden-
tity, but judges use principles of uncodified Islamic law to sanction people sus-
pected of committing homosexual or other “immoral” acts. If such activity
occurs online, judges and prosecutors utilize vague provisions of the country’s
anti-cyber crime law that criminalize online activity that impinges on “public
order, religious values, public morals, and privacy.” 

In 2015, for example, an appeals court upheld a sentence of three years in prison
and 100,000 Saudi Riyals (US$70,800) against a Saudi man for using social
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Saudi Arabia
King Abdullah bin Abdulaziz died on January 23, 2015, after a nine-and-a-half
year reign and his half-brother Salman bin Abdulaziz became king. On April 29,
King Salman appointed his nephew Mohammad bin Nayef as interior minister
and crown prince, and his son Mohammed bin Salman as defense minister and
deputy crown prince. These leadership changes did not lead to significant
human rights changes. 

Through 2015 Saudi authorities continued arbitrary arrests, trials, and convic-
tions of peaceful dissidents. Dozens of human rights defenders and activists
continued to serve long prison sentences for criticizing authorities or advocating
political and rights reforms. Authorities continued to discriminate against
women and religious minorities. On March 26, a Saudi Arabia-led coalition
began an airstrike campaign against Houthi forces in Yemen that included use of
banned cluster munitions and unlawful strikes that killed civilians. 

Freedom of Expression, Association, and Belief
Saudi Arabia continued to repress pro-reform activists and peaceful dissidents.
In 2015, over a dozen prominent activists convicted on charges arising from their
peaceful activities were serving prison sentences.

Prominent activist Waleed Abu al-Khair continued to serve a 15-year sentence im-
posed by Saudi Arabia’s terrorism court that convicted him in 2014 on charges
stemming solely from his peaceful criticism in media interviews and on social
media of human rights abuses. Authorities imposed a foreign travel ban on
Samar Badawi, Abu al-Khair’s wife, in December 2014; earlier, she had travelled
to Geneva to inform the United Nations Human Rights Council of her husband’s
case.

Saudi authorities publicly lashed prominent blogger Raif Badawi 50 times on
January 9, 2015, as part of his 2014 sentence for setting up a liberal website and
allegedly insulting religious authorities. On June 7, Saudi Arabia’s Supreme Court
upheld Badawi’s sentence of 10 years in prison and 1,000 lashes.

By September, Saudi Arabia had jailed nearly all the founders of the banned-
Saudi Civil and Political Rights Association (ACPRA), and two others—Abdulaziz
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In late January authorities said they would prosecute a security official who
filmed the January beheading of a Burmese woman in Mecca in which the
swordsman required three sword strikes to sever the victim’s head. In Septem-
ber, Saudi Arabia’s Supreme Court upheld a death sentence against Ali al-Nimr,
a Saudi man convicted for crimes related to a 2011 protest movement, allegedly
committed before he was 18.

Women’s and Girl’s Rights
Saudi Arabia’s discriminatory male guardianship system remains intact despite
government pledges to abolish it. Under this system, ministerial policies and
practices forbid women from obtaining a passport, marrying, travelling, or ac-
cessing higher education without the approval of a male guardian, usually a hus-
band, father, brother, or son. Authorities also fail to prevent some employers
from requiring male guardians to approve the hiring of adult female relatives or
some hospitals requiring male guardian approval before undertaking certain
medical procedures for women. 

Under uncodified rules on personal status, women are not allowed to marry with-
out the permission of their guardian; unlike men, they do not have a unilateral
right to divorce and often face discrimination in relation to child custody. 

All women remain banned from driving vehicles in Saudi Arabia. In December
2014, authorities arrested two Saudi women who drove a car to the United Arab
Emirates-Saudi Arabia border and detained them for 73 days before releasing
them without charge. 

In a positive move in August, authorities began allowing Saudi women for the
first time to both register to vote and to run for office in municipal elections due
in December.  

Migrant Worker Rights
Over 9 million migrant workers fill manual, clerical, and service jobs, constitut-
ing more than half the workforce. Many suffer abuses and exploitation, some-
times amounting to conditions of forced labor.

The kafala (sponsorship) system ties migrant workers’ residency permits to
“sponsoring” employers, whose written consent is required for workers to
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media “in order to practice homosexuality.” The ruling relied in part on the anti-
cyber crime law.

Criminal Justice
Detainees, including children, commonly face systematic violations of due
process and fair trial rights, including arbitrary arrest. Judges routinely sentence
defendants to floggings of hundreds of lashes.

Judges can order arrest and detention, including of children, at their discretion.
Children can be tried for capital crimes and sentenced as adults if there are
physical signs of puberty.

Saudi Arabia applies Sharia (Islamic law) as its national law. There is no formal
penal code, but the government has passed some laws and regulations that sub-
ject certain broadly-defined offenses to criminal penalties. In the absence of a
written penal code or narrowly-worded regulations, however, judges and prose-
cutors can criminalize a wide range of offenses under broad, catch-all charges
such as “breaking allegiance with the ruler” or “trying to distort the reputation of
the kingdom.” 

Authorities do not always inform suspects of the crime with which they are
charged, or allow them access to supporting evidence, sometimes even after
trial sessions have begun. Authorities generally do not allow lawyers to assist
suspects during interrogation and sometimes impede them from examining wit-
nesses and presenting evidence at trial. 

In 2015, authorities continued to detain arrested suspects for months, even
years, without judicial review or prosecution. 

Authorities announced three mass round-ups of Saudi and foreign terrorism sus-
pects in 2015, including 93 persons in April, 431 in July, and 74 in August in re-
sponse to ISIS-related plots and attacks across the kingdom against security
forces and, in some cases, mosques, killing civilians. 

Saudi Arabia dramatically increased the execution rate in 2015. According to In-
terior Ministry statements, Saudi Arabia executed 152 persons between January
and November, mostly for murder and drug offenses. Sixty-two of those executed
were convicted for non-violent drug crimes. Most executions are carried out by
beheading, sometimes in public. 
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change employers or exit the country under normal circumstances. Some em-
ployers illegally confiscate passports, withhold wages, and force migrants to
work against their will. 

In October, labor officials issued directives introducing or raising fines for em-
ployers who violate labor regulations. These include prohibitions on confiscating
migrant workers’ passports, failing to pay salaries on time, and failing to provide
copies of contracts to employees. 

Faced with a domestic unemployment rate of 12 percent that may rise as the do-
mestic population increases, Saudi authorities have introduced labor reforms
since 2011 that create a tiered quota system for the employment of Saudi citi-
zens in the private labor sector that differs according to the nature of the busi-
ness. As part of these reforms, Saudi labor authorities in 2015 allowed
foreigners working in firms that do not employ the required percentage of Saudis
to change jobs without employer approval.

Police and labor authorities continued to arrest and deport foreign workers
found in violation of existing labor laws, targeting workers without valid resi-
dency or work permits, or those found working for an employer other than their
legal sponsor. 

On March 23, Saudi authorities announced that they had deported 300,000 peo-
ple over the previous five months, an average of nearly 2,000 a day. Saudi Ara-
bia is not a party to the 1951 Refugee Convention and not established an asylum
system whereby migrants can apply to prevent their forced return to places
where their lives or freedom may be threatened.

Domestic workers, predominantly women, faced a range of abuses including
overwork, forced confinement, non-payment of wages, food deprivation, and
psychological, physical, and sexual abuse without the authorities holding their
employers to account. Workers who attempted to report employer abuses some-
times faced prosecution based on counterclaims of theft, “black magic,” or “sor-
cery”.

Yemen Airstrikes and Blockade
On March 26, a Saudi Arabia-led coalition of states began a campaign of
airstrikes against Houthi forces in Yemen and instituted a naval and aerial block-
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lationship with Saudi Arabia.” In October, the European Parliament awarded Raif
Badawi the 2015 Sakharov Prize for Freedom of Thought. 

In March, Saudi Arabia blocked Swedish Foreign Minister Margot Wallström from
addressing the Arab League in response to her criticism of Saudi human rights
abuses. The same month, Sweden canceled a defense cooperation agreement
with Saudi Arabia.
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ade. The airstrikes struck Houthi targets in the capital, Sanaa, and other cities,
but also killed and injured many civilians. Between March and July nearly 2,112
civilians were killed in Yemen as a result of the armed conflict, most from coali-
tion airstrikes.

Human Rights Watch investigated a number of Saudi-led airstrikes that appeared
to be unlawful, including the bombing of a dairy factory in the port of Hodaida
on March 31 that killed at least 31 civilians, attacks on civilian objects in the
northern Houthi stronghold of Saada that killed dozens in April and May, and
the bombing of two residential compounds in the Yemeni port city of Mokha that
killed at least 65 civilians in July.

The coalition has used cluster munitions, banned by 117 states, in civilian-popu-
lated areas in Yemen, wounding and killing civilians.

The coalition-imposed blockade also had a severe impact on Yemen’s civilians.
According to the United Nations, by September half the population faced food
insecurity and 21 million Yemenis—a staggering 80 percent of the population—
needed humanitarian assistance. More than 15.2 million people lacked access to
basic health care, and over 20 million lacked access to safe water. With commer-
cial imports accounting for 90 percent of Yemen’s food and fuel supplies, the
coalition-imposed blockade may amount to starvation of civilians as a method of
warfare, a war crime.

Key International Actors
The United States largely did not criticize Saudi human rights violations beyond
Congressionally-mandated annual reports, but in January 2015 the State Depart-
ment called on Saudi Arabic to cancel the “brutal punishment” imposed against
Raif Badawi and to review his case and sentence. 

The US provided logistics and intelligence support to Saudi-led coalition forces
conducting airstrikes on Yemen, which may have included assistance with mili-
tary targeting.

The January lashing of Raif Badawi provoked strong condemnation from some
European Union countries. On February 12, the European Parliament adopted a
resolution condemning corporal punishment, calling for the immediate release
of Badawi and Waleed Abu al-Khair, and urging EU states to “reconsider their re-
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Serbia, the majority from Afghanistan and Syria, compared with only 98 unac-
companied migrant children between January and September 2014. According to
UNHCR, Serbia lacks formal age assessment procedures for unaccompanied chil-
dren, putting older children at risk of being treated as adults and failing to re-
ceive special protection. The two institutions in Serbia for unaccompanied
children have a total of only 32 spaces. 

Serbian authorities made slow progress in finding a durable solution for
refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs) from the Balkan wars living in
Serbia. According to data from UNHCR, as of July 1 there were 35,732 such
refugees in Serbia, most from Croatia, and 203,140 IDPs, the majority from
Kosovo. 

Freedom of Media
Journalists in Serbia face attacks, threats, harassment, intimidation, lawsuits,
and political and other interference. Between January and August 2014, the Inde-
pendent Journalists’ Association of Serbia reported seven attacks on journalists,
thirteen threats, and two cases of attacks on property. Authorities prosecuted
two cases during the year involving physical attacks on journalists, apparently
related to their work. 

The independent online news site Balkan Investigative Reporting Network (BIRN)
came under criticism in January and February from Serbian government officials,
including Prime Minister Aleksandar Vucic, who accused BIRN staff of being liars
and BIRN of receiving money from the European Union to discredit the Serbian
government. 

The criticism followed an investigative piece in BIRN alleging government corrup-
tion. Several pro-government news outlets then engaged in a month-long smear
campaign against BIRN and its staff, prompting condemnation by the European
Commission and international media freedom groups. 

The government commission established to investigate the murders of three
prominent journalists in Serbia finally made progress in one case, and a trial
began in June of four suspects in the killing of Slavko Curuvija. The commission
has made no progress in the other two cases under its mandate. 
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Serbia
There was limited progress in 2015 toward closing the gap between Serbia’s
human rights obligations and its practice. Serbia struggled in the face of increas-
ing numbers of migrants and asylum seekers, with poor reception conditions,
police abuse, and an inadequate asylum system. Journalists operated in a hos-
tile environment that included attacks, threats, and lawsuits for reporting on
sensitive issues. The pace of war crimes prosecutions remained slow. The Roma
minority continued to face housing discrimination. 

Migrants, Asylum Seekers, and Displaced Persons
Serbia saw a dramatic increase in the numbers of migrants and asylum seekers
in 2015, many of them from Syria, Afghanistan, and Iraq, seeking to transit
through the country en route to Western Europe. Between January 1 and July 31,
Serbia registered 66,428 asylum seekers, nearly 10 times the number registered
during the same period in 2014 (6,974). Syrians comprised the largest national
group (37,970 people). There are no reliable estimates as to the number of un-
registered asylum seekers and migrants present in Serbia. 

Due to the significant increase in numbers of asylum seekers, Serbian authori-
ties in July opened a new 300-person reception center in the town of Presevo on
the border with Macedonia, bringing the total to six reception centers. But ca-
pacity remained limited, and many asylum seekers and migrants remained out in
the open without shelter. There were credible reports throughout the year of po-
lice abuses and extortion against migrants and asylum seekers. In November,
Serbia imposed border restrictions on migrants and asylum seekers, allowing
only people from Syria, Afghanistan, and Iraq to entry the country from Macedo-
nia. 

As of November 1, Serbia had granted refugee status to a total of 16 asylum seek-
ers and subsidiary protection to 14 others in 2015. Beyond the perversely low
recognition rates, the office’s asylum procedures are inadequate, with thou-
sands of pending claims and delays in lodging intention to seek asylum.

During the first seven months of 2015, the Office of the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) registered 4,112 unaccompanied children in

WORLD REPORT 2016

492



sional release and ordered his return to The Hague. Seselj defied the order and
remained in Serbia at time of writing. 

In July, the ICTY heard oral arguments in the prosecution’s appeal of the May
2013 acquittal of former state security officials Jovica Stanisic and Franko Sima-
tovic for war crimes in Bosnia and Croatia during the 1990s. At time of writing, a
final verdict was expected in December 2015. 

Treatment of Minorities
The Roma minority continued to face discrimination and harassment, particularly
in relation to housing. 

In July, an informal housing unit in a Romani settlement in the Novi Belgrade mu-
nicipality was demolished by authorities without prior notification or alternative
accommodation for the family living there, according to the European Roma
Rights Centre. The remaining 20 families in the settlement faced an ongoing
threat of eviction at time of writing. 

The planned evictions of 53 Romani families from their homes in Belgrade with-
out alternative accommodation was halted in July after the European Court of
Human Rights intervened, issuing an interim order to halt the evictions following
a petition from a local human rights organization citing procedural failings and a
failure to provide adequate alternative accommodation. 

Roma in informal settlements often live in appalling conditions. A May 2015 re-
port on Serbia by the United Nations special rapporteur on adequate housing
highlighted the disproportionate number of evictions of Roma, lack of provision
of basic services to Roma, and lack of legal security of tenure. 

Human Rights Defenders
Human rights defenders continue to work in a hostile environment. Between Jan-
uary and August, the Belgrade Pride Organizing Committee reported between 30
and 50 cases of online threats against LGBT activists to the police. Government
officials participated in a successful pride parade in Belgrade in September,
amid heavy security and strong statements from top officials that violence would
not be tolerated.
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Accountability for War Crimes 
War crimes prosecutions in Serbia are hampered by a lack of support from au-
thorities and weak witness protection mechanisms. 

Few high-ranking former military and civilian personnel implicated in serious
wartime abuses have been held to account in Serbian courts. At time of writing,
14 war crimes trials were ongoing at first instance and 7 were under appeal in the
Serbian courts. Indictments had been issued in 16 cases awaiting trial, including
eight people charged in September in connection with the 1995 Srebrenica geno-
cide in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the first indictment for Srebrenica crimes in the
Serbian courts. Thirteen cases were under investigation. 

In 2015, Serbian courts reached judgments in four cases—one war crimes case at
first instance and three on appeal—and ordered a retrial in a fifth case. 

In June, the Belgrade War Crimes Chamber convicted two defendants in the 1991
killings of civilians in the city of Vukovar, Croatia. In May, the Belgrade Appeals
Court upheld the convictions of three defendants for murder, inhuman and de-
grading treatment, and torture of non-Serbs during the war in Croatia. 

In June, the High Court in Belgrade granted the appeal of six defendants over-
turning their convictions for the wartime killing of 28 Roma civilians in Bosnia
and Herzegovina. In March, the Belgrade Appeals Court annulled the first in-
stance convictions of nine defendants in the wartime killing of 118 Albanians in
Kosovo in 1999, ordering a retrial.

The Belgrade Appeals Court in November acquitted a former Serbian volunteer
fighter of raping two Bosniak women in the Bosnian town of Bijeljina during the
war in 1992, ruling that evidence was insufficient. Three other members of the
same volunteer unit were convicted of rape and robbery and sentenced to a total
of 43 years in 2012. 

In November 2014, Vojislav Seselj, the war crimes suspect and nationalist Ser-
bian Radical Party leader, who had been charged with persecution, murder,
forced deportation, illegal imprisonment, torture, and property destruction dur-
ing the Yugoslav wars against Croats, Bosniaks, and other non-Serbs, was
granted provisional release for medical treatment by the International Criminal
Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY). In March, the ICTY revoked his provi-
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Kosovo
Human rights protections progressed slowly in Kosovo in 2015. A new govern-
ment was formed in May, 13 months after national elections. Parliament finally
adopted needed legal changes to establish a special court to investigate allega-
tions of serious war crimes. Early in the year, large numbers of Kosovars, mainly
ethnic Albanians, applied for asylum in Germany, and most of them were re-
jected, prompting Kosovo’s President Atifete Jahjaga to appeal to Kosovars to
stay. 

Kosovo made little progress in implementing programs to integrate increasing
numbers of Roma, Ashkali, and Egyptians deported from Germany and other Eu-
ropean states. Journalists face threats and intimidation, and prosecutions of
crimes against journalists are slow. Tensions between Serbs and Kosovo Albani-
ans continued, particularly in the north. The process of normalizing relations
with Belgrade progressed. 

Impunity, Accountability, and Access to Justice
The parliament in August adopted constitutional amendments needed to estab-
lish a special court to try serious crimes committed during and after the 1998-
1999 Kosovo war by former members of the Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA). The
court will operate under Kosovo law but with a chamber abroad and internation-
ally appointed judges and prosecutors. At time of writing, Kosovo has yet to sign
and ratify a host-state agreement with the Netherlands to operationalize the
court.

The special court will adjudicate cases investigated by the Special Investigative
Task Force, prompted by a 2011 Council of Europe report accusing some KLA
members of abductions, beatings, summary executions, and the forced removal
of human organs in Kosovo and Albania during and after the Kosovo war.

In May, the first instance court in Pristina convicted six former KLA members—
part of the Drenica Group, made up mostly by former KLA members, including
former Skenderaj Mayor Sami Lushtaku—to a total of 65 years in prison for the
torture, ill-treatment, and murder of prisoners in the KLA detention center in
Likovac. The decision was under appeal as of mid-November. 
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A smear campaign against Serbian Ombudsman Sasa Jankovic, which started in
late 2014, continued in 2015 when in January the Ministry of Defence described
Jankovic as part of an organized campaign to ruin the Serbian army. The cam-
paign against Jankovic followed charges the ombudsman filed against two mili-
tary police officers for assaulting gendarmerie police at the September 2014
Belgrade Pride Parade. The two military police were escorting relatives of Prime
Minister Vucic and the mayor of Belgrade at the time of the incident. 

Key International Actors
In March, Federica Mogherini, the European Union high representative for for-
eign affairs and security, said that Serbia needed to make economic, social, and
political reforms, but failed to specifically mention the country’s human rights
obligations.

EU Enlargement Commissioner Johannes Hahn in February stated that the EU
would not respond to allegations of media censorship in Serbia without concrete
evidence, despite ample evidence of a poor climate for media freedom. During a
May visit, Hahn stressed the importance of continued dialogue between Bel-
grade and Pristina for the start of accession talks with Serbia. He also called on
authorities to respect the institution of the ombudsman. 

The European Commission’s annual progress report on Serbia expressed con-
cern with respect to the independence of the judiciary. It highlighted restrictions
on freedom of expression and media freedom. It also called on Serbia to imple-
ment its anti-discrimination framework more effectively in order to promote
equality and ensure integration of vulnerable groups and minorities. 

The United States State Department 2014 human rights report on Serbia high-
lighted discrimination and attacks against minorities, especially Roma, threats
against media freedom, an inefficient judicial system, and long periods of pre-
trial detention as key human rights issues facing the country. 
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municipal authorities have contributed to the failure to fully implement the 2010
Strategy for the Integration of Roma, Ashkali, and Egyptian communities. 

The 2013 strategy on the reintegration of repatriated persons, including Roma,
Ashkali, and Egyptians, resulted in the establishment of the Municipal Office for
Committees and Return to help provide food and accommodation. Yet those who
have been repatriated still face difficulties accessing employment, education,
and health care. 

Interethnic tensions persisted in ethnically divided northern Kosovo. In April, a
17-year-old Serbian boy was stabbed in the city of Mitrovica by unknown per-
sons. Eyewitness reported that the perpetrators fled to the predominantly Alban-
ian southern part of the city. Police were investigating at time of writing. 

In January 2015, violent clashes erupted between riot police and several thou-
sand protesters demanding the dismissal of Aleksandar Jablanovic, a Serb cabi-
net minister, who earlier that month called Albanians blocking Serb pilgrims
from visiting a church in Djakovica “savages.” Jablanovic was dismissed from his
post in February.

Between January and September 2015, Kosovo Police registered five interethnic
incidents. 

Asylum Seekers and Displaced Persons
During the first 10 months of the year, the United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees registered 619 voluntary minority returns, including people from out-
side Kosovo and internally displaced persons, up from 547 during that period in
2014. 

Forced returns of Kosovo nationals from Western Europe, most of them ethnic Al-
banian, but also Roma, Ashkali, and Egyptians, significantly increased. This was
due in part to the high number of asylum claims filed mostly by Albanian Koso-
vars in Germany in the first months of the year, the vast majority of which were
rejected. 

The Kosovo Ministry of Internal Affairs registered 7,380 forced returns between
January 1 and September 30, including 320 Roma, 282 Ashkali, and 68 Egyp-
tians. 1,855 children were among those forcibly deported. Most minorities were
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In June, former Prime Minister Ramush Haradinaj was arrested in Slovenia on a
Serbian warrant for alleged war crimes during the 1998-1999 conflict in Kosovo.
Slovenia did not extradite Haradinaj to Serbia, but released him later that
month. 

In April, staff of the European Union Rule of Law Mission (EULEX) exhumed three
bodies from a suspected mass grave in the village of Lausa. That same month,
Kosovo authorities started searching for suspected mass graves in 20 locations.
More than 1,500 people remain missing after the 1998-1999 war. 

By the end of September, mixed panels consisting of EULEX and local judges
handed down one decision at the first instance level and one case in the Court of
Appeals. EULEX has been involved in a total of 35 verdicts since established in
2008. 

The Human Rights Review Panel, an independent body set up in 2009 to review
allegations of human rights violations by EULEX staff, ruled on two cases during
the year. In April, the panel found that EULEX had violated the European Conven-
tion on Human Rights by failing to investigate the harm suffered by 116 Roma
who spent time in a number of camps for internally displaced persons, some
contaminated with lead, during and as a result of the 1999 conflict. 

In another case in April, the panel found no violation of the complainants’ rights
that could be attributable to EULEX. The case involved alleged brutality by
Kosovo police against 10 Serbian citizens who attended Christmas celebrations
in the town of Gracanica in 2013. Thirty cases were pending before the panel at
time of writing.

The Human Rights Advisory Panel, an independent body set up in 2006 to exam-
ine complaints committed by or attributable to the United Nations Interim Ad-
ministration Mission in Kosovo, found violations in 31 out of 36 cases addressed
between January and August.

Treatment of Minorities
Roma, Ashkali, and Egyptians continue to face problems acquiring personal doc-
uments, which affects their ability to access health care, social assistance, and
education. A lack of political will, funds, and cooperation between central and
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cial structures continue to be prone to political interference. The report also
highlighted the lack of progress in the area of freedom of expression and called
on Kosovo authorities to thoroughly investigate physical attacks and other types
of pressure on journalists. It stressed that authorities at central and local levels
did not do enough to facilitate return and reintegration of refugees and internally
displaced persons.

The US State Department Human Rights Report on Kosovo, published in June,
raised concerns about freedom of movement and worship by Serbian Orthodox
pilgrims, domestic violence against women, and discrimination against ethnic
minorities, persons with disabilities, and members of the lesbian, gay, bisexual,
and transgender community. 
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deported from Germany and returnees are provided limited assistance upon re-
turn. 

Freedom of Media
Journalists continued to face threats and intimidation in 2015, and investiga-
tions and prosecutions are slow. Journalists who report on radical Islamist
groups are particularly vulnerable to intimidation. At least one investigative jour-
nalist was forced to temporarily leave Kosovo in 2015 because of death threats.
By the end of September, the Association of Professional Journalists of Kosovo
registered 22 complaints of threats and intimidation, including four death
threats, mainly issued via social media, including Facebook. No physical attacks
were reported during the year. 

Former KLA fighters allegedly threatened Radio Kosova journalist Serbeze Hax-
hiaj because she was investigating whether people who were not war veterans
were included on war veteran lists to gain significant pension benefits. Radio
Kosova, a private radio station, has not aired Haxhiaj’s investigation because of
what she describes as “censorship.” She did not file a police complaint.

Key International Actors
European Union High Representative Federica Mogherini in August said that con-
stitutional changes the Kosovo Assembly passed marked “a crucial step” in ad-
dressing “serious allegations” stemming from a 2011 Council of Europe report
accusing some former KLA members of war crimes. 

The United States government in August welcomed the constitutional and other
legal amendments required for establishing the special court. That same month,
United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon issued a report on Kosovo urging
authorities to accelerate the establishment of the special court. 

Germany in September declared that Kosovo, Montenegro, and Albania are safe
countries of origin, meaning that asylum claims from Kosovo will be processed
under accelerated procedures with the presumption that claimants do not need
international protection. 

The October EU Commission progress report on Kosovo stated that the adminis-
tration of justice is slow, lacking accountability of judicial officials, and that judi-
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The government’s Media Development Authority (MDA) compels online news
websites covering domestic political issues to register under the Broadcasting
Act. Registration requires posting a monetary bond, paying fees, undergoing an-
nual registration, and, on notification, immediately removing anything the MDA
deems to be against “public interest, public order or national harmony” or to of-
fend “good taste or decency.” Registered websites are also prohibited from re-
ceiving any foreign funding. 

In February 2015, Singaporean police arrested a Singaporean and an Australian
who were co-editors of the news portal The Real Singapore, and charged them in
April with seven counts of sedition for publishing articles that authorities
claimed had a “tendency to promote feelings of ill-will and hostility between dif-
ferent groups of people in Singapore.” In May, the MDA decided to suspend the
operating license of The Real Singapore. In September, a court sentenced Fil-
ipino national Ed Mundsel Bello Ello, who worked in Singapore as a nurse, to
four months in prison for comments he posted online disparaging Singaporeans. 

The Newspaper and Printing Presses Act requires local newspapers to renew
their registration ever year and empowers the government to limit circulation of
foreign newspapers.

Government officials continue to use criminal and civil defamation as a means to
silence critics. At time of writing, Roy Ngerng Yi Ling was awaiting a court deci-
sion on the damages he would have to pay to Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong for
a 2014 blog post criticizing Lee’s management of the government’s central provi-
dent fund. Lee successfully sued Ngerng, arguing that the blog post suggested
Lee had criminally misappropriated funds. 

The Films Act authorizes the banning, seizure, censoring, or restricting of writ-
ten, visual, and musical offerings on vague and overly broad grounds. All films
and videos to be shown in Singapore must be approved by the Board of Film
Censors. 

On March 27, Amos Yee Pang Sang, a 16-year-old blogger, released an online
video “Lee Kuan Yew is Dead” on YouTube, and then the next day published an
image of two cartoon figures having sex, with photos of Lee and the late British
Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher superimposed on their heads. 
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Singapore
Singapore uses overly broad legal provisions on public order, morality, security,
and racial and religious harmony to limit fundamental civil and political rights. 

On March 23, Lee Kuan Yew, the founding prime minister of Singapore, died at
age 91 after a short illness. In September, the ruling People’s Action Party (PAP)
won 83 out of 89 seats in general elections. The PAP has ruled Singapore since
1959. 

Freedom of Peaceful Assembly, Association, and Expression
The government maintains restrictions on the right to freedom of peaceful as-
sembly through provisions of the Public Order Act, which require a police permit
for any “cause-related” assembly in a public place or to which members of the
general public are invited. Grounds for denial are broad. 

Associations of more than 10 people are required to register with the govern-
ment, and the Registrar of Societies has broad authority to deny registration if it
is determined that the group could be “prejudicial to public peace, welfare or
good order.” 

Protests and rallies conducted at the Speakers’ Corner in Hong Lim Park do not
need a police permit provided that the topics discussed do not touch on reli-
gious or racial issues, and the organizer and speakers are Singaporean citizens.
Foreigners who are not permanent residents may not participate unless they
have a police permit. 

During the year, the government continued its prosecution of activists relating to
a Hong Lim Park protest on September 25, 2014. Officials charged Han Hui and
Roy Ngerng Yi Ling with holding a demonstration without a permit based on au-
thorities’ assessment that, although the two had a permit, it allowed speeches
but not marching or other protest activities. Ngerng decided to plead guilty and
paid a hefty fine; Han’s trial was continuing at time of writing. Ngerng and Han,
along with four others—Janet Low, Ivan Koh, Goh Aik Huat, and Chua Siew Leng—
were also charged with creating a public nuisance. Three of them pled guilty to
the charge, but Hui, Low, and Koh were still contesting the charges in court at
time of writing.
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Singapore maintains the archaic offense of “scandalizing the judiciary,” which
can be imposed for any criticism of the judiciary or a specific judge. In January
2015, a court convicted Alex Au, a popular blogger and lesbian, gay, bisexual
and transgender (LGBT) activist, for scandalizing the judiciary in connection with
a post on his online blog. The post referenced the court’s scheduling of two con-
stitutional challenges to section 377A of the penal code, which criminalizes sex
between male persons. Au argued in court that his writings constituted fair criti-
cism consistent with the right to freedom of speech and expression. In March,
the court fined him S$8,000 (US$6,000). Au has appealed the verdict. 

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
In 2014, top government leaders reiterated that Singapore society is not yet
ready to accept LGBT rights. In October of that year, the Supreme Court rejected a
claim that the ban on gay sex is unconstitutional. The court said the legislature,
not the judiciary, needs to address this issue. A constitutional challenge that
would have prohibited employment discrimination against LGBT individuals
also failed.

The pro-LGBT Pink Dot festival was held for the seventh consecutive year, with an
estimated 28,000 people attending at Hong Lim Park in June 2015. However,
prior to the event, the MDA banned a Pink Dot promotional advertisement to be
shown in movie theaters, ruling that it was “not in the public interest to allow
cinema halls to carry advertising on LGBT issues.” In May, the MDA ordered TV
and radio broadcasters to not air Jolin Tsai’s song and music video “We’re All Dif-
ferent, Yet The Same” because of the song’s lyrics on homosexuality.

Human Rights Defenders
In February, the Law Society of Singapore filed four misconduct complaints
against human rights lawyer M. Ravi, demanding he cease practicing until he un-
derwent a medical examination. Ravi—who receives treatment for a psychosocial
disability, specifically bipolar disorder and hypomania—frequently takes up
causes unpopular with the government, including legal challenges to the death
penalty, caning, and anti-LGBT laws. In November, a Law Society disciplinary tri-
bunal ruled against Ravi and sent the matter to a Court of Appeal to decide pos-
sible punishments.
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Singapore prosecutors promptly charged Yee with violating penal code article
298 (“uttering words with deliberate intent to wound the religious or racial feel-
ings of any person”) for derogatory references to Christianity in the video, and
penal code article 292(1)(a) for transmitting obscene materials. Bail conditions—
which Yee violated—restricted his right to free expression by stipulating he could
not post anything online while his trial was ongoing. In total, Yee spent 53 days
in detention and was sentenced in July to four weeks in prison, equivalent to
time served. In October, the High Court dismissed Yee’s appeal of his conviction. 

During legislative debate in parliament, Singapore’s Protection from Harassment
Act (POHA) was explained as a law designed to protect individuals and civil ser-
vants from “indecent, threatening, abusive, insulting words or behavior.” In May,
a court ruled in favor of the Ministry of Defense, which claimed that it was being
harassed by entrepreneur Ting Choon Meng and the directors of The Online Citi-
zen, an online news portal which carried a story about Dr. Ting. The doctor had
alleged that that the Ministry of Defense had stolen his patent for an emergency
medical care vehicle. On December 9, however, the High Court overturned the
lower court decision, ruling that only individuals, not corporations or the govern-
ment, can seek redress under POHA.

Criminal Justice System
Singapore uses the Internal Security Act (ISA) and Criminal Law (Temporary Pro-
visions) Act to arrest and administratively detain persons for virtually unlimited
periods without charge or judicial review.  

Singapore retains the death penalty, which is mandated for many drug offenses
and certain other crimes. However, judges continued to apply legal provisions
that give them discretion to bypass the mandatory penalty and sentence low-
level offenders to life in prison and caning where prosecutors attest that offend-
ers have been cooperative. 

Use of corporal punishment is common in Singapore. For medically fit males
ages 16 to 50, caning is mandatory as an additional punishment for a range of
crimes, including drug trafficking, violent crimes (such as armed robbery), and
even immigration offenses. Sentencing officials may also order caning for some
30 additional violent and non-violent crimes.
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Somalia
Somalia’s long-running armed conflict continued to take a heavy toll on civilians
in much of south-central Somalia. Warring parties continued to kill, wound, and
forcibly displace civilians. Restrictions on humanitarian access exacerbated the
human rights and humanitarian crises.

Ongoing political infighting and three government reshuffles in three years,
along with political maneuvering around implementation of federalism, de-
tracted from justice and security sector reform progress. Tensions over creation
of a new interim regional administration in central Somalia led to open conflict
between clan militias and government forces, resulting in abuses against civil-
ians. 

The forces of the African Union Mission to Somalia (AMISOM), as well as
Ethiopian armed forces, launched a new offensive against the armed Islamist
group Al-Shabaab in southern Somalia. While Al-Shabaab lost control of some
key towns, it maintains control over large swathes of territory, and many key
transport routes. Al-Shabaab carried out targeted attacks on civilians and civil-
ian infrastructure, in the capital, Mogadishu, and other towns under government
or allied authority, and increased high-profile attacks on AMISOM facilities.
There were credible reports that AMISOM forces killed civilians during operations
and in response to Al-Shabaab attacks. 

Abuses by Government and Allied Forces
Civilians have been killed at government-manned checkpoints and in the cross-
fire of fighting between government forces and Al-Shabaab, clashes over the cre-
ation of federal states, and in indiscriminate responses to attacks. 

The security situation remained volatile in government-controlled towns. Govern-
ment forces failed to protect civilians, including journalists, clan elders, clerics
and lawmakers and other officials from targeted killings by Al-Shabab as well as
by unknown gunmen, primarily in Mogadishu, Baidoa, the capital of the Bay re-
gion, and Beletweyn, the capital of Hiraan. 

In February, as a result of ongoing tensions regarding establishing an interim re-
gional administration in central Somalia, fighting in Guri’el between government
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Migrant Workers and Labor Exploitation
Foreign migrant workers are subject to labor abuse and exploitation through
debts owed to recruitment agents, non-payment of wages, restrictions on move-
ment, confiscation of passports, and sometimes physical and sexual abuse. For-
eign domestic workers are still excluded from the Employment Act and many key
labor protections, such as limits on daily work hours. Labor laws also discrimi-
nate against foreign workers by barring them from organizing and registering a
union or serving as union leaders without explicit government permission.

Key International Actors
Singapore is a regional hub for international business, maintains good political
and economic relations with both the United States and China, and plays a cen-
tral role in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). Singapore has
been an increasingly close security ally of the US. 
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Abuses by Foreign Forces
Reports increased of indiscriminate killings of civilians by AMISOM and other for-
eign forces, particularly at checkpoints, following attacks on AMISOM convoys
and in airstrikes. 

In July, local residents in Merka and media accused Ugandan forces working
under AMISOM of killing civilians in response to Al-Shabaab attacks on AMISOM
supply convoys. On July 31, AMISOM soldiers killed six family members celebrat-
ing a wedding. An AMISOM investigation admitted responsibility for the killings,
reported three soldiers had been arrested to face prosecution. 

On August 8, Ethiopian forces under AMISOM killed five civilians and injured six
others at a checkpoint in Halgan, Hiraan. In late May, clashes on the Ethiopian
side of the Galgadud border, between the special police of Ethiopia’s Somali re-
gion, known as “Liyu police,” and local pastoralists, resulted in significant dis-
placement and civilian casualties, including women and children.

Sexual Violence 
In 2014, the government endorsed an action plan to address alarming levels of
sexual violence. However, as in other prioritized reform areas, implementation
has been slow and protection of the most vulnerable communities non-existent.
While the full scope of sexual violence remains unknown, internally displaced
women and girls are clearly particularly vulnerable to rape by armed men, includ-
ing government soldiers and militia members.

Some soldiers from Uganda and Burundi deployed with AMISOM sexually ex-
ploited and assaulted women and girls on their bases in Mogadishu. In some
cases women and girls were offered humanitarian assistance, medicine and
food in exchange for sex. Few women filed complaints due to fear of reprisals
and absence of effective and safe complaint mechanisms. The African Union,
and Burundian, and Ugandan authorities investigated specific allegations, al-
though no prosecutions had occurred at time of writing.
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forces and the Ahlu Sunna Wal Jama’a, a Sufi militia, resulted in civilian deaths
and massive displacement. According to the United Nations, about 90 percent of
the estimated population of over 65,000 temporarily fled. Inter-clan fighting, re-
portedly involving government forces, in Hiraan also resulted in civilians deaths. 

Somalia’s national intelligence agency, NISA, continued to conduct mass secu-
rity sweeps despite having no legal mandate to arrest or detain. NISA has occa-
sionally held detainees for prolonged periods without judicial review and beat
suspects during interrogations.

The military court continued to try cases that are not legally within its jurisdiction
and in proceedings falling short of international fair trial standards. Eleven indi-
viduals were sentenced to death by military courts and executed in south-central
Somalia and Puntland. 

Children continued to be killed, arbitrary detained, and recruited into the armed
forces. In January 2015, Somalia ratified the Convention on the Rights of the
Child and in November endorsed the Safe Schools Declaration commiting to take
concrete steps to protect students and educational institutions.

Abuses by Al-Shabaab
Al-Shabaab regularly targets civilians and civilian structures, particularly in Mo-
gadishu, resulting in numerous casualties. On November 1, Al-Shabaab attacked
the popular Sahafi Hotel in Mogadishu, killing at least 15 people, including a
journalist covering the attack, other civilians and officials. On December 5, 2014,
Al-Shabaab claimed responsibility for a twin attack in Baidoa that killed at least
19 people including three journalists. 

Credible reports indicate that Al-Shabaab administers arbitrary justice and se-
verely restricts basic rights in areas under its control, and continued to forcibly
recruit children. Al-Shabaab committed targeted killings, beheadings and execu-
tions, particularly of those accused of spying. On February 7, Al-Shabaab publicly
executed two women accused of working for NISA in Jiliib, Middle Juba. Al-
Shabaab controls some supply routes and imposes blockades on towns cap-
tured by AMISOM and Somali government forces, notably Wajid, Bulo-Burte and
Hudur, severely restricting movement of goods and assistance; on occasion Al-
Shabaab killed civilians accused of breaking blockades. 
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Displaced Persons and Access to Humanitarian Assistance
Somalia’s 1.1 million internally displaced people, primarily women and children,
remained extremely vulnerable and reliant on assistance. Humanitarian agen-
cies faced challenges accessing needy populations due to insecurity, and restric-
tions imposed by parties to the conflict. 
Targeted attacks on humanitarian organizations persisted. Al-Shabaab claimed
responsibility for an April 20 attack in which a suicide bomber killed four United
Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) staff and two security guards in Garowe, Punt-
land. On November 15, a contractor for the UN mine action was killed by armed
men in Beletweyn. 
Military operations conducted by AMISOM, Kenyan, and Ethiopian forces, and
Somali forces against Al-Shabaab, as well as clan-fighting, resulted in significant
civilian displacement. More than 350,00 people, including women, children and
people with disabilities, who fled to Mogadishu during the 2011 famine re-
mained in dire conditions in the capital and are subjected to forced evictions,
sexual violence and clan-based discrimination by government forces, allied mili-
tia, and private individuals. 
In December 2014, the government passed a displacement policy largely in line
with international law, yet large-scale forced evictions, including by government
forces, occured in Mogadishu, Kismayo, and Baidoa. During the first two months
of 2015, over 40,000 people were forcibly evicted in Mogadishu. Government
forces forcibly evicted over 21,000 people during one operation in March, beat
some evictees, destroyed shelters, and left them without water, food, or other
assistance.

Attacks on Media and Human Rights Defenders
Targeted attacks on media, including attempted killings, harassment, and intimi-
dation continued. On April 20, gunmen killed radio journalist Daud Ali, his wife,
and a neighbor at Daud’s home in Baidoa. Intimidation by regional authorities is
also common, particularly in the context of federal state formation. Similarly,
Puntland authorities temporarily arrested journalists, closed media outlets, and
banned rebroadcasting of certain programs. 
Despite the federal government’s commitments to holding those responsible for
the killings of journalists to account, impunity prevails. 
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South Africa 
South Africa continued to face a number of human rights challenges, as the gov-
ernment struggled to stop attacks on businesses and homes of refugees, asy-
lum-seekers, and migrants, denying they were motivated by xenophobia or other
forms of intolerance. 

The report of the Farlam Commission of Inquiry into the deaths of 44 people, in-
cluding the police killing of 34 miners in 2012, was finally published, but civil so-
ciety groups and the families of the deceased and injured expressed
disappointment with the findings. 

President Jacob Zuma continued to face criticism over his handling of a 2014 re-
port by Public Protector Thuli Madonsela about the president’s alleged misuse of
state funds for a security upgrade to his private residence in Nkandla, Kwa Zulu
Natal. Human Rights Watch criticized the government for its failure to realize the
right to education for an estimated half-a-million children with disabilities. 

In June 2015, South African authorities violated a domestic court order and its in-
ternational obligations as a member of the International Criminal Court when it
permitted President Omar al-Bashir of Sudan to leave the country without arrest.
Bashir, who faces charges of genocide, war crimes, and crimes against humanity
in connection with the conflict in Darfur, was in South Africa for an African Union
(AU) Summit.

Violence against women, including rape and domestic violence, remained very
high. Although annual crime statistics released by the South African Police Serv-
ices showed that sexual offences decreased slightly by 3 percent, many gender
activists and human rights groups expressed concerns about the continued
under-reporting of rape and the failure of the government to introduce a national
strategy to combat violence against women. 

Police Conduct
Serious concerns remained about the conduct and capacity of the South African
Police Services (SAPS). A number of incidents in 2015 highlighted police brutality
and the use of excessive and disproportionate force.
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Somaliland
Somaliland’s government at times arbitrarily detained journalists, mainly those
reporting on sensitive political issues. Authorities also sometimes arbitrarily ar-
rested and detained political opponents and critics of the government without
adequate judicial oversight. In April, the government charged prominent human
rights lawyer Guleid Ahmed Jama with “anti-national” propaganda and other
crimes, after raising due process concerns in death penalty cases, but eventually
the court revoked all charges. 

On April 13, the government executed six men convicted of murder, the first
death sentences to be carried out in Somaliland since 2006. 

Somaliland authorities have also failed to sufficiently control and regulate pri-
vate mental health centers that have confined patients involuntarily and sub-
jected them to chaining, and, on occasion, beatings.

Key International Actors 
Foreign and regional partners continued to provide financial and other assis-
tance to AMISOM, including to mentor and train Somali armed forces engaged in
security and military operations against Al-Shabaab. On July 28, the UN Security
Council renewed AMISOM’s mandate until May 2016, in a resolution that did not
underscore the importance of accountability for abuses by AMISOM forces.

Much of the international community—and regional community—has focused on
federalism efforts, seen as a prerequisite to political transition in 2016. 

In addition to their large military presence in Somalia, Kenya and Ethiopia
trained and provided military support to government-affiliated militia. Both fo-
cused on the status of border areas, and Ethiopia in particular participated in
negotiations over the creation of bordering federal states. 

The US has claimed responsibility for three drone strikes since December 29,
2014, against individuals allegedly involved in the September 2013 Westgate
mall attack in Kenya, a marked increase in drone usage in Somalia. While the US
Defense Department has openly acknowledged involvement, it has consistently
failed to make public concrete information regarding civilian casualties. 
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panel of experts be set up to revise policing methods and investigate new tactics
for crowd control that do not involve “weapons capable of automatic fire.” 

The commission also criticized the mining unions and Lonmin mining company
for not doing enough to resolve the original dispute over pay and accommoda-
tion.

The commission exonerated Deputy President Cyril Ramaphosa, who was a non-
executive director at Lonmin, of any wrongdoing. Lawyers representing injured
and arrested mine workers had accused Ramaphosa of using his political influ-
ence to press for police action against the striking mine workers. The commis-
sion also cleared the then-minister of police and the minister of mines. 

Some civil society groups and the families of deceased and injured mine workers
were disappointed by the commission’s findings. They said the commission ig-
nored key evidence presented by mine workers who testified and instead relied
heavily on police description of the events. 

Xenophobic Attacks on Foreign Nationals
In April 2015, thousands of people looted foreign-owned shops and attacked
non-South African nationals in Durban, KwaZulu-Natal province. Several people
died and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees said an estimated
2,400 people were internally displaced. The targets of the widespread violence
were immigrants of African origin, mostly from Zimbabwe and Somalia. The xeno-
phobic attacks spread to parts of Johannesburg before authorities deployed the
army to stop the violence. In October, xenophobic violence displaced more than
500 people in Grahamstown, in the Eastern Cape Province. 

Statements by traditional leaders and government officials may have fueled the
violence. On March 21, 2015, Zulu King Goodwill Zwelithini told media that for-
eigners should “pack their bags and go home.” The government did not publicly
and unambiguously condemn Zwelithini’s reckless and inflammatory state-
ments. 

Although the police arrested at least 22 people following the violence, authori-
ties neither thoroughly investigated nor successfully prosecuted those involved.
No one was held to account for the attacks. Authorities also failed to prosecute
those who had incited the violence against foreign nationals. 
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On November 11, a South African judge sentenced eight former policemen to 15
years in prison for the 2013 murder of Mido Macia, a Mozambican taxi driver.

Three months earlier, the Pretoria High Court had found them guilty of murdering
Macia, who died in police custody after being tied up by his arms to a police
truck and dragged behind along the tarmac road. 

In August, 10 police officers were arrested and charged with torturing and mur-
dering Khuthazile Mbedu who was allegedly assaulted and tasered in Tembisa,
east of Johannesburg. One of his legs was broken during the incident and he
died in police custody four days later. The police officers are on bail pending trial
at time of writing.

In August, the Independent Police Investigation Department launched an investi-
gation into a video that showed two police officers in Douglasdale, Johannes-
burg, on August 18, apparently assaulting a man during a routine stop and
search. The two officers have been suspended pending investigations.

Inquiry into Killing of Marikana Miners
On June 25, the government published the report of the Farlam Commission into
the deaths of 44 people, including the police killing of 34 miners, between Au-
gust 11 and 16, 2012, during a strike at the Lonmin mine in Marikana. The com-
mission’s report was significantly delayed due to loss of documents (including
video evidence), the death of witnesses, and a legal battle over state funding for
lawyers representing the families of the miners killed, injured, or arrested. 

The commission found that the police had allowed the situation to get out of
control and that its plan to deal with the strikers was “tactically defective,”
adding that the police should not have allowed the operation to proceed and
should have been aware that “it would have been impossible to disarm and dis-
perse the strikers without significant bloodshed”. 

The commission called for a full investigation to determine whether any police
officers were criminally responsible and called for an inquiry into whether Na-
tional Police Commissioner Victoriah Phiyega and North West Provincial Police
Commissioner Lieutenant Zukiswa Mbombo were fit to hold office. On October
14, President Zuma suspended Phiyega. The commission recommended that a
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Government officials denied the violence was motivated by xenophobia or other
forms of intolerance and said it was a result of “pure acts of criminality.” Secre-
tary General of the African National Congress (ANC) Gwede Mantashe told media
in April 2015 that he believed the solution to xenophobia was to establish
refugee camps. Xenophobic violence in 2008 led to the deaths of over 60 people
across the country.  

Rights of Children and People with Disabilities
The South African government has failed to guarantee the right to education for
many children and young adults with disabilities, affecting an estimated half-a-
million children. In 2001, the government adopted a policy of providing inclusive
education for all children with disabilities, but key aspects of the policy have not
been implemented. The majority of the limited budget for learners with disabili-
ties is allocated to special, segregated schools rather than to inclusive educa-
tion. 

Contrary to the government’s international and domestic obligations, many chil-
dren are turned away from mainstream schools and referred to special schools
by school officials or medical staff simply because they have a disability. The re-
ferrals system needlessly forces children to wait for up to four years at care cen-
ters or at home for placement in a special school. Many children with disabilities
have to pay school fees to access special schools. 

South Africa became the first country to endorse the Safe Schools Declaration at
a global conference in Norway in May 2015. By joining the declaration, it agreed
to protect students and education in times of conflict, and to avoid using educa-
tional building for military purposes. 

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
South Africa has a progressive constitution that prohibits discrimination on the
basis of sexual orientation and protects the human rights of lesbian, gay, bisex-
ual and transgender (LGBT) people. The Department of Justice and Constitutional
Development has taken significant steps to improve coordination between gov-
ernment and civil society in combatting violence (including rape and murder)
against lesbians and transgender men.
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its voting record on country specific situations and some rights issues has been
considerably disappointing.

Despite country resolutions playing a key role in shedding light on abuses and
giving a stronger voice to victims, South Africa has justified its actions in oppos-
ing country resolutions by arguing that it does not support the council’s work on
country-specific situations because such measures and resolutions are per-
ceived as highly politicized and divisive.
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Foreign Policy
South Africa’s inconsistent foreign policy once again came to the fore in 2015.
While South Africa regularly supports conflict mediation efforts on the continent,
it has proven reluctant to protect the rights of victims at the UN Human Rights
Council, and at times taken decisions contrary to its stated human rights princi-
ples. 

In 2015, South Africa continued its peace mediation efforts in a number of con-
flicts on the continent mainly through Deputy President Ramaphosa, the special
envoy to South Sudan and Lesotho. South Africa also used its chairing of the
Southern African Development Community (SADC) Organ on Defence, Politics,
and Security Cooperation, as well as the African Union Peace and Security Coun-
cil, to support continental peace and security initiatives. 

South Africa firmly supported the establishment of the International Criminal
Court (ICC) and has been a key supporter of international justice. But in June
2015, it violated a court order and permitted President Omar al-Bashir of Sudan
to leave the country despite South Africa’s international legal obligations to ar-
rest him on two ICC warrants. 

Bashir, who faces charges of genocide, war crimes, and crimes against humanity
in connection with the conflict in Darfur, was in South Africa from June 13 to 15
for an AU Summit. The domestic case was brought by the Southern Africa Litiga-
tion Centre (SALC) to compel South Africa to abide by its domestic and interna-
tional legal obligations. Government officials strongly criticized SALC for this
effort.

In September 2015, the North Gauteng High Court rejected the South African gov-
ernment’s application to appeal in the Bashir case. The ruling reaffirmed that
South Africa was obliged under domestic and international law to arrest Bashir if
he was within South African territory. In October 2015, the ruling ANC said the
government should seek to withdraw South Africa from the ICC, a call criticized
by human rights defenders and civil society groups across the country. 

At the UN Human Rights Council, South Africa is a strong supporter of the coun-
cil’s engagement on issues like racism and the council’s action on the Occupied
Palestinian Territories. It has also participated actively in the Universal Periodic
Review process, a review of the rights records of all UN member states. However,
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South Sudan
South Sudan’s civil war, which began in December 2013, continued in 2015 with
serious abuses of civilians by both warring parties. Killings, rape, and destruc-
tion and pillage of civilian property were widespread, especially during a mas-
sive government offensive in Unity state that began in mid-2015. A tenuous
peace agreement signed in late August raised hopes of an end to the fighting,
which has displaced some 2.2 million people from their homes and plunged
much of the population into humanitarian crisis.

The conflict began in December 2013 when soldiers loyal to President Salva Kiir,
a Dinka, and those loyal to former Vice President Riek Machar, a Nuer and now
the rebel leader, fought in the capital, Juba, following months of growing politi-
cal tensions. Despite widespread atrocity crimes committed by both sides, the
peace deal, if implemented, would put the two men in charge of a transitional
government for three years, after which national elections will be held.

A painful history of unaddressed war crimes and human rights abuses commit-
ted during decades of conflict in South Sudan helped fuel the atrocities. No seri-
ous efforts have been made by either side to end abuses committed by their
forces. The peace deal promises a hybrid court established by the African Union
Commission to provide accountability for international crimes committed during
the recent conflict.

Attacks on Civilians and Civilian Property 
A decline in fighting in early 2015 ended abruptly in April, when the government
launched one of the biggest and most abusive offensives of the conflict. Govern-
ment forces and allied militia fighters killed hundreds of people and burned
homes and other civilian property in an offensive in opposition-held areas of
Unity state, forcing at least 100,000 people to flee their homes. The forces pil-
laged hundreds of thousands of cattle, as well as other food and property, con-
tributing to severe hunger in an area that humanitarian aid groups have warned
could experience famine. Rape of women, including gang rapes, was a common
tactic used during the offensive, and many hundreds of other women were
beaten, forced to porter goods looted from their own villages, or were abducted

WORLD REPORT 2016

520



by the attacking forces. Attacks, rape, and killings of civilians continued into Oc-
tober. 

The deliberate attacks on civilians and civilian property during the offensive
amount to war crimes, and the killings and rapes may also constitute crimes
against humanity. 

Clashes also took place in Upper Nile and Jonglei states in 2015. 

Use and Recruitment of Child Soldiers
Both the government and opposition forces recruited and used child soldiers in
the conflict in 2015. Hundreds of children have been recruited in Unity state by
Matthew Puljang, the government’s second-in-command in Unity state.

Opposition forces also continued to recruit and use hundreds, probably thou-
sands of children in Unity state. In Upper Nile state, Johnson Olony recruited
children in and around the Malakal area in early 2015. Olony fought alongside
government forces until April when he defected and later joined the opposition. 

Over 1,500 children who had fought under Jonglei state’s David Yau Yau in his
2012-3 insurgency against the government, separate from the recent conflict,
were released from barracks in early 2015 following a peace agreement between
his rebel group and the government. Yau Yau and his commanders have not been
investigated for using child soldiers. 

Arbitrary Detentions, Torture, and Enforced Disappearances
Since the beginning of the conflict, South Sudan’s National Security Service
(NSS) and military intelligence detained hundreds of men for alleged connec-
tions with opposition forces, some for as long as a year, often in inhumane con-
ditions. 

Most detainees were beaten and many tortured. None of the detainees was al-
lowed access to a lawyer or judge. Former detainees held in the NSS Riverside
detention site in Juba were held in dark, unbearably hot rooms. Detainees held
by military intelligence in Eastern Equatoria and in Juba were tortured including
with pliers, suffocation with a plastic bag, or jets of water directed at their faces.

523

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCHWORLD REPORT 2016

522



In 2015, the government of South Sudan acceded to the Convention Against Tor-
ture and its Optional Protocol, the Convention on the Elimination on all Forms of
Discrimination Against Women and its Optional Protocol, and the Convention on
the Rights of the Child (CRC). 

In 2013, South Sudan’s parliament passed a bill to ratify both Optional Protocols
to the CRC on the involvement of children in armed conflict and on the sale of
children, child prostitution, and child pornography. However, neither instrument
had been deposited with the UN at time of writing. 

South Sudan has neither signed nor ratified the African Charter on Human and
Peoples’ Rights or the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child.

Accountability and Justice
The government and opposition leadership have not made any serious effort to
hold abusive forces to account. Machar promised to investigate a massacre in
Bentiu town, Unity state, by his rebel forces in April 2014, but no findings had
been made public at time of writing. Two government reports, one by the police
and one by the army, about the involvement of security forces in widespread
killings of Nuer men in Juba in December 2013 had also not been made public. 

President Kiir also initiated a national investigation into human rights abuses in
early 2014; that report had also not been made public at time of writing. 

In December 2013, the African Union (AU) authorized a commission of inquiry to
document abuses and offer recommendations on justice and reconciliation. The
report, made public in October 2015, highlighted the ethnic nature of abuse in
the conflict, which it said included war crimes and possible crimes against hu-
manity.

The August 2015 peace deal promises a hybrid court to be established by the AU
Commission to investigate and prosecute international crimes committed in the
conflict. Details about the court, including where it will be located and how it will
be set up, have yet to be decided. The peace deal also mandates a Commission
for Truth, Reconciliation and Healing and a Compensation and Reparation Au-
thority. 
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At least three men were victims of enforced disappearances, including two mem-
bers of Lakes state parliament who were forcibly disappeared for many months
after being detained in police custody before eventually being released in Au-
gust 2015. 

Freedom of Expression and Association
The NSS continued to intimidate and detain journalists, further tightening an al-
ready restrictive media environment. In early August 2015, NSS officers shut
down two newspapers, Al Rai and The Citizen, and an organization producing
radio programs. The print run of another newspaper, the Daily Nation, was
seized in December 2014 and shut down in January 2015. President Kiir and In-
formation Minister Michael Makuei threatened journalists publicly, and the min-
ister threatened to shut down the UN radio Miraya FM. 

In August 2014, journalist Peter Julius Moi was assassinated days after President
Kiir publicly threatened journalists. Another journalist, Clement Lochio, last seen
in military detention, has been forcibly disappeared. Two more journalists were
arrested by MI officers and held in military detention in 2015, one for a month
because he interviewed, on the government South Sudan TV, a politician at odds
with with the army’s chief of staff. 

In February, NSS officials shut down the elections for the South Sudan Bar Asso-
ciation in Wau and Juba, allegedly because the organization had not received ad-
vance permission from the NSS. A journalist who took photographs at the Juba
venue was arrested and detained for about 20 hours in a NSS detention site.

Legislative Developments
NSS officers were given sweeping powers of arrest, search and seizure, and de-
tention without any clear judicial oversight in a National Security Service Act
passed by South Sudan’s parliament in mid-2014, amid much controversy and
procedural confusion. 

President Kiir said he would not sign the bill, but in February 2015 the justice
minister declared that the bill had become law because the president had not re-
turned it to parliament or provided reasons for withholding his signature for
more than 30 days. 
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Sri Lanka
Elections in Sri Lanka brought about momentous changes after nearly a decade
of increasingly autocratic rule. In January 2015, President Mahinda Rajapaksa’s
government, in power since 2006, lost to a united opposition front led by
Maithripala Sirisena, a former health minister. In August, Ranil Wickramsinghe,
longtime leader of the largest opposition party, was elected prime minister.

The new government quickly abolished surveillance and censorship of media
and civil society groups, embarked on constitutional reforms to restrict executive
powers, and took steps to restore the independence of the judiciary. In contrast
to the combative approach of the Rajapaksa government, it also initiated a new,
more open dialogue with the international community, including human rights
organizations.

However, the government took no significant measures to end impunity for secu-
rity force abuse, including police use of torture. At time of writing, the govern-
ment also had not yet repealed the draconian Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA),
despite promises to do so, and continued to detain people under it. Following a
sustained hunger strike by an estimated 200 PTA detainees, the government in
November released some on bail, sent others for rehabilitation, and pledged to
charge and try the rest.

In August, the United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights
(OHCHR) issued a scathing report on abuses committed by all sides during Sri
Lanka’s 1983-2009 armed conflict with the secessionist Liberation Tigers of
Tamil Eelam (LTTE). The report, which was mandated by a March 2014 Human
Rights Council (HRC) resolution on Sri Lanka, documented credible accounts of
unlawful attacks, killings, enforced disappearances, torture, sexual violence,
and attacks on humanitarian assistance . 

Following the report, HRC member states endorsed a resolution calling on the Sri
Lankan government to implement the report’s many recommendations, includ-
ing to establish a special counsel to investigate and prosecute alleged wartime
abuses, and to include foreign judges and prosecutors in a Sri Lankan tribunal. 
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Key International Actors 
The Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD) continued to mediate
peace talks in Addis Ababa, and teams of monitors on the ground reported on vi-
olations of a January 2014 cessation of hostilities agreement between the two
sides. Uganda, an IGAD member, continued to deploy soldiers in South Sudan to
shore up the government. 

China, the European Union, Norway, the United Kingdom, and the United States
continued to support the peace process. 

In early March 2015, the UN Security Council adopted a resolution that estab-
lished a sanctions regime for South Sudan. A sanctions committee has authority
to impose travel bans and asset freezes on individuals and entities found re-
sponsible for human rights abuses, violations of international humanitarian law,
or the recruitment of child soldiers. 

Sanctions have been imposed on six South Sudanese commanders from both
government and opposition forces. Though the council in the March resolution
did not impose an arms embargo on South Sudan, the council expressed its “in-
tent to impose” any measures “appropriate to respond to the situation,” includ-
ing an arms embargo. At time of writing, no Security Council arms embargo has
been imposed on South Sudan. In May, the African Union Peace and Security
Council called for the Security Council to “urgently consider” establishing an
arms embargo on South Sudan.

The UN Mission in South Sudan (UNMISS) continued to shelter tens of thou-
sands of civilians forced to flee their homes because of attacks by forces from
both sides. UNMISS peacekeepers struggled to protect civilians outside of their
bases. 

In June, the UN Human Rights Council passed a resolution that dispatched a UN
human rights mission to monitor steps taken to ensure accountability.
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tion was left with the Sri Lankan government to work out the details for this
body, including the role and number of the tribunal’s foreign judges and prose-
cutors. The government has since turned to civil society groups from across the
country for their input on this and a resolution-endorsed truth and reconciliation
commission. 

The Sri Lankan government, through the resolution, accepted many recommen-
dations to improve the country’s human rights situation, including a repeal of
the PTA and reforms to the Witness and Victim Protection Law. The government
also agreed to accelerate the return of land to its rightful civilian owners; to end
military involvement in civilian activities in the country’s north and east; to in-
vestigate allegations of attacks on members of civil society, media, and religious
minorities; and to reach a settlement on the devolution of authority to the
provinces.

Some key undertakings in the resolution include the establishment of a dedi-
cated office on enforced disappearances; a truth, justice, and reconciliation
commission; and an office on reparations. The government also released two
sets of presidential commission reports on human rights violations, which in-
cluded reports that had been completed, but not made public in May 2009.

In November, the government began planning public consultations throughout
the country as an initial step towards the establishment of these offices. 

In November, the UN Working Group on Enforced and Involuntary Disappear-
ances visited Sri Lanka at the invitation of the government. The group noted the
almost complete lack of accountability for disappearances and the lack of sus-
tained efforts to uncover the truth about what happened to the victims. The
group also expressed concern that some of the people they had met with on
their trip were subsequently visited by members of the security forces and were
questioned about their meeting with the group. 

In May, the government appointed as its new army chief, a senior officer whose
division was implicated in serious human rights abuses. Maj. Gen. Jagath Dias
led the Army’s 57th Division during the last two years of the civil war, and his
promotion created concerns that the new government, like its predecessor,
would shield senior military personnel from accountability.
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The government began to investigate some emblematic cases of serious human
rights violations during the conflict, including the killing and enforced disap-
pearance of journalists. 

Constitutional Reforms
In June, the new government brought in the 19th amendment to the constitution.
It places new checks on the power of the executive and seeks to restore the in-
dependence of police, judicial, human rights, and election commissions. Al-
though the amendment was not as far-reaching as initially proposed, it limits the
presidential term and increases the powers of the prime minister. In September,
the government announced that it had established a Constitutional Council
which, in turn, will oversee appointments to the independent commissions.
Long-time human rights advocates were appointed to the Commission on Human
Rights, a body that had been moribund during the Rajapaksa years.

The government has promised to seek further constitutional and legislative
changes on electoral reforms and devolution of powers. 

Accountability for Past Abuses
In September, the OHCHR, as mandated by a Human Rights Council resolution in
2014, published its report investigating allegations of unlawful attacks on civil-
ians, killings, disappearances, rape and sexual violence, forced recruitment of
children, and the intentional denial of humanitarian assistance, and other viola-
tions of international law by the government and the LTTE. 

The report documented serious violations and called on the government to es-
tablish a “hybrid” justice mechanism, including both domestic and international
investigators and prosecutors, to adopt legislation criminalizing war crimes,
crimes against humanity, genocide and enforced disappearances without a
statute of limitations, and to enact command responsibility as a mode of liabil-
ity. 

Based on the OHCHR report, the Human Rights Council, with Sri Lanka’s acquies-
ence, adopted a consensus resolution that recommended establishing a special
court “integrating international judges, prosecutors, lawyers and investigators”
with an independent Sri Lankan investigative and prosecuting body. The resolu-
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Police Torture and Ill-Treatment
Police in Sri Lanka continued to routinely torture and ill-treat individuals taken
into custody to extract “confessions,” but also for personal vendettas or to extort
funds. 

While Sri Lanka has legislation prohibiting torture, the government failed to en-
sure disciplinary or criminal prosecutions against police officers and their supe-
riors. Many alleged perpetrators remained in active duty or were merely
transferred to another police station. Only in a handful of particularly egregious
cases in the media spotlight was serious action taken against the offending offi-
cers. Even in those cases, superior officers were not held to account as a matter
of command responsibility.

Victims of torture and their families faced a daunting path to redress and justice.
Those of limited means, particularly from rural communities, often found the var-
ious procedural steps overwhelming and prohibitively expensive. Many reported
ongoing harassment by the police when back in their villages.

Prevention of Terrorism Act and Politically Motivated Torture
Sri Lanka’s new government agreed to review and repeal the Prevention of Terror-
ism Act, though said it would replace the law with new counter-terrorism legisla-
tion. The PTA has long been used to hold suspected LTTE members and others
without charge or trial for years. In spite of promises to make the whereabouts of
all detainees known to their relatives, many family members received no infor-
mation about where, or indeed if, their loved ones are detained. 

The PTA allows for arrests for unspecified “unlawful activities” without warrant
and permits detention for up to 18 months without producing the suspect before
a court. The government need not charge the person with an offense; many PTA
detainees have been held for years without charge. And the act provides immu-
nity from prosecution for government officials who may commit wrongful acts,
such as torture, under the legislation. 

The PTA facilitated thousands of abuses over the years, including torture to ob-
tain “confessions,” enforced disappearances, and extrajudicial executions. The
law has been used since the end of the war, including under the present govern-
ment, to detain and torture people suspected of links to the LTTE, including
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Key International Actors
The United Nations Human Rights Council in October adopted by consensus a
resolution calling on Sri Lanka to establish a credible accountability mechanism,
with the involvement of Commonwealth and foreign judges, prosecutors and in-
vestigators. The United States, United Kingdom, Macedonia, Montenegro, and
Australia, among others, sponsored the resolution. 

Since it was adopted by consensus, the resolution brought on board key states
that did not support the previous resolution in March, notably India. 

However, concerns remained about the failure of sponsoring states to ensure
proper provisions for international oversight of implementation of the terms of
the resolution. The resolution only calls for an oral update from the high commis-
sioner during the council’s 32nd session in June 2016 and a written implementa-
tion report at the 34th session in March 2017. The US and other sponors backed
away from including language on certain important issues, such as having a ma-
jority international judicial presence and command responsibility.
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forcibly returned asylum seekers. Many instances of torture, sexual violence, and
other ill-treatment occured in the Criminal Investigation Division and Terrorist In-
vestigation Division offices in Colombo and elsewhere, while others occured in
unofficial places of detention.

In November, the government announced a plan to deal with the Tamil detainees
held under the PTA. At time of writing, authorities had released 39 detainees on
bail and sent a further 99 for rehabilitation, although the exact contours of the
rehabilitation program remained unclear. The government has pledged to charge
and try the rest. 

In October, the government decided to issue official certificates to the families of
the disappeared affirming their status as “missing” instead of “deceased.” This
allows for the families to obtain certain benefits while being more sensitive to
the families’ emotional needs and the need for a continued investigation into
their cases.

Migrant Workers
More than one million Sri Lankans are employed overseas and many remained at
risk of abuse at every stage of the migration cycle, from recruitment and transit,
to employment, repatriation, and reintegration. More than a third of Sri Lanka’s
migrants are domestic workers, almost exclusively female. The government took
some steps to protect their rights abroad, but many continued to face long work-
ing hours with little rest, delayed or unpaid wages, confinement in the work-
place, and verbal, physical, and sexual abuse.

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
Sri Lanka criminalizes “unnatural” sex, acts of “gross indecency,” and “cheating
the public by impersonation.” Police have used these and other laws, such as a
vaguely defined “vagrancy” prohibition, to target LGBT people. In 2014, govern-
ment officials told the United Nations Human Rights Committee that the Sri
Lankan Constitution’s equal protection clause “protects persons from stigmati-
zation and discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation and gender identi-
ties,” but neither the constitution nor any other law expressly prohibits
discrimination on such grounds.
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Sudan
Government forces committed serious attacks against civilians, including wide-
spread killings, rape, and destruction of property, in the conflicts in Darfur,
South Kordofan, and Blue Nile states. Sudanese authorities restricted civil soci-
ety and independent media, and suppressed protests and demonstrations. Pres-
ident Omar al-Bashir was re-elected in April 2015 in a poll that did not meet
international standards for free and fair elections. Sudan has yet to adopt a con-
stitution since the Comprehensive Peace Agreement’s six-year interim period
ended in 2011. The ruling National Congress Party and opposition parties remain
deadlocked over a national dialogue process that was to pave the way for elec-
tions and a new constitution. 

Conflict and Abuses in Darfur
In December 2014, President Bashir announced the resumption of “Operation
Decisive Summer,” a military campaign that began in February 2014 against
armed rebel groups in Darfur. The operation was led by the Rapid Support Forces
(RSF), a Sudanese government force consisting largely of pro-government mili-
tias under the control of its National Intelligence and Security Service. 

Between December and April 2015, the RSF and other government forces at-
tacked villages and towns, mostly in the Jebel Marra region. They were responsi-
ble for serious abuses against the civilian population—including killings, rape,
torture, mass displacement, destruction of property, and looting of livestock—
that may amount to crimes against humanity. In January 2015, RSF soldiers raped
scores of women and girls in and around the town of Golo.

The government blocked the African Union/United Nations peacekeeping mis-
sion, UNAMID, from much of the Jebel Marra region, and from investigating alle-
gations of mass rape and other abuses by government forces that occurred in
October and November 2014 in Tabit, North Darfur. Although the peacekeepers
were briefly allowed into Tabit, where Sudanese armed forces raped at least 200
women in a 36-hour period, government security forces accompanying the
peacekeepers compromised the integrity of their investigation. Neither the UN
nor any international aid organizations have been able to access the town and
provide victims with medical or psycho-social care.

535

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCHWORLD REPORT 2016

534



UNAMID has been largely ineffective in protecting civilians from violence, ham-
pered by Sudan’s denial of access to areas affected by conflict. Jebel Marra, for
example, where tens of thousands are still displaced, has not been accessed for
several years. Attacks and security threats against mission personnel have also
undermined its effectiveness. 

Violent intercommunal fighting continued in 2015, especially in South Darfur.

Conflict and Abuses in Southern Kordofan and Blue Nile
Unlawful attacks on civilians by government forces, carried out through aerial
bombardment and ground forces in Southern Kordofan caused civilian casual-
ties, including the deaths of at least 26 children in 2014 and 2015, some burned
alive or blown to pieces after bombs or shells landed on their homes. Govern-
ment bombing included what appeared to be targeted attacks on medical clin-
ics. 

The fighting and attacks on civilians destroyed homes and property and caused
thousands to flee into crowded refugee camps in South Sudan. Government air-
craft also dropped cluster munitions on Um Dorein and Delami counties, South-
ern Kordofan, in February and March 2015. Although the Convention on Cluster
Munitions, which enjoys broad international support, prohibits their use, Sudan
is not yet a party to this treaty.

In May 2015, government attacks on villages in Blue Nile caused large scale dis-
placement of people from the Bau locality. Sudanese groups reported that at
least three villages were burned by government forces, and people were forced
to move to government strongholds. Residents were threatened with arrest or
were detained if they did not leave. 

The government has barred humanitarian agencies from working in rebel-held
areas of Southern Kordofan and Blue Nile, and has failed to agree with SPLM-N
on terms for humanitarian access, including for a UN emergency polio vaccina-
tion campaign. As a result, the majority of children born in rebel-held areas have
not been vaccinated against preventable diseases. Health workers received al-
most 2,000 suspected measles cases during an outbreak in Southern Kordofan
between April and December 2014. 
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Authorities also clamped down on civil society groups. In March, security agents
raided the Tracks for Training and Human Development office, seized computers
and other assets, and accused staff of supporting an elections boycott. In late
December 2014 and January 2015, authorities revoked the licenses of three cul-
tural organizations without providing reasons, and shut down a book fair and
cultural event in Khartoum. 

On December 21, 2014, agents raided the Sudanese Human Rights Monitor while
it was hosting a meeting to prepare for Sudan’s Universal Periodic Review at the
UN Human Rights Council. The Monitor was founded by Dr. Amin Mekki Medani,
who had been detained on December 6 for four months in connection with his
support for the “Sudan Call” declaration.

Authorities also continued to restrict media. National security agents seized
print runs of 14 newspapers on February 16, and 10 newspapers on May 25, ap-
parently because of articles on sensitive topics. In January 2015, the editor-in-
chief of Al Midan, an opposition daily, was charged with crimes against the state
for articles quoting a rebel commander, and faces the death penalty. In July,
three journalists were arrested while covering a doctor’s strike in Gedarif.

Legal Reform
The NISS has broad powers of arrest and detention for up to four-and-a-half
months without judicial review, months beyond the international standard.
Amendments to the constitution in January 2015 further empowered the NISS by
designating it as a regular force with a mandate of combatting a wide range of
political and social threats and taking precautionary measures against them. The
service is known for its abusive tactics, including torture, against real or per-
ceived political opponents.

In February, Sudan made amendments to the criminal code that could reduce the
risk of women being accused of adultery when they report rape. However, the
government has failed to implement various other reforms, including laws gov-
erning media, voluntary organizations, and public order regime. 

The authorities continued to apply Sharia (Islamic law) sanctions that violate in-
ternational prohibitions on cruel, inhuman, or degrading punishment. The penal-
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Arbitrary Detentions, Ill-Treatment, and Torture
On December 6 and 7, 2014, human rights defender Amin Mekki Medani, politi-
cal opposition leader Farouq Abu Eissa, and political activist Farah Ibrahim Ala-
gar, were arrested in connection with their support for the opposition
declaration, “Sudan Call,” and detained for four months. They were held incom-
municado for 15 days before being transferred to Kober prison and charged with
crimes against the state, which carry the death penalty. They were released on
April 9, 2015, after the minister of justice exercised discretionary powers to drop
the case.

In the lead up to, during, and after the national elections, from April 13 to 16,
2015, security forces arrested dozens of opposition party members, students,
and political activists campaigning for an elections boycott. Many reported they
were detained for several days and subjected to harsh beatings before being re-
leased without charge. 

In mid-April, a well-known female activist appeared in public bruised and beaten
after three days’ detention. National security denied responsibility and brought
defamation charges against her. On April 16, a human rights trainer, Adil
Bakheet was detained for 17 days in police custody and charged with crimes
against the state for his participation in a voter education training. In May, two
activists were detained in connection with speaking about sexual harassment
and corruption, then released without being charged.

In August, national security agents continued to detain political activists, includ-
ing members of the Sudanese Congress Party (SCP) engaged in public demon-
strations against government policies. Several were subjected to violence and
abuse and required to report daily to NISS.

Freedom of Peaceful Assembly, Association, and Expression
Sudanese security forces used excessive force to break up demonstrations over
a range of issues, and prevented or restricted public events, particularly in the
lead up to the general elections. In April, police and military fired tear gas and
live bullets at protesters at a rally in a displaced persons camp in Central Darfur.
Police raided El Fasher University in North Darfur, using tear gas to break up a
group calling for an elections boycott, and arresting around 29 students. 
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do not cooperate with the court’s requests on arresting Darfur suspects.

Al-Bashir remains a fugitive, but his travel has been restricted. A number of an-
ticipated trips abroad have been cancelled, rescheduled, or relocated amid
diplomatic and public outcry, particularly by African civil society groups. 
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ties are applied disproportionately to women and girls, typically for “crimes”
such as adultery or violations of morality codes.

Key International Actors
The AU’s High-Level Implementation Panel for Sudan and South Sudan, headed
by former South African President Thabo Mbeki, continued to mediate peace
talks for Southern Kordofan, Blue Nile, Darfur, and talks on a National Dialogue
process. 

The ongoing conflict in South Sudan and accusations of Sudan’s support to
armed opposition there continued to undermine progress on outstanding is-
sues, such as border demarcation, security, and status of the contested area of
Abyei, as required in the 2012 cooperation agreement.

Amid Sudan’s pressure that UNAMID make plans to leave the country, the UN Se-
curity Council reduced the mission’s size by almost 5,000 troops in August 2014.
In August 2015, despite calls by the government of Sudan on UNAMID to with-
draw from “stable” parts of Darfur, the Security Council extended the mission’s
mandate through June 2016. The Security Council also extended the mandate of
the UN Interim Security Force for Abyei through mid-December 2015.

In May 2015, the UN special rapporteur on violence against women traveled to
Sudan for the first time in over a decade; her report is expected in 2016. In Sep-
tember 2015, the Human Rights Council extended the mandate of the independ-
ent expert for one year and urged the government of Sudan to initiate an
independent public inquiry into the shooting of demonstrators in September
2014 and March 2014 and to investigate human rights violations in camps for the
internally displaced.

March 2015 marked the 10-year anniversary of the Security Council’s referral of
the situation in Darfur to the International Criminal Court (ICC). Since then, the
ICC has issued arrest warrants for five individuals, including President al-Bashir,
for war crimes, crimes against humanity, and genocide in connection with atroci-
ties in Darfur. Sudan has refused to cooperate with the court in any of the cases.
In December 2014, ICC Chief Prosecutor Fatou Bensouda told the UN Security
Council that she was “hibernating” her investigations on Darfur and urged the
council to make “a dramatic shift” in its approach to responding to states that
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Human Rights Defenders 
Political activists faced trial and detention under security legislation and charges
of treason under common law. The Suppression of Terrorism Act of 2008 placed
severe restrictions on civil society organizations, religious groups, and media.
Under the legislation, a “terrorist act” includes a wide range of legitimate con-
duct such as criticism of the government. State officials used the legislation to
target perceived opponents through abusive surveillance, unlawful home and of-
fice searches, and arbitrary arrests. 

Two leaders of a banned political party, the People’s United Democratic Move-
ment (PUDEMO), Mario Masuku and Maxwell Dlamini, were accused under the
Suppression of Terrorism Act of criticizing the government by singing a pro-
democracy song and shouting “Viva PUDEMO” during a May Day rally in 2014.
After more than a year in custody, they were granted bail in July 2015 by the
Swaziland High Court. The trial continued at time of writing. If convicted, they
could serve up to 15 years in prison. Both men had previously been arrested by
Swazi authorities under the same legislation: Masuku in November 2008 for a
speech at a funeral and Dlamini in 2010 for his role in organizing student
protests. Both men were later acquitted of all charges. 

In April 2014, PUDEMO General Secretary Mlungisi Makhanya was also arrested
under the Suppression of Terrorism Act along with six other PUDEMO members
for wearing a T-shirt protesting the arrest of journalist, Bheki Makhubu, and
human rights lawyer, Thulani Maseko. The seven were released on bail after two
weeks in detention. His trial also continued at time of writing. 

In September 2015, eight trade union leaders and human rights defenders, in-
cluding Masuku and Dlamini, challenged the constitutionality of the Suppres-
sion of Terrorism Act in the High Court of Swaziland. At time of writing the case
was ongoing. 

Freedom of Expression and Media
Journalists and activists who criticized the government were often harassed and
arrested. The Sedition and Subversive Activities Act continued to restrict free-
dom of expression through criminalizing alleged seditious publications and use
of alleged seditious words, such as those which “may excite disaffection”
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Swaziland 
Respect for human rights and the rule of law continued to decline in the King-
dom of Swaziland, ruled by absolute monarch King Mswati III since 1986. Politi-
cal parties remained banned, as they have been since 1973, judicial
independence continued to be severely compromised, and repressive laws used
to target critics of the government and the king. 

As in previous years, Swazi authorities failed to carry out reforms to lift severe re-
strictions on civil and political rights. The Suppression of Terrorism Act, the Sedi-
tion and Subversive Activities Act of 1938, and other similarly draconian
legislation provided sweeping powers to the security services to halt pro-democ-
racy meetings and protests and to curb any criticism of the government, however
banal, even though such rights are guaranteed under Swaziland’s 2005 constitu-
tion. 

Freedom of Association and Assembly 
Severe government restrictions on freedom of association and assembly contin-
ued. On February 28, Swazi police broke up a meeting of the Trade Union Con-
gress of Swaziland (TUCOSWA) in Manzini, the country’s second largest city,
because authorities were unhappy with an agenda item on multi-party democ-
racy.

On March 14, police violently barred TUCOSWA’s national executive committee
from meeting at the premises of the Swaziland National Association of Teachers
(SNAT), one of its members, claiming that TUCOSWA was not a registered entity.
SNAT’s secretary general, Muzi Mhlanga, was assaulted by the police who
knocked out one of his front teeth when he tried to take photographs of the po-
lice action. Previously registered in 2012, TUCOSWA was banned in 2013 when it
called for a boycott of the 2013 general election, which failed to include opposi-
tion political parties. Subsequent attempts to register were denied. TUCOSWA
submitted a new application in December 2014 under the country’s amended In-
dustrial Relations Act. It was registered on May 12, 2015. 
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The constitution provides for equality before the law, but also places the king
above the law. In 2011, Ramodibedi issued a directive which protected the king
from any civil law suits, after Swazi villagers claimed police had seized their cat-
tle to add to the king’s herd.

The government has failed to take the necessary steps to operationalize the
Human Rights and Public Administration Commission, established in 2009,
which remained ineffective due to lack of funding, human resources, and en-
abling legislation. In its five years of existence the commission has not produced
any report about its work or role. 

Women’s Rights 
Swaziland’s dual legal system, where both Roman-Dutch common law and Swazi
customary law operate side by side, has resulted in conflict leading to numerous
violations of women’s rights, despite constitutionally guaranteed equality. In
practice, women, especially those living in rural areas under traditional leaders
and governed by highly patriarchal Swazi law and custom, are often subjected to
discrimination and harmful practices. 

Young women and girls are forced to take part in cultural activities like the Umh-
langa reed dance. Families of girls and young women who fail to take part in
such cultural activities are often punished or fined by their chiefs. Traditional
structures and practices prohibit women from speaking in public at men’s gath-
erings and present significant challenges for women’s political participation. Vi-
olence against women is endemic. Survivors of gender-based violence have few
avenues for help as both formal and customary justice processes discriminate
against them. 

Civil society activists have criticized the widely held view among traditional au-
thorities that human rights and equal rights for women are foreign values that
should be subordinated to Swazi culture and tradition. 

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
Swaziland’s common law prohibits sodomy, defined as same-sex sexual rela-
tions between men, although no sentence is specified for those found guilty of
such an offence. On March 15, a man in Nhlangano (a town 130 kilometers south
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against the king. Published criticism of the ruling party is also banned. Many
journalists practiced self-censorship, especially with regard to reports involving
the king, to avoid harassment by authorities.

On June 30, the Supreme Court of Swaziland granted an appeal by human rights
lawyer, Thulani Maseko, and editor of The Nation magazine, Bheki Makhubu,
and ordered their immediate release from prison. Maseko and Makhubu were ar-
rested in March 2014 for two articles they published in The Nation questioning
the impartiality of the judiciary, and sentenced to two years in prison. Civil soci-
ety groups dismissed the trial as a sham. 

In July 2014, The Nation and its publishers were fined an equivalent of US$9,500
by the Swaziland High Court for publishing “seditious” information in the two ar-
ticles that Maseko wrote. 

Authorities also barred media from reporting on issues they deemed sensitive.
For example, when scores of young girls died in a road traffic accident on August
28 on their way to an annual Umhlanga festival where thousands of virgins
dance before the king to celebrate womanhood and virginity, authorities blocked
media reporting of the incident. The government later said 13 people had died.
Regional and international media disputed the government’s figure and esti-
mated the death toll at 65. 

Rule of Law 
Although the constitution provides for three separate organs of government–the
executive, legislature, and judiciary–under Swaziland’s law and custom, all pow-
ers are vested in the king. The king exercises absolute authority over the cabinet,
parliament, and judiciary. 

The king appoints 20 members of the 30-member senate, 10 members of the
house of assembly, and approves all legislation passed by parliament. The king
also appoints judges, and, if he wishes, fires them. On June 17, the king fired
Chief Justice Michael Ramodibedi for “serious misbehavior” following allega-
tions of abuse of office and corruption. Ramodibedi, previously a close ally of
the king, had presided over a partial judiciary and had played a leading role in
the authority’s crackdown on human rights.
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Syria
In 2015, violence continued to escalate inside Syria amid an absence of mean-
ingful efforts to end the war or reduce abuses. The government and its allies car-
ried out deliberate and indiscriminate attacks on civilians. Incommunicado
detention and torture remain rampant in detention facilities. Non-state armed
groups opposing the government also carried out serious abuses including at-
tacking civilians, using child soldiers, kidnapping, and torture. 

The armed extremist group Islamic State (also known as ISIS), and Al-Qaeda’s af-
filiate in Syria, Jabhat al-Nusra, were responsible for systematic and widespread
violations, including targeting civilians, kidnappings, and executions. 

According to local Syrian groups, as of October 2015, the death toll in the conflict
reached more than 250,000 people including over 100,000 civilians. According
to local groups, more than 640,000 people live under long-term siege in Syria.
The conflict has led to a humanitarian crisis with an estimated 7.6 million inter-
nally displaced and 4.2 million refugees in neighboring countries. 

Government Attacks on Civilians, Indiscriminate Use of
Weapons
The government persisted in conducting indiscriminate air attacks, including
dropping large numbers of improvised barrel bombs on civilians in defiance of
United Nations Security Council Resolution 2139 passed on February 22, 2014.
These unguided high explosive bombs are cheaply made, locally produced, and
typically constructed from large oil drums, gas cylinders, and water tanks, filled
with high explosives and scrap metal to enhance fragmentation, and then
dropped from helicopters. 

Between February 2014 and January 2015, Human Rights Watch determined at
least 450 major damage sites that showed damage consistent with barrel bomb
detonations. One local group estimated that by February 22, 2015 aerial barrel
bomb attacks had killed 6,163 civilians in Syria, including 1,892 children, since
the passage of the UN Security Council Resolution 2139. 

Airstrikes have indiscriminately hit markets, schools, and hospitals. One of the
deadliest air attacks occurred on August 16 when government’s air force repeat-
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of the capital, Mbabane) murdered a lesbian after picking a fight with her at a
bar and making homophobic comments. Police arrested a suspect, who was
charged with murder and is currently on trial. Several months earlier, a gay man
was killed for being gay in the same town in another apparent hate crime.

Key International Actors 
Neighboring South Africa and regional bodies–the Southern African Develop-
ment Community (SADC) and the African Union (AU)–have done little to press
Swaziland to improve respect for human rights. Instead, criticism has come from
outside the continent.  

In June 2014, United States President Barack Obama officially removed Swazi-
land from the list of African countries which benefit from the African Growth and
Opportunity Act (AGOA), citing the slow pace of democratic reforms and poor
human rights record. The International Labour Organization (ILO) in June 2015
called on the Swazi government to amend the Industrial Relations Act, the Public
Order Act, and the Suppression of Terrorism Act, and guarantee labor rights. On
July 10, 2014, the Commonwealth initiated political dialogue led by its special
envoy to Swaziland, former Malawi President Bakili Muluzi, to move the country
towards multi-party elections in 2018. 

In May 2015, the European Parliament called on the government of Swaziland to
immediately and unconditionally release Thulani Maseko and Bheki Makhubu,
and all prisoners of conscience and political prisoners, including Mario Masuku,
president of the People’s United Democratic Movement, and Maxwell Dlamini,
secretary-general of the Swaziland Youth Congress. It further urged Swazi author-
ities to take steps to respect and promote freedom of expression, guarantee
democracy and plurality, and establish a legislative framework allowing the reg-
istration, operation, and full participation of political parties. 
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edly struck Douma’s popular markets and residential areas killing at least 112
people.

Despite its accession to the Chemical Weapons Convention in 2014, the Syrian
government used toxic chemicals in several barrel bomb attacks in Idlib gover-
norate in March, April, and May. While Human Rights Watch was unable to con-
clusively determine the toxic chemicals used, the distinct smell of chlorine
reported by rescue workers and doctors indicate that it was probably used. In
August, the Security Council adopted Resolution 2235 to establish an independ-
ent panel charged with determining who is responsible for chemical attacks in
Syria. 

The Syrian government also continues to impose sieges, which are estimated by
the UN’s Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) to affect over
200,000 civilians. The sieges violate council Resolution 2139, which demands
that all parties “immediately lift the sieges of populated areas,” including in
Homs, Moadamiya, and Daraya in western Ghouta, eastern Ghouta, and the
Palestinian refugee camp in Yarmouk in south Damascus. The government has
used siege strategies to effectively starve civilian populations into submission
and force negotiations that would allow the government to retake territory.

Arbitrary Arrests, Enforced Disappearances, Torture, Deaths in
Custody by Government Forces
Syrian security forces continue to detain people arbitrarily, regularly subjecting
them to ill-treatment and torture, and often disappearing them using an exten-
sive network of detention facilities throughout Syria. Many detainees were young
men in their 20s or 30s; but children, women, and elderly people were also de-
tained. In some instances, individuals reported that security forces detained
their family members, including children, to pressure them to turn themselves
in. 

Despite a general amnesty declared by the government in June 2014, scores of
civil society activists, human rights defenders, media, and humanitarian workers
remain in arbitrary detention, some of whom are on trial, including before coun-
terterrorism courts, for exercising their rights. Human rights defender Mazen Dar-
wish, and his colleagues Hani al-Zitani and Hussein Ghareer, from the Syrian
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sexually enslave and abuse Yezidi women and girls, many of whom are in places
under their control, such as Raqqa in Syria. 

By September, over 2,000 Yezidi women and girls had escaped, but over 5,200
remained in the hands of ISIS, according to Vian Dakhil, a Yezidi member of
Iraq’s parliament. Human Rights Watch documented a system of organized rape
and sexual assault, sexual slavery, and forced marriage by ISIS forces. Yezidi
women and girls told Human Rights Watch how ISIS members forced them into
marriage; sold, in some cases a number of times; or given as “gifts” to ISIS fight-
ers.

ISIS also executed men accused of homosexuality. International media has re-
ported the execution of men charged with being gay in ISIS controlled areas by
throwing them off the top of buildings. According to the gay activist organization
OutRight Action International, 36 men in Syria and Iraq were killed on charges of
sodomy.

Abuses by Other Non-State Armed Groups 
Non-state armed groups have launched indiscriminate mortar and other artillery
strikes from areas under their control that killed civilians in neighborhoods
under government control in Aleppo, Damascus, Idlib, and Latakia. These at-
tacks repeatedly hit known civilian objectives, including schools, mosques, and
markets.

Armed groups continue to impose sieges around the towns of Nubul and Zahra
(Aleppo) and Fou`a and Kefraya (Idlib).

Non-state armed groups including the Free Syrian Army and the Islamic Front
also used children for combat and other military purposes. They also put stu-
dents at risk by using schools at military bases, barracks, detention centers, and
sniper posts.

Non-state armed groups have also been responsible for abductions. At least 54
Alawite women and children that were taken hostage during a military offensive
in Latakia countryside in August 2013 continue to be held by “the Mujahadeen
room in Latakia countryside.” 

On November 10, 2015 armed opposition groups shelled Latakia killing 23 peo-
ple and injuring 65 according to international media reports. The Syrian state
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Center for Media and Freedom of Expression, were finally released in the sum-
mer of 2015. 

Activists who remained in detention at time of writing included freedom of ex-
pression advocate Bassil Khartabil. Some activists, like the lawyer and human
rights defender Khalil Maatouk, whom former detainees reported to have seen in
government detention, continued to be held in conditions amounting to en-
forced disappearance.

Released detainees consistently report ill-treatment and torture in detention fa-
cilities, and prison conditions that lead to many cases of deaths in custody. For-
mer detainees, including detained doctors, said that common causes of death in
detention include infections, torture, and lack of care for chronic diseases. At
least 890 detainees died in custody in 2015, according to local activists.

Security Council Resolution 2139 demands an end to arbitrary detention, disap-
pearance, and abductions, and the release of everyone who has been arbitrarily
detained.

Jabhat al-Nusra and ISIS Abuses
Extremist Islamist groups Jabhat al-Nusra and ISIS committed systematic rights
abuses, including intentionally targeting and abducting civilians. 

On March 31, ISIS deliberately killed at least 35 civilians after they briefly seized
the village of Mab`oujeh in Hama countryside, according to local residents. ISIS
also deliberately targeted civilians in a June 2015 attack on the northern Syrian
city of Kobani (Ain al-Arab in Arabic) killing between 233 and 262 civilians. Ac-
cording to witnesses, the attackers killed civilians using automatic weapons in-
cluding machineguns and rifles. They also used grenades and snipers fired on
civilians from rooftops as they tried to retrieve the dead.

Witnesses told Human Rights Watch that they saw ISIS execute people in public
places in towns the group controlled in the governorates of Raqqa and Deir al-
Zor. The victims were shot, beheaded, crucified, or stoned to death depending
on the charge. Some people were executed for blasphemy, adultery, or treason,
the witnesses reported.

ISIS and Jabhat al-Nusra have imposed strict and discriminatory rules on women
and girls and they have both actively recruited child soldiers. ISIS continued to
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news agency said that the shells were fired by Al-Qaeda’s affiliate Jabhat al-
Nusra and another armed opposition group, Ahrar al-Sham. The attacks hap-
pened close to Tishrin University. The Russian air force has been using a military
air base south of Latakia to carry out strikes in Syria. 

Armed groups also endangered detained civilians and soldiers in Eastern Gh-
outa by placing them in metal cages in what they said was an attempt to deter
government attacks on the area. Such a practice constitutes hostage-taking and
an outrage against their personal dignity, which are both war crimes

Prominent human rights defender, Razan Zeitouneh, and three of her colleagues,
Wael Hamada, Samira Khalil, and Nazem Hammadi were abducted on December
9, 2013, in Douma, a city outside Damascus under the control of a number of
armed opposition groups, including the Army of Islam. Their fate remained un-
known at time of writing.

Areas under Kurdish Rule 
In January 2014, the Democratic Union Party and allied parties established a
transitional administration in the three northern regions: `Afrin, `Ain al-`Arab
(Kobani), and Jazira, which they have declared the Kurdish autonomous region of
Rojava. They have formed councils akin to ministries and introduced a new con-
stitutional law. Authorities there have committed arbitrary arrests, due process
violations, and failed to address unsolved killings and disappearances. 

The Kurdish armed forces known as the People’s Protection Units (YPG ) is still
not meeting its commitment to demobilize child soldiers and to stop using boys
and girls under the age of 18 in combat. In June 2015, the YPG wrote a letter to
Human Rights Watch saying that it was facing “significant challenges” to stop its
use of child soldiers due to the armed conflict but that it had demobilized 27
boys and 16 girls. Concerns remain over the creation of a YPG “non-combatant
category” for children aged 16 and 17 where the group will continue to recruit
children but not have them perform military duties. 

Human Rights Watch received numerous, detailed complaints from Syrian
refugees and activists in southern Turkey that YPG troops forcibly displaced a
number of Sunni Arabs from areas that the YPG had taken back from ISIS, as well
as confiscating or burning their homes, businesses, and crops. Syrian Kurdish
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In 2015, more than 440,000 Syrians attempted to reach Europe by sea. While
some European Union countries offered them safety, as the year progressed, and
particularly in the aftermath of the November 13 Paris attacks, barriers were in-
creasingly erected to prevent entry of all migrants, including Syrians. Hungary
erected fences and imposed high penalties for irregular entry, while pushbacks
were reported from Bulgaria and Greece, sometimes violently, at their borders or
from their territorial waters without allowing people to lodge asylum claims. 

Countries that do not neighbor Syria, including in the West, continued to accept
only small numbers of refugees for resettlement, though a few, such as Canada
and most notably France, reiterated their commitments in the wake of the Paris
attacks

At time of writing, only 45 percent of UNHCR’s appeal for the regional refugee re-
sponse was funded, leaving a budget shortfall of more than US$2.5 billion. As a
result, UNHCR, the World Food Programme, and others have cut assistance to
refugees, including the provision of basic goods and health care subsidies. 

At time of writing, only 51 percent of UNHCR’s appeal for the regional refugee re-
sponse was funded, leaving a budget shortfall of more than $1.8 billion. As a re-
sult, UNHCR, the World Food Programme, and others have cut assistance to
refugees, including the provision of basic goods and health care subsidies. 

Key International Actors
Efforts to push the UN Security Council to take more meaningful action in Syria
failed. The French sought to pass a resolution banning barrel bombs and intro-
ducing a more robust reporting mechanism but their efforts stalled amid Russian
opposition and a preference among a number of countries to prioritize negotia-
tions. 

Key regional and international actors in Syria, but not Syrian parties themselves,
met in Vienna in October in an attempt to restart political negotiations. While the
meetings did not result in any tangible outcomes regarding the protection of
civilians, the parties agreed to launch direct negotiations between the warring
parties in early 2016. 

The Syrian government continued to violate Security Council Resolution 2139
from February 2014 demanding safe and unhindered humanitarian access—in-
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authorities have denied any policy of forced displacement or other targeting of
Arabs.

Displacement Crisis 
The UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) estimated in 2015 that 7.6 million Syrians are
internally displaced and that 12.2 million need humanitarian assistance.

In 2015, humanitarian aid agencies experienced significant challenges in getting
assistance to the displaced civilian population and others badly affected by the
conflict because of sieges imposed by both government and non-state armed
groups, the government’s continuing obstacles to allow assistance to come in
across the border, and a general failure to guarantee security for humanitarian
workers. 

In October 2015, UN OCHA estimated that 393,700 live in areas under siege in
Syria. As of February 2015, the UN secretary-general named 11 besieged areas in
Syria. The Syrian American Medical Society identified 38 additional communities
that meet the definition of besieged bringing their total of besieged to 640,000.
These besieged areas suffer from constant bombardment, deprivation of ade-
quate aid in forms of nutrition and clean water, and their residents receive poor
medical attention.

In July 2014, a Security Council Resolution authorized deliveries of cross border
humanitarian aid even without government permission. 

As of November had registered over 4.2 million Syrian refugees in Lebanon, Jor-
dan, Turkey, Iraq, and Egypt. In 2015, Iraq, Jordan, Turkey, and Lebanon all imple-
mented measures to restrict the numbers of refugees entering their countries.

All four neighboring countries accepting Syrian refugees have denied Syrians se-
cure legal status. 

Palestinians from Syria have faced additional obstacles. They have been refused
entry or forcibly deported from Jordan and some Palestinian-Jordanians who had
been living in Syria had their Jordanian citizenship withdrawn. Palestinian
refugees coming from Syria have also faced additional restrictions in Lebanon
following new regulations by the minister of interior in May that limited Palestini-
ans’ ability to enter the country or renew their residencies if they already were in
the country. 
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Tajikistan
Tajikistan’s already poor rights record dramatically worsened in 2015, as authori-
ties declared the country’s leading opposition party a terrorist organization and
banned it, imprisoned approximately 200 opposition activists, extradited and
kidnapped government critics abroad, arrested several lawyers and at least one
journalist, and harassed workers at nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) with
onerous checks.

As in previous years, the government regularly blocked numerous Internet sites
and continued a campaign to enforce severe restrictions on religious practice.
NGOs reported several cases of torture and ill-treatment in pretrial custody and
prisons. Domestic violence against women also continues to be a serious prob-
lem.

Government Opposition and Detention of Activists Abroad
In 2015, Tajik authorities expanded repressive measures against the political op-
position. In January, a court sentenced rights lawyer Shukhrat Kudratov to nine
years in prison following a politically motivated trial. Kudratov, who is also
deputy head of the opposition Social Democratic Party, was found guilty of fraud
and bribery. 

A few months before being imprisoned, Kudratov served as counsel for Zayd
Saidov, an opposition figure sentenced in December 2013 to 26 years in prison
in a prosecution that appeared to be retaliation for his intention to run in the No-
vember 2013 presidential election. In August 2015, prosecutors brought addi-
tional charges against Saidov, resulting in an additional three years to his
sentence.

On March 5, assailants shot and killed opposition figure Umarali Kuvvatov in Is-
tanbul. Kuvvatov headed Group 24, an opposition group that called for demo-
cratic reforms and accused President Emomali Rahmon and the ruling elite of
corruption. Three Tajik citizens are on trial in Turkey for Kuvvatov’s murder. The
circumstances of the shooting, and previous efforts by Tajik authorities to detain
Kuvvatov in various countries, led many observers to suggest Kuvvatov’s killers
may have been acting on orders from or with the approval of Dushanbe.
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cluding across conflict lines and across borders; that all parties cease “indis-
criminate employment of weapons in populated areas, including shelling and
aerial bombardment, such as the use of barrel bombs,” and an end to the prac-
tices of arbitrary detention, disappearance, and abductions, and the release of
everyone who has been arbitrarily detained. 

In addition to persistently blocking Security Council action to curb violations by
the Syrian government, Russia, along with the Iranian government, continued to
provide the Syrian government with military assistance in 2015, according to in-
ternational media reports.

The Human Rights Council renewed the mandate of its independent International
Commission of Inquiry on Syria in March 2015 for one year.

Russian forces began a joint air operation with the Syrian government at the be-
ginning of October claiming it was targeting only ISIS locations but in fact were
also striking other armed group in areas like Idlib and Homs. Human Rights
Watch recorded a number of civilian casualties where people said they were vic-
tims of Russian airstrikes.

The United States continued leading coalition to bombard ISIS in Iraq and Syria.
France promised to increase its airstrikes in ISIS controlled areas after the armed
extremist group claimed a series of attacks in Paris in November. The United
Kingdom and Germany also voted to begin airstrikes against ISIS in early Decem-
ber. 
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The Justice Ministry banned the party in August.

In September, following clashes between government forces and militants loyal
to Abduhalim Nazarzoda, the deputy defense minister, which left at least 17
fighters and 9 police officers dead, authorities arrested dozens of IRPT members,
accusing them of involvement in the violence, despite a lack of evidence. 

By November, authorities had arrested or detained approximately 200 IRPT
members as well as at least 3 lawyers—Buzurgmehr Yorov, Nouriddin Mahkamov,
and Dilbar Dodadzhonova—who sought to represent the detained IRPT mem-
bers. The charges brought against them for fraud appeared to be trumped-up
and retaliatory for their attempts to represent the detained IRPT members. 

Freedom of Expression
Authorities’ restrictions on media freedoms and access to independent informa-
tion, including on the Internet, and the intimidation of journalists and NGOs, vio-
lated Tajikistan’s obligations on freedom of expression. 

On July 20, authorities announced a rule barring media outlets from reporting
“official news” without citing Khovar, the state-run news agency. Nuriddin
Karshiboev, head of Tajikistan’s National Association of Independent Media,
condemned the move, saying the regulation violates the constitution’s guaran-
tee of equal access to official information.

Other news outlets known for reporting critical views told Human Rights Watch
they have been subjected to increasing pressure in 2015, with security services
frequently interrogating staff and demanding advance notification of any poten-
tially critical stories.

Under the pretext of protecting national security, Tajikistan’s state telecommuni-
cations agency regularly blocks websites that carry information potentially criti-
cal of the government, including Facebook, Gmail, Radio Ozodi, the website of
Radio Free Europe’s Tajik service, and opposition websites.

In August, a Dushanbe court convicted journalist Amindzhon Gulmurodzoda of
forgery, sentencing him to two years’ imprisonment. Gulmurodzoda is editor of
the news site faraj.tj.com and works for the Center for Investigative Journalism.
Security services accused Gulmurodzoda of obtaining falsified documents in
1989, when he would have been five or six years old. They claimed his passport,
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Since October 2014, authorities have actively sought to arrest anyone associated
with Group 24, convicting several people in Tajikistan on vague charges of ex-
tremism and seeking the extradition of activists for the group who live in Russia,
Belarus, and Moldova.

In July, a Dushanbe court sentenced Maksud Ibragimov, leader of the opposition
group Tajikistan’s Youth for Revival, to 17 years’ imprisonment for extremism.
Ibragimov said that Tajik security services kidnapped him off the street in
Moscow, where he had lived for more than 10 years, and forced him onto a plane
bound for Dushanbe, where he was immediately arrested.

In another case, on July 15, Belarusian authorities detained peaceful Tajik ac-
tivist Shabnam Khudoydodova as she was crossing the Russian-Belarusian bor-
der. A member of Group 24 who lived in St. Petersburg, Khudoydodova publicly
called for reforms in Tajikistan. After learning that security services might be
preparing to forcibly return her to Tajikistan, Khudoydodova fled to Belarus,
where she sought refugee status. At time of writing, Tajik authorities were seek-
ing her extradition on extremism charges.

Sobir Valiev, deputy head of the opposition group the Congress of Constructive
Forces, and Group 24, was detained in August for several weeks by Moldovan mi-
gration police in the Moldovan capital of Chisinau. The Moldovan police de-
tained him on a request from the Tajik government, which sought his extradition
on similar extremism charges. 

In the run-up to Tajikistan’s parliamentary elections, the government sought to
suppress the activities of the Islamic Renaissance Party of Tajikistan (IRPT), the
country’s leading opposition party. In March, for the first time in Tajikistan’s
modern history, the party was unable to win any seats in parliamentary elec-
tions. Monitors from the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe
said the vote was marred by ballot-stuffing and government intimidation. 

In June, IRPT’s leader, Muhiddin Kabiri, went into exile, fearing prosecution on
bogus charges. That same month, 20 videos appeared online of IRPT members
saying they were “voluntarily” abandoning the party. Mahmadali Hayit, the IRPT
deputy head, said members were acting under pressure from officials. In public
statements and sermons, some officials and state-controlled imams have also
tried to link the IRPT to Islamic terrorism.
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Freedom of Religion
Tajikistan severely restricts religious freedom, regulating religious worship,
dress, and education, and imprisons individuals on overbroad charges of reli-
gious extremism. Authorities ban several peaceful minority Muslim groups and
Christian minority denominations, such as Jehovah’s Witnesses. 

Regulations also restrict the naming of children, headscarves are banned in edu-
cational institutions, and beards are prohibited in public buildings. On Septem-
ber 3, 22-year-old Vakhdat resident Umar Bobojonov died in hospital of injuries
he sustained during a police beating on August 29. Bobojonov’s relatives ac-
cused police of detaining him because of his beard. The Ministry of Internal Af-
fairs stated it was investigating the incident, but no results have been made
public.

Authorities suppress unregistered Muslim education throughout the country,
control the content of sermons, and have closed many unregistered mosques.
Authorities kept in place a Parental Responsibility law, which requires parents to
prevent their children from participating in religious activity until they turn 18.

Domestic Violence
Authorities took some steps to combat domestic violence against women and
children in 2015, establishing several police stations staffed by female police in-
spectors who received training in gender-sensitive community policing. How-
ever, survivors of domestic violence, lawyers, and service providers reported that
Tajikistan’s 2013 law on the prevention of violence in the family remains largely
unimplemented and that victims of domestic violence continue to suffer inade-
quate protection. Impunity for severe acts of domestic violence and a scarcity of
critical services for survivors remain the norm.

Social and Economic Rights
Tajikistan’s Rogun Dam and Hydropower Plant stand to displace over 42,000
people before they become operational. Since 2009, authorities have resettled
1,500 families to regions around Tajikistan. Despite commitments to comply with
international standards on resettlement that protect the rights of the displaced,
the government has not provided necessary compensation to displaced families
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which he obtained in 1998, 17 years before the criminal charges were laid, was a
forgery. Gulmurodzoda maintained he acquired the documents legally.

Numerous NGOs reported increased government harassment during 2015. As of
July, 22 NGOs had reported that various authorities, including the Tax Commit-
tee, Ministry of Labor, and Ministry of Justice, were conducting intrusive checks
into their activities, and threatening them with steep fines.

The Justice Ministry introduced a bill that, if adopted, would require NGOs to reg-
ister grants from foreign donors in a state registry prior to accessing them. The
move raised concerns that the government planned to adopt measures to restrict
the activities of independent NGOs similar to the “foreign agents” laws adopted
in Russia and Azerbaijan.

In July, Nota Bene, an independent think tank, announced that Justice Ministry
officials had filed a suit to liquidate the organization for failure to properly regis-
ter activities.

Criminal Justice and Torture
Authorities took some positive steps in recent years to bring the criminal code’s
definition of torture into line with international law and provide compensation
for some torture victims. But torture remains widespread in the criminal justice
system. Police routinely use torture to coerce confessions and deny detainees
access to counsel.

In April, officers of Tajikistan’s Drug Control Agency detained 25-year-old Sham-
siddin Zaydulloev. Visiting him the following day in custody, his mother told a
local NGO: “When I petted his head, he said I shouldn’t touch the back of [it] be-
cause it was swollen and painful. I asked him in a low voice whether he was
beaten and he nodded.” For the next three days, authorities prevented her from
seeing him under various pretexts. On April 13, the family learned Zaydulloev
was dead. His parents told their lawyer that when they saw his body in the
morgue, it was covered in bruises. An initial autopsy by authorities stated the
cause of death was pneumonia. The family’s lawyer has petitioned for a new au-
topsy and investigation into torture allegations. 
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Thailand
The ruling National Council for Peace and Order (NCPO)—led by Prime Minister
Gen. Prayut Chan-ocha—took power in a coup in May 2014. Despite initial prom-
ises to restore democracy within one year, the junta in 2015 exercised increas-
ingly dictatorial power and continued to systematically repress fundamental
rights and freedoms. 

Deepening Authoritarianism 
Instead of paving the way for a return to democratic civilian rule as promised in
its so-called “road map,” the junta has created a political system that seems de-
signed to prolong its grip on power.

On March 31, 2015, nationwide enforcement of the Martial Law Act of 1914 was
replaced with section 44 of the interim constitution. Section 44 provides unlim-
ited administrative, legislative, and judiciary powers to Prayut in his capacity as
the NCPO chairman without any oversight or accountability. The interim constitu-
tion also absolves anyone carrying out actions on behalf of the NCPO of all legal
liability. 

Growing opposition to military rule prompted junta leaders to claim that Thai-
land was not ready for a constitutional referendum or a general election. The Na-
tional Reform Council rejected the draft constitution on September 6, 2015,
extending the junta’s rule to at least until 2017. In November 2015, the NCPO pro-
posed that the new constitution should guarantee blanket amnesty for the use of
military force to “protect national security.” 

Freedom of Assembly and Expression
The NCPO has banned political gatherings of more than five persons. Since the
coup, at least 80 people have been arrested and sent to military courts for or-
ganizing or taking part in peaceful public gatherings. 

At time of writing, at least 27 people had been arrested and charged with sedi-
tion for criticizing military rule and violating the junta’s ban on public assembly,
including 14 activists from the New Democracy Movement in Bangkok arrested in
June 2015. On December 8, Thanakorn Siripaiboon, a 27-year-old factory worker,
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to replace their homes or restore their livelihoods. Many families have suffered
serious disruptions in access to housing, food, water, and education.

Key International Actors
During a June visit to Tajikistan, United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon
urged the government to strengthen “national coordination mechanisms and
[implement] UN human rights recommendations holistically and in cooperation
with civil society,” emphasizing the importance of Tajikistan’s second Universal
Periodic Review, coming in April 2016.

In June, the European Union held its annual human rights dialogue with Tajik-
istan, raising concerns about torture and restrictions on freedoms of expression
and religion. 

For the third year in a row, the United States Commission on International Reli-
gious Freedom recommended that Tajikistan be designated a “country of particu-
lar concern,” highlighting “systematic, ongoing, [and] egregious violations of
religious freedom,” but the Obama administration elected not to make that des-
ignation.
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forcement of the lese majeste law, including remarks by the United States am-
bassador, deeming the commentary interference in Thailand’s domestic affairs. 

Arbitrary Detention
At time of writing, the NCPO had summoned at least 751 people for questioning
since the coup. Most were affiliated with the ousted Pheu Thai Party and the ac-
tivist group United Front for Democracy against Dictatorship (UDD), known as the
“Red Shirts,” but they also included politicians, activists, and journalists ac-
cused by the junta of involvement in anti-coup activities or insulting the monar-
chy. Failure to report to authorities following an NCPO summons is considered
an offense subject to trial in military court. The junta has issued arrest warrants
and revoked the passports of at least 10 exiled dissidents for failing to report to
the authorities when summoned.

Under the provisions of martial law and, later, section 44 of the interim constitu-
tion, the military can secretly detain people without charge or trial and interro-
gate them without access to lawyers or safeguards against mistreatment. The
NCPO has summarily dismissed allegations that the military has tortured and ill-
treated detainees but has provided no evidence to rebut those serious allega-
tions. 

Human Rights Watch submitted a letter to the Thai government on November 24,
raising serious concerns regarding conditions at the 11th Army Circle military
base after the recent deaths of fortuneteller Suriyan Sucharitpolwong and Police
Maj. Prakrom Warunprapa—both charged with lese majeste—during their deten-
tion there.

The use of military courts, which lack independence and fail to comply with in-
ternational fair trial standards, to try civilians—mostly political dissidents and al-
leged lese majeste offenders—increased significantly in 2015. 

Impunity 
Prime Minister General Prayut has frequently stated that soldiers should not be
condemned for violence connected to the military dispersal of UDD street
protests in April and May 2010—in which 90 people died and more than 2,000
were injured—despite evidence that most casualties resulted from unnecessary
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was arrested and charged with sedition and computer crimes for sharing Face-
book infographics alleging corruption by Prayut and other junta leaders in the
army’s Rajabhakti Park project. 

The junta has also aggressively restricted free expression, using section 44 of
the interim constitution. 

In April, authorities suspended broadcasts by Peace TV and TV 24, accusing the
stations of violating the NCPO’s ban on criticism of the military. In November,
Fah Hai TV was shut down by authorities on the same grounds. Human Rights
Watch’s Thailand webpage remains blocked in the country because authorities
deem it a threat to national security. 

Military units in Bangkok and other provinces forced the cancellation of more
than 60 political events, seminars, and academic panels on political and human
rights issues in 2015 on grounds that the events threatened stability and na-
tional security. The police and military enforced an NCPO order canceling report
launch events by Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International, and the Thai
Lawyers for Human Rights at the Foreign Correspondents Club of Thailand (FCCT)
in Bangkok. 

In September 2015, Prayut ordered the revocation of former Deputy Prime Minis-
ter Chaturon Chaisaeng’s passport to punish him for his criticisms of military
rule. 

Criticizing the monarchy is a serious criminal offense in Thailand, and Prayut has
made lese majeste (insulting the monarchy) prosecutions a top priority of the
NCPO. Since the coup, 56 lese majeste cases have been brought, 43 against indi-
viduals for online commentary. Military courts have imposed harsher sentences
than civilian courts did prior to the coup. In August 2015, the Bangkok Military
Court sentenced Pongsak Sriboonpeng to 60 years in prison for alleged lese ma-
jeste Facebook postings (later reduced to 30 years when he pleaded guilty). It
was the longest recorded sentence for lese majeste in Thailand’s history. 

In December, the junta announced that individuals who share, comment on, or
click “Like” on Facebook contents that authorities deem offensive to the monar-
chy would be prosecuted for lese majeste. Junta leaders also strongly criticized
foreigners who commented on Thailand’s increasingly harsh and arbitrary en-
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Until today, Thai authorities have failed to satisfactorily resolve any of the 64 en-
forced disappearance cases reported by Human Rights Watch, including the
“disappearance” and presumed murder of prominent Muslim lawyer Somchi
Neelapaijit by a group of police officers in March 2004. 

Thailand signed the International Convention for the Protection of All Persons
from Enforced Disappearance in January 2012 but has not ratified the treaty. The
penal code still does not recognize enforced disappearance as a criminal of-
fense. 

Human Rights Defenders 
In September 2015, the Phuket Provincial Court acquitted Chutima Sidasathian
and Alan Morison—journalists from the online newspaper Phuketwan—who had
been put on trial for criminal defamation and breach of the Computer Crimes Act
for publishing a paragraph from a Reuters special report on Rohingya boat peo-
ple that the Thai navy alleged had implicated their personnel in human traffick-
ing. 

In June 2015, the Yala provincial prosecutor issued a non-prosecution order in a
criminal defamation case against Pornpen Khongkachonkiet and the Cross Cul-
tural Foundation, ruling that their open letter calling for an investigation into tor-
ture allegedly committed by paramilitary troops of the 41st Taharnpran Unit had
been published in good faith.

Despite positive outcomes in the above-mentioned cases, Thai authorities and
private companies have continued to use defamation lawsuits to retaliate
against those who report human rights violations. On August 24, 2015, the
Southern Bangkok Criminal Court indicted migrant rights activist Andy Hall on
criminal charges in a lawsuit filed by Natural Fruit Co. Ltd., one of Thailand’s
biggest pineapple processors, for a report alleging serious labor rights abuses at
one of its factories. 

Refugee Rights
Thailand is not a party to the 1951 Refugee Convention and its 1967 Protocol.
Asylum seekers are treated by Thai authorities as illegal migrants, and subject to
arrest and deportation. 
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or excessive use of lethal force by soldiers. No military personnel have been
charged for killing and wounding civilians at that time. 

The government, however, has expedited investigations into cases in which per-
sons connected to the UDD used violence in 2010, and UDD leaders and sup-
porters face serious criminal charges. In contrast, there has been little progress
in investigating or prosecuting alleged rights abuses and criminal offenses com-
mitted by the People’s Alliance for Democracy (PAD), the so-called “Yellow
Shirts,” and by the People’s Democratic Reform Committee (PDRC) during politi-
cal confrontations in 2008 and 2013-2014, respectively. 

Violence and Abuses in Southern Border Provinces
Since January 2004, more than 6,000 ethnic Malay Muslims and ethnic Thai
Buddhists have been killed in armed conflict in Thailand’s southern border
provinces. 

Even though there was a drop in violent incidents after a peace dialogue started
in August 2015 between the Thai government and Barisan Revolusi Nasional
(BRN) and other armed separatist groups in the loose Majlis Syura Patani (Mara
Patani) network, both sides have committed serious human rights abuses and
violations of the laws of war. 

Separatists have killed at least 175 teachers during 11 years of insurgency and
continued to target civilians in bomb attacks, roadside ambushes, drive-by
shootings, and assassinations.

Thai security forces have not been prosecuted for numerous illegal killings, tor-
ture, and other abuses against ethnic Malay Muslims. In many cases, Thai au-
thorities provided financial compensation to the victims or their families in
exchange for their agreement not to pursue criminal prosecution of abusive offi-
cials.

Enforced Disappearances
There has been no progress in the police investigation to locate ethnic Karen ac-
tivist Por Cha Lee Rakchongcharoen, known as “Billy,” who was forcibly disap-
peared after officials at Kaengkrachan National Park arrested him on April 17,
2014, in Petchaburi province.
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Thailand also continues to detain unaccompanied children and families with
children, in violation of international standards.

Anti-Narcotics Policy 
The junta has shown no interest in investigating extrajudicial killings related to
past anti-drug operations, especially the more than 2,800 killings that accompa-
nied then-Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra’s “war on drugs” in 2003.

Drug users are sent to “rehabilitation” centers, mostly run by the military and In-
terior Ministry, where “treatment” consists mainly of military-style physical exer-
cise with little or no medical assistance for drug withdrawal symptoms.

Health 
Residents of lower Klity Creek in Kanchanaburi province continue to be exposed
to toxic lead from a now-defunct lead processing factory. On January 10, 2013,
Thailand’s highest administrative court ordered the government to remove the
lead from the creek, but Thailand’s Pollution Control Department has yet to begin
a proper clean-up.

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
Thailand’s Gender Equality Act, a national non-discrimination law that specifi-
cally protects against discrimination on the grounds of gender expression, came
into effect in September.

Key International Actors 
The UN and Thailand’s major allies—including the US, European Union, and
Japan—continued to urge the junta in 2015 to respect human rights and return
the country to democratic civilian rule through free and fair elections as soon as
possible. However, no international action has been taken against the junta for
its failure to do so. 

In November 2015, an international accrediting body recommended downgrad-
ing the status of Thailand’s National Human Rights Commission based on con-
cerns about its lack of independence, ineffectiveness, and flawed processes for
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Thai authorities continue to violate the international prohibition against refoule-
ment (forcible return) by forcing refugees and asylum seekers back to countries
where they are likely to face persecution. On July 9, 2015, defying pleas to the
contrary from the United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR) and several foreign
governments, Thai authorities forcibly returned at least 109 ethnic Uighurs to
China. Their current whereabouts and well-being are unknown. In November, the
Thai government repatriated human rights activist Dong Guangping and Jiang
Yefei, both recognized as refugees by UNHCR and accepted for resettlement in
Canada, to China.

In May 2015, Thai authorities discovered at least 30 bodies at an abandoned
human trafficking camp in Songkhla province close to the Thai-Malaysian border.
Police reports indicated the dead were ethnic Rohingya from Burma and
Bangladesh who starved to death or died from abuses or disease while held by
traffickers who were awaiting ransom payments before smuggling them into
Malaysia. 

The case led to the arrest of army Lt. Gen. Manas Kongpan together with 52 local
politicians, community leaders, businessmen, and gangsters for trafficking. In
November, Police Maj. Gen. Paween Pongsirin—the chief investigator in the
case—resigned and left Thailand to seek asylum in Australia, claiming he was
fearful of retaliation and that he had received no protection from his supervisors. 

On May 22, Thailand hosted an international meeting to address the thousands
of Rohingya asylum seekers and migrants stranded at sea in small boats, but,
unlike Malaysia and Indonesia, refused to work with UNHCR to conduct refugee
status determination screenings or set up temporary shelters for those rescued. 

Despite the peril faced by those on the boats, Thai authorities regularly took ac-
tion to prevent boats carrying Rohingya from landing in Thailand. On many occa-
sions, boats were intercepted and pushed back to sea after receiving
rudimentary humanitarian assistance and supplies from Thai authorities. 

Migrant workers from Burma, Cambodia, and Laos are vulnerable to abuses by
police and government authorities and to exploitation by employers and crimi-
nals, including sexual violence and extreme labor exploitation. Trafficking of mi-
grants into sex work or onto Thai fishing boats remained pressing concerns in
2015.
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selecting commissioners. A downgrade would result in the commission losing its
privileges to present views at the UN Human Rights Council.

After an August 17 bomb attack in Bangkok killed at least 20 people and
wounded 125 others, Thai authorities arrested Bilal Muhammed and Meiraili
Yusufu, ethnic Uighurs from China. The two suspects were put on trial in a mili-
tary court trial for offenses including murder and illegal weapons possession.

The Trafficking in Persons Report of the US State Department kept Thailand in
Tier 3 for another year for failing to combat human trafficking. In April 2015, the
European Commission put Thailand on formal notice for not taking sufficient
measures in the international fight against illegal fishing.
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Authorities also used counterterrorism legislation to prosecute a few journalists
and bloggers for publishing information or their opinions.

Judicial authorities charged Noureddine Mbarki, chief editor of Akher Khabar
online, with complicity in terrorism on July 8 for publishing a photograph of gun-
man Seifeddine Rezgui getting out of a car driven by another person shortly be-
fore he killed 38 foreigners in the June 26 Sousse attack.

Authorities also detained Abdelfattah Saied, a teacher, on the same charge on
July 22 after he posted a video on Facebook that accused the security forces of
planning the Sousse attack and duping Rezgui into carrying it out. He also faced
the charge of “defaming a public servant” for publishing a caricature of Prime
Minister Habib Essid on his Facebook page. 

On March 2, a military appeals court sentenced Yassine Ayari, a prominent blog-
ger, to six months in prison for Facebook posts that criticized the army and its
top echelons. Several posts in August and September 2014 had criticized the
minister of defense for refusing to appoint a new head of military intelligence,
and accused him of weakening military institutions. Ayari spent four months in
prison before his release on April 16, 2015.

Transitional Justice and Accountability
On December 24, 2013, the National Constituent Assembly (NCA) adopted the
Law on Establishing and Organizing Transitional Justice. 

The law sets out a comprehensive approach to addressing past human rights
abuses. It provides criminal accountability via specialized chambers within the
civil court system to adjudicate cases arising from past human rights violations,
including abuses committed by military and security forces. 

The law also established a Truth and Dignity Commission (TDC) tasked with un-
covering the truth about abuses committed between July 1955, shortly before
Tunisia’s independence from France, and the law’s adoption in 2013. The NCA
elected 15 of the TDC’s members on May 15, 2014, and in August 2015, the TDC
said it had received 16,000 complaints from people alleging human rights
abuses and had begun processing them. 

On July 14, however, the government approved a draft Law on Economic and Fi-
nancial Reconciliation, strongly supported by President Essebsi. If enacted, the
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Tunisia
Tunisia experienced several deadly attacks by Islamist extremists in 2015 that
left dozens of people dead and others injured. On March 18, two gunmen at-
tacked the Bardo Museum, adjacent to Tunisia’s parliament, killing 21 foreign
tourists and one Tunisian security agent. On June 26, a gunman rampaged
through a beach resort in Sousse, killing 38 foreign tourists. On November 24, a
suicide attack on a bus killed 12 presidential guards and wounded 20 others, in-
cluding four civilians. The attacks prompted the government to invoke a 1978 de-
cree to declare a state of emergency that empowered authorities to ban strikes
or demonstrations deemed to threaten public order, and to prohibit gatherings
“likely to provoke or sustain disorder.” 

Constitution
The 2014 constitution guarantees key civil, political, social, economic, and cul-
tural rights. Tunisian authorities made little progress in overhauling legislation
that fails to comply with the constitution, particularly the penal code and code of
criminal procedures.

Article 29 of the constitution affords detainees “the right to be represented by a
lawyer,” but the code of criminal procedures allows detainees to consult a
lawyer only after they appear before an investigative judge, up to six days after
arrest. Parliament has yet to debate a draft law to reform the Code of Criminal
Procedures that the previous government submitted in April 2013. 

If enacted, the proposed law would affirm the right of detainees to access a
lawyer promptly after arrest and to have their lawyer present during their interro-
gation and court hearings. 

The penal code, the Code of Military Justice, and the Telecommunications Law
still include articles that punish with imprisonment speech offenses, such as
defamation of public officials, harming public order and public morals, and
spreading false information. 

Freedom of Expression
In 2015, authorities prosecuted several people for alleged defamation or “insult”
of state officials and on charges of “harming public order” or “public morals.”
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law will offer broad amnesty to officials of the former Ben Ali regime and will ter-
minate prosecutions and trials of, and cancel any sentences against, corrupt
business executives who submit a reconciliation request to a state-run commis-
sion. 

The proposed law would threaten the TDC’s role, mandated under the transi-
tional justice law, to mediate cases relating to corruption and economic crimes,
which were endemic during the 23-year rule of former President Ben Ali. 

Counterterrorism and Security
Tunisia’s parliament adopted a new counterterrorism law on July 25 that imper-
ils human rights and lacks adequate safeguards against abuses. The law, which
replaced the 2003 counterterrorism law enacted by the Ben Ali administration,
affords the security forces broad and vague monitoring and surveillance powers,
extends incommunicado detention from six to up to 15 days for terrorism sus-
pects, and permits courts to close hearings to the public and allow the identities
of witnesses to be withheld from defendants.

A Human Rights Watch study from July found that Tunisian authorities, under the
guise of fighting terrorism, were arbitrarily banning persons under age 35 from
travel to countries including Algeria, Libya, Morocco, and Turkey unless they ob-
tain their father’s authorization to travel, even though Tunisian law does not re-
quire adults to obtain such authorization.

Judicial Independence
The constitution guarantees judicial independence. On May 15, parliament ap-
proved a law to create a constitutionally mandated Supreme Judicial Council
(SJC). Its functions will include making judicial appointments and overseeing ju-
dicial discipline and the career progression of judges. 

A week after its adoption, 30 members of parliament challenged the new law be-
fore the Constitutional Council, itself a temporary body, arguing that its composi-
tion and mandate failed to implement the constitutional chapter on the
judiciary. In June, the council issued a decision invalidating the law and sent it
back to the parliament for revision. On November 13, the parliament adopted the
final version of the law, upholding the Constitional Council’s request to remove
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Women’s Rights
The 2014 constitution provides improved protection for women’s rights and obli-
gates Tunisia to work towards achieving gender parity in elected assemblies.

Tunisia has a personal status code that gives women greater rights within the
family than those allowed by other states in the region, but the code retains
some discriminatory provisions. These deny women an equal share with men of
any inheritance and prohibit a mother who has remarried, unlike remarried fa-
thers, from having her children live with her.

Tunisia’s parliament adopted a new law on November 10, which will allow
women to travel with their minor children without getting permission from the
children’s father.

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
Tunisia’s penal code punishes consensual same-sex conduct with up to three
years in prison. In March, Shams, a lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender
group, was permitted to operate. On September 22, a 22-year-old man was sen-
tenced to one year in prison on homosexuality charges, after being subjected to
a forced anal exam, a practice that amounts to torture.

Key International Actors
Several United Nations agencies and foreign governments have committed to
support Tunisia’s transition since the 2011 revolution, focusing on technical and
financial assistance to the economy and private sector, security sector support,
and support for civil society and democratic practices. 

In July, US President Barack Obama and President Essebsi signed an agreement
in Washington making Tunisia a Major Non-NATO Ally, thereby enhancing
Tunisia’s eligibility to receive training on security and military financing of cer-
tain defense equipment. 

In July, the UN Working Group on the use of mercenaries visited Tunisia, and con-
cluded that some 6,000 Tunisians had left the country to join extremist armed
groups in Syria, Iraq, Mali, and Libya. The group urged the government to ur-
gently stop the flow of Tunisians to join extremist groups abroad, dismantle re-
cruitment networks, and devise and implement a comprehensive solution to the
problem. 
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membership of the general prosecutor of military justice as an ex-officio mem-
ber. 

Torture and Ill-Treatment
In May 2014, the UN special rapporteur on torture said that Tunisian prosecutors
and judges had taken “very little action” to pursue torture complaints dating
from the Ben Ali era and since the 2011 revolution. 

This failure continued through 2015. Although the National Constituent Assem-
bly approved legislation to create a 16-member High Authority for the Prevention
of Torture in October 2013, by September the parliament had yet to select any
members. Under its mandate, the High Authority will carry out unannounced in-
spections of detention sites.

In 2015, Tunisian law still allows police to deny those they arrest access to a
lawyer for the first six days of their detention, typically the period when de-
tainees face the greatest pressure to “confess.” The counterterrorism law
adopted in July extended this to a maximum of 15 days in the case of terrorism
suspects, increasing the risk of torture. 

There were several documented incidents of torture and other mistreatment in
2015. On August 4, seven men detained on suspicion of terrorism filed formal
complaints of torture upon release. Shortly after, officers of the police countert-
errorism unit they had accused rearrested them. The men underwent forensic
medical examination that concluded that five of them bore marks consistent
with their torture allegations. On August 10, the prosecutor of the First Instance
Tribunal in Tunis opened an investigation but had yet to reveal its outcome at
time of writing.

Earlier, the prosecutor of the First Instance Tribunal of Sidi Bouzid opened an in-
vestigation into the case of Abdelmajid Ejday after he died on May 13 while held
at the city’s National Guard headquarters. Ejday had filed a torture complaint
four weeks earlier against officers from the same police unit force who had de-
tained him in February. A forensic medical examination reported finding injuries
on his body. At time of writing, the prosecutor had not announced the outcome
of his investigation.
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shift in Turkey’s Syria policy came after the July Suruç bombing when Ankara
reached an agreement with the United States to open a Turkish airbase for coali-
tion airstrikes against ISIS and to play a limited role in airstrikes. 

Renewed Violence in the Southeast
The breakdown in 2015 of the government-initiated peace process with Abdullah
Öcalan, the imprisoned leader of the armed Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), was
accompanied by an increase in violent attacks, armed clashes, and human rights
abuses in the second half of the year. The latter included violations of the right
to life, arrests of non-violent protesters and activists on terrorism charges, and
ill-treatment of detainees. 

Hundreds of attacks on HDP offices took place in the run-up to both elections,
and two of its offices were bombed in the run-up to the June election. A bomb at-
tack on a Diyarbakır HDP election rally on June 5 killed four. A former ISIS fighter
is under investigation for the Diyarbakır bombing. 

The most serious escalation of violence followed the June general election. The
government held ISIS responsible for a July 20 suicide bombing that killed 32
students and activists from Turkey who had traveled to the southeast town of
Suruç to join efforts to rebuild Kobani. The PKK blamed Turkish authorities for
the bombing, and local PKK associates killed two police officers in nearby Cey-
lanpınar. In response, the Turkish air force repeatedly bombed PKK camps in
northern Iraq and later in Turkey. The PKK countered with a series of deadly at-
tacks on police and army conveys. 

In early September, Turkish security forces placed the southeast town of Cizre
under blanket curfew for eight days to conduct a military operation against the
PKK’s youth wing, which reportedly had sealed off three neighborhoods. The
government estimated that 40-42 militants were killed in the operation; the Di-
yarbakır Bar Association reported 21 civilians dead, 16 from firearm injuries. The
authorities have not made the circumstances of the deaths public at time of writ-
ing, fueling concerns that they continue to be unwilling to ensure effective inves-
tigations and criminal accountability for alleged security force abuses. During
further curfews and military operations in towns with neighborhoods sealed off
by the PKK youth wing—including Silvan, Nusaybin, and Diyarbakir’s Sur dis-
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Turkey 
The environment for human rights in Turkey deteriorated in 2015 with the break-
down of the Kurdish peace process, a sharp escalation of violence in the south-
east, and a crackdown on media and political opponents of the ruling Justice
and Development Party (AKP). 

There were two general elections in 2015. In the June 7 election, the AKP lost its
overall majority polling at 41 percent, while the left-leaning pro-Kurdish Peoples’
Democracy Party (HDP) polled 13 percent, for the first time passing the 10 per-
cent threshold for entering parliament. Failure among the four main political par-
ties to agree the formation of a coalition government precipitated a second
general election on November 1, which the AKP won with 49 percent. The run-up
to the November election was marked with violence, including an October 10
double suicide bombing in Ankara by individuals linked to the armed extremist
group Islamic State (also known as ISIS). The bombing was the worst single at-
tack in Turkey’s modern history, killing 102 people. 

Turkey continued to host large number of refugees, asylum seekers, and mi-
grants, primarily from Syria but also from Afghanistan, Iraq, and other countries.
The number from Syria surged in 2015, bringing the total to 2.2 million. Condi-
tions and rights protections for refugees, asylum seekers and migrants remain
uneven at best, including in relation to education and employment. 

Turkey was the main transit route in the European Union for asylum seekers and
migrants in 2015, prompting Brussels to agree to a migration action plan with
Ankara in November. A lack of effective protection in Turkey for Syrians and oth-
ers, existing border restrictions with Syria imposed by Turkey, and Turkey’s
record of police abuse gave rise to concerns that the deal could deny people ac-
cess to asylum, trap people in Syria, and lead to police abuse and detention of
asylum seekers who try to travel to the EU. 

The war in Syria also had a growing impact on Turkey’s domestic politics. The
AKP publicly advocated the overthrow of the Assad government and creation of a
“safe zone” in northern Syria to house Syrian refugees. The latter proposal was
strongly opposed by refugee and rights advocates who feared that Syrians could
effectively be denied the ability to seek protection outside the country or re-
turned to Syria while becoming easy targets for armed forces. The most notable
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leges the Koza İpek group is supportive of US-based cleric Fethullah Gülen—the
head of a religious movement whose followers in Turkey are subject to an un-
precedented crackdown—and has effectively seized the company’s assets. The
government similarly moved against the Samanyolu Broadcasting Group, known
for its support for the Gülen movement, by ending distribution of its TV channels
on the state-owned Turksat satellite dish distribution platform. 

Prosecutions of journalists, judges, prosecutors, and police for membership of
an alleged “Fethullah Gülen Terrorist Organization” were ongoing at time of writ-
ing, although there is no evidence to date that the Gülen movement has engaged
in violence or other activities that could reasonably be described as terrorism.

In November, the publisher Cevheri Güven and editor Murat Çapan of weekly
news magazine Nokta were arrested and jailed pending trial for “inciting an
armed insurrection against the government” for a satirical picture of Erdoğan
and report. A court ordered all copies of the issue to be confiscated. The editor
faces earlier charges of insulting the president and terrorist propaganda for a
September cover of Nokta. 

In September, the building of Hürriyet newspaper and its owner the Doğan
Media Group came under direct attack by crowds, including a parliamentarian
from the AKP, hours after Erdoğan had accused the newspaper of misrepresent-
ing comments he made in a television interview. One week later, an Istanbul
prosecutor initiated an investigation of news reports in Doğan media outlets. On
September 30, a leading Hurriyet journalist, Ahmet Hakan, was attacked and
beaten by four men who followed his car. Seven men were subsequently de-
tained, one placed in pretrial detention, and the other six released pending com-
pletion of a criminal investigation. 

Journalists continued to be fired from mainstream press outlets in 2015 for criti-
cal reporting, commentary, and tweets. Social media postings critical of the
president and politicians by ordinary people also led to criminal defamation
charges and convictions. A new trend in 2015 saw courts in several cases order
pretrial detention of people for several months for allegedly insulting Erdoğan
via social media or during demonstrations. 

Three foreign journalists were deported in 2015 for their news reporting activities
in the southeast, and a fourth, Mohammed Rasool, was in pretrial detention fac-
ing investigation on terrorism charges at time of writing.
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trict—civilian deaths were regularly reported by media and human rights organi-
zations. There was a rise in credible reports of serious ill-treatment in detention. 

On November 28, Tahir Elçi, a human rights lawyer and head of the Bar Associa-
tion, was shot dead in Diyarbakır. The circumstances of his killing were under in-
vestigation at time of writing; it followed an attack on the police by individuals
reported to be members of the PKK youth wing in which two police officers died
and several police officers opened fire in response.  

Starting in July, authorities launched a new wave of investigations into hundreds
of Kurdish political party officials and activists, including mayors, detaining
many on terrorism charges, including in cases where the evidence consisted of
non-violent political association and involvement in peaceful protests or press
conferences. 

Despite thousands of killings and enforced disappearances of Kurds by security
forces in the 1990s, only a handful of military personnel have faced criminal
trial; in four cases in 2015, military personnel were acquitted, and in no case
convicted. Turkey’s 20-year statute of limitations on the prosecution of unlawful
killings remains a major obstacle to justice. 

Freedom of Expression, Association, and Assembly
Government-led restrictions on media freedom and freedom of expression in
Turkey in 2015 went hand-in-hand with efforts to discredit the political opposi-
tion and prevent scrutiny of government policies in the run-up to the two general
elections. 

In May, the Istanbul prosecutor’s office launched a terrorism and espionage in-
vestigation of Cumhuriyet newspaper for posting a video and news report show-
ing trucks laden with weapons allegedly en route to Syria. President Recep
Tayyip Erdoğan subsequently made speeches strongly condemning the newspa-
per and filed a separate criminal complaint. In November, the newspaper’s edi-
tor Can Dündar and journalist Erdem Gül were arrested and jailed pending trial.

In October, police raided the İpek Media group, including TV stations and news-
papers, two days after the government had appointed trustees to run the parent
company, Koza İpek Holding. Firing the staff and appointing new editors, both TV
stations and newspapers are now pro-government organs. The government al-
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Refugees and Migrants
As of October 2015, according to official estimates, Turkey hosted 2.2 million
refugees from Syria, 250,000 of them in camps, as well as more than 80,000
asylum seekers and refugees from other countries, notably Afghanistan and Iraq.

While Turkey has been generous in hosting large numbers of Syrian refugees, the
government only grants Syrians temporary protection rather than refugee status,
while other nationalities of asylum seekers do not receive that. 

Turkish government schools are officially available to all Syrian primary and sec-
ondary school-age students registered for “temporary protection,” but at time of
writing more than 400,000 children—over two-thirds of all Syrian children in
Turkey—were receiving no form of education. Child labor is rampant among the
Syrian refugee population as well as among other refugee groups in Turkey. Syri-
ans and other refugees and asylum seekers are not legally allowed to work.

A growing number of refugees, asylum seekers, and migrants attempted to cross
by sea from Turkey to the Greek islands in 2015, making it the main transit route
into the European Union. This prompted Brussels to agree to a migration action
plan with Ankara in November. Under the plan, Turkey agreed to curb migration
flows to the EU, in exchange for €3 billion and the prospect of visa-free travel for
its citizens in most EU countries and reinvigorated talks on EU membership. 

More than 627 of people had died trying to make the crossing from Turkey to
Greek islands at time of writing. The death of three-year-old Syrian Kurdish tod-
dler Aylan Kurdi drew international attention to the crisis, but more than 100
children died trying to make the crossing since then, underscoring the lack of
safe and legal routes to the EU. 

In September, Turkish authorities prevented thousands of asylum seekers from
attempting to cross the land border into Greece. At time of writing, Turkey had all
but closed its borders to Syrian asylum seekers and was summarily pushing back
Syrians detected as they try to cross. 

Women’s Rights
Despite Turkey’s ratification of the Council of Europe Convention on Preventing
and Combating Violence against Women and Domestic Violence, violence
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In the first six months of 2015, Turkish authorities were responsible for almost
three quarters of requests to Twitter worldwide for removal of tweets and block-
ing of accounts. In March, parliament passed new legislation allowing ministers
to request the Communications Directorate (TİB) to block online content or re-
move it within four hours to “protect life and property, national security, the pub-
lic order, [or] to prevent crime and to protect general health.” A court must
approve the decision within 48 hours. 

The authorities frequently impose arbitrary bans on public assemblies and vio-
lently disperse peaceful demonstrations, in some cases using powers conferred
by a new domestic security law passed in March. For the first time ever, the Is-
tanbul governor’s office banned the annual Istanbul Gay Pride march in June
2015, citing vague concerns about counter-demonstrations. Police dispersed
groups who had assembled peacefully using tear gas and water cannons. 

In a rare positive development, the five organizers of Taksim Solidarity and 21 co-
defendants were acquitted in April of criminal charges relating to the 2013 Gezi
park protests. The group was charged with forming a criminal gang, inciting and
participating in unlawful demonstrations, and refusing orders to disperse. The
court decision cited at length Turkey’s obligations to uphold the right to peaceful
assembly under the European Convention on Human Rights. 

Judicial Independence
Long-standing defects in Turkey’s justice system include threats to judicial inde-
pendence, a pattern of ineffective investigation into abuses by security forces
and other state actors, excessively long proceedings, and politically motivated
prosecutions. 

The AKP government in 2015 continued efforts to purge the police and judiciary
of alleged supporters of the Gülen movement. During 2015, prosecutors, judges,
and police officers with perceived links to the Gülen movement were jailed and
charged with plotting against the government and membership of a terrorist or-
ganization. The main evidence being cited against judges and prosecutors at
time of writing was decisions taken in the course of their professional duties
rather than any evidence of criminal activity. 
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against women remains a significant concern in Turkey. The murder and at-
tempted rape of Ozgecan Aslan in Mersin in February sparked mass protests call-
ing for government action to stop the killing of women, including by their
partners.

Key International Actors
The EU, EU member states, Council of Europe, and the US expressed serious con-
cerns about Turkey’s record on media freedom and judicial independence, while
commending Turkey for hosting nearly 2 million refugees from the war in Syria. 

The decision by the European Commission to postpone publication of a critical
annual report on Turkey’s human rights progress until after the November elec-
tions; the absence of a reference to human rights in an EU-Turkey summit state-
ment when the migration action plan was agreed; and comments by Commission
President Juncker that the EU should not “harp” on about Turkey’s rights record
all raised concerns that the EU-Turkey migration cooperation may come at the ex-
pense of strong EU pressure on Turkey’s rights record. 

The Council of Europe Committee of Ministers urged Turkey in March to comply
with a group of European Court of Human Rights rulings by amending its Law on
Meetings and Demonstrations to address restrictions on the right to peaceful as-
sembly and to ensure effective investigation of excessive use of force “to ensure
the accountability of all, including senior law enforcement officers.” 

Turkey accepted recommendations made during its Universal Periodic Review at
the Human Rights Council in January 2015 to create a fully independent national
human rights institution but rejected recommendations to improve its legal
framework for the protection of minorities. 

In a May 2015 follow-up report on recommendations made to Turkey during his
2012 country visit, the UN special rapporteur on extrajudicial, arbitrary, and sum-
mary executions criticized the expanded power given to police to use firearms
against demonstrators in Turkey’s new domestic security law, saying it was “in
direct contradiction to the special rapporteur’s recommendation” and expressed
concern at Turkey’s failure to prosecute military personnel for a 2011 air force
bombing on the Turkish border near Uludere that killed 34 Kurdish men and
boys.
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retary of state, authorities warned local activists to stay home or otherwise face
retribution. 

Websites tied to the government published smear articles against several
human rights defenders in the country and in exile.

Turkmenistan’s first Law on Assemblies came into force in July. It allows for
peaceful assemblies if local authorities approve the venue in advance and bans
protests near government buildings and other areas. The exceedingly repressive
atmosphere makes it unlikely that people can participate in independent, peace-
ful gatherings without government reprisal. 

Freedom of Media and Information
The total absence of media freedom in Turkmenistan remains unchanged. The
state controls all print and electronic media, and foreign media outlets often
cannot access Turkmenistan. Authorities have repeatedly targeted Radio Azatlyk,
the Turkmen service of Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty (RFE/RL), the only source
of Turkmen-language alternative news available in the country. 

A court sentenced Saparmamed Nepeskuliev, a freelance correspondent for
RFE/RL and Alternative News of Turkmenistan, an exile-run news website, to
three years of imprisonment on August 31, although the charges for which he
was prosecuted and on which he was convicted are not known even to his fam-
ily. Police had arrested Nepeskuliev in July for alleged narcotics possession. 

In 2015, government pressure eventually forced three other correspondents to
cease working for RFE/RL. 

Starting in March, authorities have forced residents to dismantle privately
owned television satellite dishes, which could also receive Radio Azatlyk, offer-
ing to replace them with government-controlled cable packages. Thugs de-
stroyed satellite dishes belonging to many residents who refused to comply.

A new Internet law requires government agencies to maintain websites. How-
ever, it also introduces even more thorough government controls on the Internet,
such as by banning the transmission of computer data that does not go through
official providers. 
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Turkmenistan
Turkmenistan’s atrocious rights record worsened in 2015. The country remains
extremely repressive and is virtually closed to independent scrutiny. The govern-
ment imposes harsh restrictions on media and religious freedoms and exerts
total control over access to information. Independent critics face constant threat
of government reprisal. Authorities continue to impose informal and arbitrary
travel bans on various groups, including students leaving for study abroad, ac-
tivists, and relatives of exiled dissidents. The government continues to use im-
prisonment and bans on foreign travel as tools for political retaliation. 

For the first time in 12 years, Turkmenistan sent a delegation to the annual
Human Dimension Implementation Meeting of the Organization for Security and
Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) and continued to expand relations with foreign
governments and international organizations in 2015. However, this did not re-
sult in any meaningful outcomes for human rights reform.

Cult of Personality 
Despite plans for constitutional reform and the establishment of an ombudsman
institution, President Gurbanguly Berdymukhamedov and his associates enjoy
unlimited power and total control over all aspects of public life in Turkmenistan. 

The Turkmen government often forces people to gather for hours for events at-
tended by Berdymukhamedov. They are not permitted to leave or use the toilet.
According to the Turkmen Initiative for Human Rights (TIHR), a Vienna-based
group, on August 5, many were forced to wait for almost seven hours in the sun
in heat of 41 degrees Celsius (105.8 degrees Fahrenheit) to welcome Berdy-
mukhamedov for the opening of a new stadium in Ashgabat. Three of them died
the same day.

Civil Society
The repressive atmosphere makes it extremely difficult for independent groups
to operate.  

Local activists reported the fiercest government pressure against them in recent
years. In the lead up to the November visit to Ashgabat by the United States sec-
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In February, security police beat three of four Jehovah’s Witnesses they arrested.
A court found all four guilty on trumped-up hooliganism charges and sentenced
three to 15 days in jail, and one to a 100-manat fine. 

Also in February, prison guards of Seydi labor camp severely beat five Muslim
prisoners serving sentences for so-called religious extremism offenses.

In May, a court sentenced Bahram Hemdemov, a Jehovah’s Witness, to a four-
year prison term for allegedly inciting religious hatred. According to Forum 18,
security personnel beat Hemdemov in pretrial detention. 

Political Prisoners, Enforced Disappearances, and Torture 
Many people continue to languish in Turkmen prisons on what appear to be po-
litically motivated charges. 

Political dissident Gulgeldy Annaniazov, arrested in 2008, remains imprisoned
following a conviction on charges that are not known even to his family. He is
serving an 11-year sentence. 

Several dozen people, many of whom were imprisoned under former President
Niyazov, remain victims of enforced disappearance—including former Foreign
Minister Boris Shikhmuradov, his brother Konstantin, and a former ambassador,
Batyr Berdiev. For more than a decade, the government has refused to allow
them any contact with their families and their fates remain unknown. In 2014,
the United Nations Human Rights Committee recognized Boris Shikhmuradov as
a victim of enforced disappearance and stated that the Turkmen government
must release him. At time of writing, the Turkmen government had not replied to
the committee, missing the one-year deadline to do so.

Torture remains a grave problem, particularly in high-security facilities. The gov-
ernment has persistently denied independent human rights monitors access to
the country, including international nongovernmental organizations and 10 UN
special procedures.

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
Homosexual conduct is punishable by a maximum two-year prison sentence.
Criminalization and social prejudice create widespread homophobia, and med-
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Internet access in Turkmenistan remains limited and heavily state-controlled.
Many websites—including social media and messenger services—are blocked;
Internet cafés require visitors to register their personal data, and the government
monitors all means of communication.

Freedom of Movement
In September, authorities allowed Geldy Kyarizov, a prominent horse breeding
expert who fell out of favor with the government, to leave the country for medical
treatment. They had barred him, together with family members, from doing so in
December 2014 and August 2015. In October 2015, unknown persons speaking
Turkmen assaulted Kyarizov in the Moscow metro, making clear they were retali-
ating for his family having spoken out about his ordeal in Turkmenistan. 

In July, authorities barred Aitzhamal Rejepova and her two children from leaving
the country and told her that they are on a list of people permanently banned
from foreign travel. Rejepova’s father is an exiled former politician. In August,
Turkmenistan’s Supreme Court upheld the migration service’s arbitrary banning
of the Ruzimatov family—relatives of an exiled former official—from traveling
abroad. The ban has been in effect since 2002. Throughout 2015, as in previous
years, migration authorities told Aidogdy Kurbanov, son of an exiled Turkmen
businessman, that he was banned from foreign travel. 

In May, airport officials barred participants in an exchange program from travel-
ing to the US. In September, authorities barred a number of students from travel-
ing to Kyrgyzstan to commence their studies. 

Freedom of Religion
Unregistered congregations and religious groups are banned. Religious literature
is subject to compulsory state censorship. 

According to Forum 18, an independent religious freedom group, in February a
Protestant leader, Narmurad Mominov, was fined 100 manat (US$29) after par-
ticipating in a family gathering at home and allegedly giving the family a copy of
the New Testament. Local authorities forced a person at the gathering to re-
nounce their Christian faith and publicly repent in a mosque. 
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standards. 

The World Bank and Turkmenistan continued discussions of a new strategy of
partnership for fiscal year 2016-2017. The bank said that it held discussions with
civil society leaders as part of this process, although it is unclear how it was able
to do so given the severe repression in Turkmenistan. 

591

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH

ical institutions and judicial authorities often regard homosexuality as a dis-
ease. Gay men, lesbians, and transgender people have to hide their sexual iden-
tity, fearing persecution, harassment, and discrimination. 

Key International Actors
Several international actors continue to seek to leverage Turkmenistan’s energy
wealth, sidelining concerns about the government’s human rights record. 

In June, on the occasion of the annual human rights dialogue before the Euro-
pean Union and Turkmenistan, the EU raised a wide range of concerns, including
enforced disappearances, the forced dismantling of satellite dishes, and forced
evictions.  

However, the upgrading of relations between the EU and Turkmenistan, in the
form of a Partnership and Cooperation Agreement (PCA), remained pending, with
the European Parliament postponing the agreement’s final ratification on techni-
cal grounds. None of the EU’s institutions or member states have made any
known efforts to secure concrete rights improvements as a condition for its con-
clusion.

In June, at the 29th session of the UN Human Rights Council, the EU expressed
concern about restrictions on civic freedoms, reports of torture, and the use of
incommunicado detention in Turkmenistan, and urged authorities to engage
with UN treaty bodies. The US expressed similar concerns.

In its March concluding observations, the UN Committee on the Rights of the
Child expressed concern about restrictions on media and civil society organiza-
tions and “the continued practice of mass mobilization of school children and
students for various festive events….” The Committee urged Turkmenistan to rat-
ify the International Convention for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced
Disappearance and the Optional Protocol to the Convention against Torture and
other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment. 

During his June visit to Turkmenistan, UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon deliv-
ered a forceful speech in which he made a strong case for respect for human
rights and the rule of law as essential to development. Marking concern about a
deterioration in rights, he stressed, with respect to the government’s creation of
an ombudsman post, that the institution needs to meet internationally agreed
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instances, police fired teargas canisters directly at people, turning the canisters
into projectiles that caused injury. In Jinja, Eastern Uganda, police lobbed tear-
gas canisters onto the grounds of a primary school, harming children during one
opposition gathering.

In January, police arrested six activists from the Unemployed Youth, a protest
group, on charges of inciting violence after they brought chickens to a central
Kampala square as a “retirement gift” for President Museveni to protest high un-
employment. Charges of criminal trespass and conspiracy are still pending
against two activists from another group, the Jobless Brotherhood, for protests
in June and October 2014 in which they highlighted unemployment and govern-
ment corruption by releasing pigs painted yellow—the ruling party’s color—in
public spaces in Kampala. In August, the group’s founder, Norman Tumuhim-
bise, was forcibly disappeared for eight days. The group has said police ab-
ducted, detained, and tortured him. Police have denied the allegations. 

In June, police charged blogger Robert Shaka with offensive communication
under the Computer Misuse Act. Police argued that Shaka violated the presi-
dent’s right to privacy by questioning his health on Facebook. Shaka spent four
days in prison, was charged and released on bail. 

Freedom of Association
The government has increasingly sought to curtail the work of NGOs working on
topics considered sensitive by the government, such as governance, human
rights, land, oil, and the rights of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT)
people. Tactics include closure of meetings, threats, and heavy-handed bureau-
cratic interference. In July, the internal affairs minister ordered an investigation
and suggested possible deregistration of the Great Lakes Institute for Strategic
Studies. The minister argued the organization was opposing government pro-
grams and recruiting young people into political opposition parties. 

In April, the government tabled the Non-Governmental Organisations bill. The re-
pressive and controversial bill was significantly improved during parliamentary
debates, but the version that was passed by parliament in November remains
troubling. The bill includes vague “special obligations” of NGOs, including a re-
quirement that groups should “not engage in any act which is prejudicial to the
interests of Uganda or the dignity of the people of Uganda.” Another provision
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Uganda 
Concerns about violations of freedom of association, assembly, and expression
are increasing as Uganda prepares for presidential and parliamentary elections
in early 2016. Police obstruct some candidates’ access to media and public
meetings. President Yoweri Museveni has been in power for 30 years and re-
mains his party’s sole presidential candidate. Former Prime Minister Amama
Mbabazi left the ruling party to vie for president and has faced arrest, detention,
and obstructions during his campaigns, as have other opposition candidates. 

A new nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) bill, passed by parliament in No-
vember, includes vague and undefined “special obligations” of independent
groups, provisions that could make organizations vulnerable to politically moti-
vated charges for legitimate work. Although the Anti-Homosexuality Act was
overturned by a constitutional challenge in 2014, government officials continue
to voice support for its discriminatory provisions. 

Freedom of Expression and Assembly
The 2013 Public Order Management Act grants police wide discretionary powers
over the content and management of public meetings. The law has been used
largely to obstruct civic meetings and opposition rallies and as a basis to arrest
opposition members and their supporters, posing a serious threat to freedom of
assembly. 

The law’s uneven implementation in the run-up to the 2016 elections has led to
numerous accusations of partisan policing, where police prevent opposition
gatherings while protecting activities deemed partial to the incumbent. In July,
police arrested two opposition presidential candidates, Dr. Kizza Besigye and
Amama Mbabazi, as they tried to hold meetings in Kampala and Mbale, respec-
tively. Seven youth activists holding a press conference to condemn the arrests
were arrested and charged with unlawful assembly. Meanwhile, police escorted
Museveni supporters during a mock funeral for Mbabazi as they marched
through Gulu, Northern Uganda with a coffin bearing his photos. 

In September, police used teargas, rubber bullets, and brutality to disperse peo-
ple gathered to hear Mbabazi, despite the absence of public disorder. In some
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encroachment on their land when companies, such as those in mining or extrac-
tive industries, arrive. 

Government officials, including President Museveni, have labeled those protest-
ing investment projects as “development saboteurs” and argued for lethal force.
In Amuru, Northern Uganda in September, soldiers shot at least five people dur-
ing protests against a land sale to create a private hunting reserve. 

Killings of Muslim Clerics and Allied Defence Forces (ADF)
In July, Jamil Mukulu, the leader of the Allied Democratic Forces, was extradited
from Tanzania to face trial for multiple counts of murder. The ADF is a Ugandan,
largely Muslim, rebel group that has been fighting the government since 1996.
Since 2012, 12 Muslim clerics have been killed in Uganda. Police leadership has
blamed the killings on the ADF. Although there have been some arrests, none
has proceeded to trial. 

Accountability for Past Abuses
In protests in 2009 and 2011, police and military police killed at least 49 people,
but police have not conducted serious or meaningful investigations. Relatives
continue to search for justice through civil cases. In December 2011, police dis-
banded the Rapid Response Unit but there have been no investigations into
killings or torture by the unit. The Ugandan army has also not investigated cases
of those tortured or killed while in the custody of the Joint Anti-Terrorism Task
Force (JATT).

In August, a military court in Kasese, in western Rwenzori region, sentenced 11
people to 25 years in prison for carrying out the July 5, 2014 attacks on a military
barracks and some police posts. There has been no accountability for the violent
aftermath of the attacks in which civilians were tortured and killed. The govern-
ment has committed to exhuming the mass graves in the area for investigations. 

The Lord’s Resistance Army 
The rebel group the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) remains active in central Africa
but with allegations of killings and abductions on a significantly lesser scale
than in previous years.
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criminalizes any activities by organizations that have not been issued with a per-
mit by the government regulator, fundamentally undermining free association
rights. A separate provision provides criminal sentences of up to three years for
any violations of the act. It is not clear when the bill will reach President Musev-
eni for signature. 

No ruling has been issued in the Feburary 2014 constitutional challenge to the
current laws regulating organizations. Activists contend that some provisions vi-
olate the constitution and international human rights law. 

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
Although the Constitutional Court nullified the Anti-Homosexuality Act on proce-
dural grounds in 2014, there are concerns that a similar bill or similar repressive
measures could become law. Given widespread homophobia and transphobia,
the NGO bill could, if signed into law, provide a legal basis for restricting advo-
cacy on the rights of LGBT people on the grounds that such work violates the
“dignity of all Ugandans.”

Same-sex conduct remains punishable with life imprisonment under Uganda’s
colonial-era law prohibiting “carnal knowledge against the order of nature.” 

Police subject some men arrested on homosexuality charges to forced anal
exams, a discredited method of seeking “proof” of homosexual conduct that
amounts to torture. 

There has been no hearing in the appeal of a July 2014 High Court ruling uphold-
ing the government’s forced closure of a 2012 LGBT rights workshop on the
grounds that participants were “promoting” or “inciting” same-sex acts. 

In August, Ugandan LGBT activists held a pride rally with minimal police pres-
ence. 

Corruption and Land
Lack of accountability for public sector corruption remains a serious problem, as
misuse of government funds affects health services and infrastructure projects.
Communities have voiced serious fears of land grabs, environmental damage,
and lack of information as to if and how they can receive fair compensation for
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Ukraine 
Throughout the year, international and domestic actors struggled to end the
armed conflict in eastern Ukraine, but the situation has remained unstable. Parts
of Donetsk and Luhansk regions remain under de facto control of Russia-backed
fighters. All sides in the conflict violated international humanitarian law. Travel
restrictions introduced by the government in January 2015 contributed to severe
delays in delivery of humanitarian assistance, including medicine, to conflict-af-
fected areas, resulting in a dire humanitarian situation for civilians. 

As of fall 2015, according to estimates by aid groups, over 5 million people in
eastern Ukraine needed humanitarian assistance, with over 3 million most vul-
nerable. In August, violence broke out in Kiev after the parliament voted to con-
sider constitutional reform giving more autonomy to rebel-controlled areas.
During clashes between far right-wing protesters and police, a protester threw a
grenade that injured more than 100 people, including a policeman who later
died from his injuries. 

In October, local elections were held in government-controlled territories of
Ukraine. Rebels postponed elections in territories they control until February
2016, requesting in return that the government grant those territories special au-
tonomous status. 

Hostilities in Eastern Ukraine 
As of fall 2015, more than 6,500 people had been killed and over 17,000
wounded in the conflict. By September, an estimated 1.4 million people were in-
ternally displaced in Ukraine and more than 600,000 had fled abroad, mainly to
Russia. 

Although the September ceasefire largely held, sporadic fighting continued.
Both sides violated the laws of war. They committed indiscriminate attacks that
injured and killed civilians, including through the use of cluster munitions. Gov-
ernment forces and Russia-backed rebels deployed within or near densely popu-
lated areas, endangering civilians and civilian objects, including schools,
hospitals, and apartment buildings. There was significant evidence that several
types of antipersonnel landmines have been used in eastern Ukraine, although
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In January, former LRA commander Dominic Ongwen came into the custody of US
forces in southeastern Central African Republic and was transferred to the Inter-
national Criminal Court (ICC) to face charges of four counts of war crimes and
three counts of crimes against humanity committed in 2004 in northern Uganda.
Warrants for four other LRA commanders have been outstanding since 2005, but
three are believed to be dead. LRA’s leader Joseph Kony is the group’s only re-
maining ICC suspect at large. 

Former LRA fighter Thomas Kwoyelo, charged before Uganda’s International
Crimes Division with willful killing, taking hostages, and extensive destruction of
property, has been imprisoned since March 2009, but his trial has yet to begin.
In April, the Supreme Court unanimously agreed that Kwoyelo should face trial
and not receive amnesty.

Key International Actors
Ongoing concerns of increased corruption, especially the October 2012 theft of
US$12.7 million from the Office of the Prime Minister, and the passage of the
Anti-Homosexuality Act prompted differing approaches among development
partners. 

The European Union, among others, continues to provide direct budgetary sup-
port, while the United Kingdom, Ireland and Germany have stopped, either cut-
ting back on funding or channeling funds through civil society groups. In 2014,
Belgium temporarily withheld 11 million euros ($12.05 million) for the health sec-
tor until Uganda reversed plans to send 300 health workers to Trinidad and To-
bago in return for oil sector support. 

The United States provides over $440 million annually to support the health sec-
tor, particularly anti-retrovirals. The Ugandan army continues to receive logistical
support and training from the US for counterterrorism activities, its leading role
in the African Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM), and counter-LRA operations
in the Central African Republic. One hundred US military advisors remain de-
ployed to support anti-LRA efforts. 

WORLD REPORT 2016

596



forcement bodies, however, have been either unable or unwilling to bring many
of those responsible to justice. 

In a positive development, in September, Ukraine issued a declaration accepting
the jurisdiction of the International Criminal Court (ICC) for crimes committed in
the country since February 20, 2014. Although Ukraine is not yet an ICC member
country, this declaration paves the way for the ICC prosecutor to consider
whether the court should investigate abuses committed during the armed con-
flict. 

A February parliamentary resolution that prompted the government’s declaration
attempted to cast the ICC’s potential inquiry as limited to alleged crimes commit-
ted by Russia or Russia-backed forces, but the ICC prosecutor will be able to con-
sider conduct by all sides to the conflict. The government had also accepted the
court’s jurisdiction for the time period covering the Maidan protests during the
period of November 21, 2013, to February 22, 2014. In November, the ICC prose-
cutor reported that based on the information available, the abuses committed
during that period did not amount to crimes against humanity, but that the pros-
ecutor could reconsider this in light of any additional information. 

Freedom of Expression and Freedom of Media
Positive developments included an open data law, passed in April, which en-
courages government agencies to open their records and regularly share infor-
mation with the public. In June, the parliament passed a law to make public
archives of Ukraine’s Soviet-era KGB files. 

However, Ukrainian authorities, citing the “information war” with Russia, took
controversial steps restricting freedom of expression. In December 2014, the
government’s creation of the Ministry of Information Policy coincided with inde-
pendent reports of Ukrainian forces’ abuses in eastern Ukraine. Ukrainian blog-
gers and journalists protested the new ministry, fearing it could lead to
censorship.

In April, Ukraine banned all films made in Russia after January 2014 and all films
post-1991 that portrayed the Russian military in a positive light. In August, au-
thorities introduced a list of 38 books, mostly by Russian authors, banned from
being imported to Ukraine, and also “blacklisted” several Russian singers and
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at time of writing it was not possible to determine the responsible party or par-
ties. 

Both rebel and government forces were implicated in credible reports of torture
and cruel and degrading treatment of detainees. 

Thousands of civilians remain in rebel-held areas of Donetsk and Luhansk re-
gions. Travel restrictions, introduced by the Ukrainian government in January
2015, severely impede the ability of civilians in rebel-controlled areas to reach
safety and access life-saving services available in Ukraine-controlled territory.
The restrictions also impede the delivery of humanitarian aid, causing a severe
shortage of medicine and medical supplies in rebel-held areas. The resulting
health crisis is having a devastating effect on some of the most vulnerable
groups of patients, in particular those receiving treatment for tuberculosis, HIV,
and drug dependence. 

Rule of Law, Accountability for Past Abuses
No significant progress has been achieved in accountability for perpetrators of
abuses during the 2014 Maidan protests, in which more than 100 protesters and
13 law enforcement officers died and many were injured. In its March report, the
Council of Europe’s International Advisory Panel criticized the slow progress and
poor quality of the investigation, noting a “widespread perception of impunity”
on part of law enforcement agencies. 

Among positive steps, in December the authorities established a Special Investi-
gation Division within the Prosecutor General’s Office tasked specifically with
Maidan-related investigations. The prosecutor’s office claimed that it had identi-
fied all senior government officials who took part in decision-making during
Maidan events, but at time of writing, it was unclear whether any had been
charged. Authorities detained several riot police officers suspected of killing pro-
testers from February 18 to 20, 2014. At time of writing, the trial of two of the offi-
cers remain ongoing. Many of the alleged perpetrators have reportedly left
Ukraine. 

At least eight people remain missing in connection to the Maidan events. 

Trials are ongoing regarding some aspects of the May 2, 2014 political violence
in Odessa, in which 48 people died and more than 200 were injured. Law en-
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In November, the parliament passed an amendment to the labor code that bans
discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity, a precondition
for instituting a visa-free regime with the European Union. LGBT activists voiced
concerns that a newer version of the amended labor code being developed at
time of writing did not include the same anti-discrimination provision.

In June, a Kiev court overturned the government’s rejection of a transgender
man’s application to have his gender fully recognized, ruling that the applicant
did not have to prove he had been sterilized to receive documents in his pre-
ferred gender. The ruling represented a major victory in the struggle against the
existing gender change process in Ukraine, which is lengthy and humiliating and
violates rights of transgender people, including the right to health and the prohi-
bition on inhuman and degrading treatment or punishment. 

Crimea 
The human rights climate in Crimea under Russian occupation remains repres-
sive. People who decline Russian citizenship and retain their Ukrainian citizen-
ship experience serious difficulties in accessing education, employment
opportunities, or social benefits. The authorities did not conduct meaningful in-
vestigations into the 2014 enforced disappearances of Crimean Tatar and pro-
Ukrainian activists. 

They continue to silence critical voices and pressure Crimean Tatars, the ethnic
minority which openly criticizes Russia’s actions in Crimea. In April, ATR-TV, a
Crimean Tatar television channel known for its critical reporting that lead to Rus-
sia’s occupation, was forced to cease operating because it was not able to re-
register under Russian law within the deadline set by authorities. Meydan radio
station and Lale, a children’s television channel, which are part of the same
media holding company as ATR-TV, also had to discontinue. In May, Crimean au-
thorities once again refused to allow public events in Simferopol to commemo-
rate the 1944 deportation of Crimean Tatars. 

From September until time of writing, Crimean Tatar activists, backed by Ministry
of Interior troops, border guards and the far-right group Right Sector, blocked
roads connecting Crimea to mainland Ukraine to prevent food deliveries from
Ukraine to Crimea to protest Russia’s occupation of Crimea.
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actors for their views on the conflict. In September, the government expanded
the list of persons banned from entering Ukraine to 382. Among them were 35
journalists and bloggers from several countries, including Russia, Israel, and
Great Britain. 

In June, a package of laws entered into force that ban Nazi and communist sym-
bols and criminalize denial of the “criminal nature of the communist totalitarian
regime,” punishable by up to five years in prison. “Propaganda” of either ideol-
ogy is punishable by up to 10 years in jail. Another law recognizes as “fighters for
independence” nationalist groups that fought Germany during World War II but
also collaborated with the Nazis. The law also criminalizes questioning the legit-
imacy of their actions. 

The armed conflict and the political tension caused by the information war be-
tween Russia and Ukraine have jeopardized journalists’ safety. A prominent pro-
Russian journalist was shot and killed in Kiev in April. At time of writing, the trial
of two men charged with the murder was ongoing. Nearly all pro-Ukrainian jour-
nalists fled eastern Ukraine and Crimea and relocated to government-controlled
parts of Ukraine, fearing repercussions from local authorities. Rebel authorities
in eastern Ukraine deny accreditation to foreign correspondents whose reporting
is “unfavorable.” In June, rebel authorities in Donetsk region expelled a journal-
ist from the independent Russian newspaper Novaya Gazeta, and rebel forces
beat him in retribution for his reporting.

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
The authorities have been more supportive of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and
transgender (LGBT) movement than in previous years, but homophobia and intol-
erance remain widespread. 

In June, the March for Equality took place in Kiev, and although the city’s authori-
ties expressed concerns that they would not be able to provide protection to the
participants, President Petro Poroshenko publicly supported the idea of the
march. On the day of the march, several dozen far-right activists attacked around
300 participants of the gathering, shouting abuses and throwing flares at them.
Police tried to block the attackers, but nine policemen were injured in the
clashes and one was seriously injured. 
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risdiction of the International Criminal Court for abuses committed in 2014 and
2015.

In January 2015, the European Parliament adopted a resolution condemning Rus-
sia’s “aggressive and expansionist policy” in Ukraine and calling on the govern-
ment of Ukraine to continue efforts to eradicate corruption.

In July, the UN Human Rights Council adopted a resolution welcoming the techni-
cal assistance to Ukraine provided by the Office of the United Nations High Com-
missioner for Human Rights, acknowledging further need for such assistance
and establishing a process for the high commissioner to regularly brief the coun-
cil in interactive dialogue on each report of the monitoring mission. The first
such briefing took place at the September council session. 
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Key International Actors
Moscow continues to deny its direct involvement in the conflict in eastern
Ukraine, despite mounting evidence to the contrary, such as accounts by Russ-
ian soldiers captured in Ukraine, and observers from the Special Monitoring Mis-
sion of the Organization (SMM) for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE). 

Ukraine’s international allies frequently speak out against Russian aggression in
Ukraine but rarely publicly criticize abuses by the Ukrainian government. Still,
key international actors, including the United Nations, the Council of Europe
(CoE), OSCE, the United States, and the EU have repeatedly called on all parties
to the conflict to honor the ceasefire laid out in the Minsk agreements. Several
European leaders have warned the government of Ukraine against trying to re-
gain territory militarily, fearing increased military involvement from Russia and
further escalation of the conflict.  

In March, in a joint initiative with the Ukrainian government, the CoE launched a
two-year action plan to support Ukraine in fulfilling its human rights obligations. 

Through 2015, several rapporteurs of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council
of Europe, conducted fact-finding visits to Ukraine. The CoE’s human rights com-
missioner conducted numerous visits to eastern Ukraine to look into the human
rights consequences of the conflict, and issued detailed reports on his findings,
repeatedly calling on both sides to respect international humanitarian law. In
June, the Parliamentary Assembly adopted a report on missing persons, calling
on both sides of the conflict to join efforts to resolve the problem of persons re-
ported missing during the conflict.

The United Nations Human Rights Monitoring Mission in Ukraine and the OSCE’s
SMM continue to monitor and regularly report on the human rights situation in
the country. In May, the SMM published a report highlighting concerns about the
protection of civilians and freedom of movement in the Donetsk and Luhansk re-
gions, and recommended the Ukrainian government review whether its permit
system’s impact on civilians is proportionate to the government’s security
needs.

In January, the EU Foreign Affairs Council adopted conclusions on Ukraine con-
demning the escalation of fighting and calling on Russia to use its influence with
the rebels to stop their hostile actions. It also called on Ukraine to accept full ju-
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Freedom of Expression 
People who speak with rights groups remained at serious risk of arbitrary deten-
tion and imprisonment. The 2014 counterterrorism law provides for the death
penalty for people whose activities are found to “undermine national unity or so-
cial peace,” even if these acts do not include an element of violence or intended
violence.

In May, local media reported that the Federal Supreme Court sentenced a UAE
national, Ahmed Abdulla al-Wahdi, to 10 years in prison for “creating and run-
ning a social media account that insults the UAE’s leadership and the country’s
institutions.” In June, local media reported that the Federal Supreme Court
found that Nasser al-Junaibi, a UAE national, had “spread rumors and informa-
tion that harmed the country” and “insulted government entities,” and sen-
tenced him to three years in prison. 

Authorities cited “national security” grounds as the reason for denying activists
who have criticized the UAE’s mistreatment of migrant workers entry to the UAE.

Federal Decree Law no. 2 of 2015 on anti-discrimination and anti-hate contains
numerous broadly worded provisions that further jeopardize free speech. En-
acted in July, the law provides for a minimum of five years in jail for anyone who
commits “an act that may instigate any form of discrimination, using any forms
of expression or any means.” Article 3 of the law says that freedom of expression
cannot be invoked as a defense in cases relating to acts or statements “that may
incite the contempt of religions that offend them.” 

Freedom of Association and Movement
Family members of political detainees imprisoned in a mass trial in 2013 com-
plained of repeated harassment by the authorities, including the freezing of as-
sets, the denial of government security clearances required to secure
employment, and the imposition of foreign travel bans that they cannot chal-
lenge. 
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United Arab Emirates
The United Arab Emirates (UAE) continued in 2015 to arbitrarily detain and in
some cases forcibly disappear individuals who criticized the authorities, and its
security forces continued to face allegations that they torture detainees in pre-
trial detention. The UAE passed an anti-discrimination law that further jeopard-
izes free speech and is discriminatory in that it excludes references to gender
and sexuality. Authorities denied access to the country to activists who criticized
the UAE’s mistreatment of migrant workers. 

Arbitrary Detentions, Enforced Disappearances, and Torture
Authorities forcibly disappeared and detained incommunicado individuals who
criticized the government or its allies. Three Emirati sisters, Asma, Mariam,
and Al Yazzyah al-Suweidi, spent three months in incommunicado detention
after authorities called them to a police station in Abu Dhabi on February 15.
The three, whom authorities eventually released without charge, had posted
comments criticizing the UAE authorities’ unlawful imprisonment of Emirati dis-
sidents, including their brother, Dr. Issa al-Suweidi.

In August, 13 security officers in civilian clothes arrested Emirati academic
Nasser bin Ghaith. He had made comments on social media criticizing the Egypt-
ian security forces’ mass killing of demonstrators in Cairo’s Rab’a Square in
2013 on the two-year anniversary of the massacre. Egypt is a key ally of the UAE
government. Bin Ghaith’s whereabouts remained unknown at time of writing. 

Six Libyan nationals remained in detention without charge, more than a year
after their arrests. Individuals who were arrested at the same time but subse-
quently released alleged that authorities tortured them in an attempt to secure
confessions and said they heard other detainees being subjected to torture. The
Libyans said their interrogators asked them about supposed links to the Muslim
Brotherhood, which the UAE has designated a terrorist organization, and de-
scribed being subjected to beatings, forced standing, and threats of rape, elec-
trocution, and death. 
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Migrant Workers
Foreigners account for more than 88.5 percent of UAE residents, according to
2011 government statistics, but despite labor reforms, low-paid migrant workers
continue to be subjected to abuses that amount to forced labor. Domestic work-
ers are particularly vulnerable to abuse since they do not enjoy even the minimal
protection afforded by UAE labor law. 

The kafala sponsorship system, which operates in all Gulf Cooperation Council
states, ties migrant workers to individual employers who act as their visa spon-
sors. In practice, the system severely restricts workers’ ability to change employ-
ers. The system gives employers inordinate power over workers by entitling them
to revoke migrant workers’ sponsorship at will, thereby removing their right to re-
main in the UAE and making them liable to deportation.

Under new regulations from 2010, workers covered under the labor law can
switch employers in certain cases. However, domestic workers—who are ex-
cluded from this reach—cannot transfer employers before their contract ends or
before they receive their employer’s consent.

Women’s Rights
Discrimination on the basis of sex and gender is not included in the definition of
discrimination in the UAE’s 2015 anti-discrimination law. 

Federal law No. 28 of 2005 regulates matters of personal status in the UAE, and
some of its provisions discriminate against women. For instance, the law pro-
vides that, for a woman to marry, her male guardian must conclude her marriage
contract; men have the right to unilaterally divorce their wives, whereas a woman
who wishes to divorce her husband must apply for a court order; a woman can
lose her right to maintenance if, for example, she refuses to have sexual rela-
tions with her husband if she does not have a lawful excuse; and women are re-
quired to “obey” their husbands. A woman may be considered disobedient, with
few exceptions, if she decides to work without her husband’s consent.

Domestic violence is permitted under UAE law. Article 53 of the UAE’s penal code
allows the imposition of “chastisement by a husband to his wife and the chas-
tisement of minor children” so long as the assault does not exceed the limits
prescribed by Sharia, or Islamic law. In 2010, the UAE’s Federal Supreme Court

607

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCHWORLD REPORT 2016

606

http://www.hrw.org/news/2010/10/19/uae-spousal-abuse-never-right


United States
The United States has a vibrant civil society and strong constitutional protec-
tions for many civil and political rights. Yet many US laws and practices, particu-
larly in the areas of criminal and juvenile justice, immigration, and national
security, violate internationally recognized human rights. Often, those least able
to defend their rights in court or through the political process—members of racial
and ethnic minorities, immigrants, children, the poor, and prisoners—are the
people most likely to suffer abuses.

Harsh Sentencing
The United States locks up 2.37 million people, the largest reported incarcerated
population in the world. About 12 million people annually cycle through county
jails. 

Concerns about over-incarceration in prisons—caused in part by mandatory min-
imum sentencing and excessively long sentences—have led some states and the
US Congress to introduce several reform bills. At time of writing, none of the fed-
eral congressional measures had become law. 

Thirty-one US states continue to impose the death penalty; seven of those car-
ried out executions in 2014. In recent decades, the vast majority of executions
have occurred in five states. In August, the Connecticut Supreme Court ruled the
state’s death penalty unconstitutional, barring execution for the 11 men who re-
mained on death row after the Connecticut legislature did away with the death
penalty in 2007.

At time of writing, 27 people had been executed in the US in 2015, all by lethal
injection. The debate over lethal injection protocols continued, with several US
states continuing to use experimental drug combinations and refusing to dis-
close their composition. In March, Utah passed a law allowing execution by fir-
ing squad. In June, the US Supreme Court ruled that Oklahoma’s lethal injection
protocol was constitutional. Two prisoners executed in Oklahoma in 2014—Clay-
ton Lockett and Michael Wilson—showed visible signs of distress as they died.
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issued a ruling—citing the UAE penal code—that sanctions beating and other
forms of punishment or coercion by husbands on their wives, provided they do
not leave physical marks.

LGBT Rights
The UAE’s penal code does not explicitly prohibit homosexuality. However, arti-
cle 356 of the penal code criminalizes zina offenses with a minimum sentence of
one year in prison. Zina offenses include consensual sexual relations outside
heterosexual marriage and other “moral” offenses, including same-sex rela-
tions. The UAE courts could convict and sentence people for zina offenses under
article 356 which criminalizes but does not define “indecency,” punishable by at
least one year in prison.

Key International Actors
The UAE sent thousands of ground troops to Yemen in July to assist in the Saudi-
led military campaign against Houthi forces, also known as Ansar Allah. The
same month, the United States and the UAE launched an online counterterrorism
messaging program, which they said “will use direct online engagement to
counter terrorist propaganda rapidly and effectively.”

WORLD REPORT 2016

608

http://www.hrw.org/news/2010/10/19/uae-spousal-abuse-never-right
http://www.hrw.org/news/2010/10/19/uae-spousal-abuse-never-right


Racial Disparities in Criminal Justice
Racial disparities permeate every part of the US criminal justice system. Dispari-
ties in drug enforcement are particularly egregious. While whites and African
Americans engage in drug offenses at comparable rates, African Americans are
arrested, prosecuted, and incarcerated for drug offenses at much higher rates.
African Americans are only 13 percent of the US population, but make up 29 per-
cent of all drug arrests. Black men are incarcerated at six times the rate of white
men. 

A US Department of Justice report on the police department of Ferguson, Mis-
souri, commissioned after the 2014 police killing of unarmed African American
teenager Michael Brown, found that African Americans were disproportionately
impacted at all levels of Ferguson’s justice system—a problem that persists in
justice systems throughout the country. 

Drug Reform
The federal government has begun to address disproportionately long sentences
for federal drug offenders. At time of writing, President Barack Obama had com-
muted the sentences of 86 prisoners in 2015, 76 of them drug offenders. Yet
more than 35,000 federal inmates remain in prison after petitioning for reconsid-
eration of their drug sentences. In October, the Bureau of Prisons released more
than 6,000 people who had been serving disproportionately long drug sen-
tences; the releases resulted from a retroactive reduction of federal drug sen-
tences approved by the US Sentencing Commission.

Police Reform
Once again, high-profile police killings of unarmed African Americans gained
media attention in 2015, including the deaths of Freddy Gray in Baltimore and
Walter Scott in North Charleston, South Carolina. The federal government does
not maintain a full count of the number of people killed by police each year. The
Bureau of Justice Statistics revealed in 2015 that it tracks only 35 to 50 percent of
arrest-related deaths on an annual basis. A new federal law incentivizes the col-
lection of data regarding deaths in police custody, but does not require states to
provide that data and so fails to ensure reliable data on people killed by police.

611

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCHWORLD REPORT 2016

610



In May, Obama’s Law Enforcement Equipment Working Group released recom-
mendations to better regulate and restrict the transfer of Defense Department
equipment to local law enforcement.

Prison and Jail Conditions
Momentum against the use of solitary confinement continued in 2015, but ac-
cording to a new report, an estimated 100,000 state and federal prison inmates
are being held in isolation. 

In July, President Obama ordered the Department of Justice to review the practice
of solitary confinement. Several states are currently considering legislative or
regulatory reforms to reduce the use of solitary confinement. In New York, a pro-
posed bill would limit the time during which an inmate could be held in isola-
tion, and would ban solitary confinement for people with mental illness and
other vulnerable groups. California settled a lawsuit brought by prisoners and
agreed to eliminate the use of indefinite solitary confinement at the Pelican Bay
State Prison—a supermax facility—as well as significantly reduce the length of
time prisoners in California can be kept in solitary. However, California’s legisla-
ture failed to pass a bill that would have eliminated solitary confinement for chil-
dren.

Jail and prison staff throughout the US use unnecessary, excessive, and even
malicious force against prisoners with mental disabilities. Although no national
data exists, research—including a 2015 Human Rights Watch report—indicates
that the problem is widespread and may be increasing in the country’s more
than 5,100 jails and prisons. 

Poverty and Criminal Justice
Poor defendants nationwide are subjected to prolonged and unnecessary pre-
trial detention because they cannot afford to post bail. Kalief Browder committed
suicide in June, two years after being released from the jail complex on New York
City’s Rikers Island, where from age 16 he had been held for three years in pre-
trial detention, mostly in solitary confinement, because he could not afford to
post $3,000 in bail. His case catalyzed renewed criticism of money bail, prompt-
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Rights of Non-Citizens
The US government continued the dramatic expansion of detention of migrant
mothers and their children from Central America, many of them seeking asylum,
though it announced some reforms mid-year. Human Rights Watch has docu-
mented the severe psychological toll of indefinite detention on asylum-seeking
mothers and children and the barriers it raises to due process. 

In June, the Obama administration announced it would limit long-term detention
of mothers and children who pass the first step to seeking refugee protection,
and cease detaining individuals as a deterrent to others. A federal judge ruled in
July that the US government’s family detention policy violates a 1997 settlement
on the detention of migrant children. While detention of families continues,
most are released within weeks if they can make a seemingly legitimate asylum
claim.

A federal lawsuit halted implementation of the Obama administration’s Novem-
ber 2014 executive actions to provide a temporary reprieve from deportation to
certain unauthorized immigrants, which could have protected millions of fami-
lies from the threat of arbitrary separation. Legislative efforts toward legal status
for millions of unauthorized migrants in the US continued to founder. 

Human Rights Watch documented in June how the US government targets for de-
portation lawful permanent residents and other immigrants with longstanding
ties to the US who have drug convictions, including for old and minor offenses.
State and federal drug reform efforts have largely excluded non-citizens, who
face permanent deportation and family separation for drug offenses.

Labor Rights
Hundreds of thousands of children work on US farms. US law exempts child
farmworkers from the minimum age and maximum hour requirements that pro-
tect other working children. Child farmworkers often work long hours and risk
pesticide exposure, heat illness, and injuries. In 2015, the Environmental Protec-
tion Agency banned children under 18 from handling pesticides. Children who
work on tobacco farms frequently suffer vomiting, headaches, and other symp-
toms consistent with acute nicotine poisoning. After Human Rights Watch re-
ported on hazardous child labor in US tobacco farming, the two largest US-based
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ing the New York City Council to announce creation of a bail fund and city offi-
cials to embrace new pretrial detention programs. 

A new lawsuit challenging money bail was filed in October in San Francisco, and
the governor of Connecticut has called for review of money bail in that state. 

State and municipal practices that prey on low-income defendants to generate
income gained increased attention after the Justice Department’s report on Fer-
guson, Missouri described that town’s municipal court system as little more than
a revenue-generating machine targeting African Americans, with the Ferguson
police as its “collection agency.”

The privatization of misdemeanor probation services by several US states has
also led to abuses, including fees structured by private probation companies in
ways that penalize poor offenders or lead to the arrest of people who genuinely
cannot afford to pay. In March, Georgia passed a law that imposes important
new limits on the practices of such companies. Other states where private pro-
bation is widespread have thus far not taken similar steps, though awareness of
probation-related abuses seems to be rising.

Youth in the Criminal Justice System
In every US jurisdiction, children are prosecuted in adult courts and sentenced
to adult prison terms. Fourteen states have no minimum age for adult prosecu-
tion, while others set the age at 10, 12, or 13. Some states automatically prose-
cute youth age 14 and above as adults. Fifteen states give discretion to the
prosecuting attorney, not a judge, to decide whether a youth is to be denied the
services of the juvenile system. Tens of thousands of youth under the age of 18
are being held in adult prisons and jails across the country. The US remains the
only country to sentence people under the age of 18 to life without the possibil-
ity of parole.

In 2015, there was some movement toward reducing the number of children tried
as adults. In Illinois, a new law ended the automatic transfer of children under 15
to adult court. New Jersey increased the minimum age to be tried as an adult
from 14 to 15. California, for the first time in 40 years, improved the statutory cri-
teria judges use in transfer hearings, which could reduce the number of youth
tried as adults. 
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tobacco companies—Altria Group and Reynolds American—independently an-
nounced that, beginning in 2015, they would prohibit their growers from employ-
ing children under 16.

Right to Health
Stark racial disparities continue to characterize the HIV epidemic in the US, as
the criminal justice system plays a key role as a barrier to HIV prevention and
care and services for groups most vulnerable to HIV, including people who use
drugs, sex workers, men who have sex with men, and transgender women.

A large outbreak of HIV and Hepatitis C infection occurred in rural southern Indi-
ana in 2015, affecting more than 180 people who inject drugs. A state law allow-
ing needle exchange programs in response to outbreaks was passed but
maintains prohibitions on state funding for such programs as part of a broader
prevention approach. 

Rights of People with Disabilities
Corporal punishment in state schools is still widely practiced in 19 US
states. Children with disabilities receive corporal punishment at a disproportion-
ate rate to their peers, despite evidence that it can adversely affect their physical
and psychological conditions. In contrast, 124 countries have criminalized physi-
cal chastisement in public schools. 

Women’s and Girls’ Rights
Despite Defense Department reforms, US military service members who report
sexual assault frequently experience retaliation, including threats, vandalism,
harassment, poor work assignments, loss of promotion opportunities, discipli-
nary action including discharge, and even criminal charges. The military does lit-
tle to hold retaliators to account or provide effective remedies for retaliation. In
May, Human Rights Watch released a report that found both male and female
military personnel who report sexual assault are 12 times as likely to experience
some form of retaliation as to see their attacker convicted of a sex offense.

In June, the US Supreme Court ruled that housing policies and practices with a
disproportionate and negative impact against classes protected from discrimina-
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tion violate the Fair Housing Act, regardless of whether the policy was adopted
with the intent to discriminate. The ruling is important for domestic and sexual
violence victims who can face eviction due to zero-tolerance policies—where an
entire household may be evicted if any member commits a crime—or municipal
nuisance ordinances that subject tenants to eviction if they call the police fre-
quently.

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
The US Supreme Court issued a landmark decision on June 26, 2015, that grants
same-sex couples throughout the country the right to marry. 

At time of writing, 28 states do not have laws banning workplace discrimination
based on sexual orientation or gender identity, while three states prohibit dis-
crimination based on sexual orientation but not on gender identity. 

In July, the federal Equal Employment Opportunity Commission ruled that dis-
crimination on the basis of sexual orientation is prohibited under the existing
definition of discrimination based on sex in Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of
1964. 

In June, US Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) introduced a policy pro-
viding certain protections for transgender women in immigration detention. Nev-
ertheless, transgender women in ICE custody continue to receive inadequate
medical care and report verbal and sexual harassment in detention. 

National Security
The practice of indefinite detention without charge or trial at Guantanamo Bay
entered its 14th year; at time of writing, 107 detainees remained at the facility,
48 were cleared for release, and the Obama administration had in 2015 trans-
ferred 20 detainees to their homes or third countries. 

The administration continued to pursue cases before the fundamentally flawed
military commissions at Guantanamo. In June, a federal appeals court over-
turned the 2008 conviction of Ali Hamza Ahmad Suliman al-Bahlul, the alleged
Al-Qaeda “public relations director” who was found guilty of conspiracy, solicit-
ing murder, and providing material support for terrorism. As a result of the deci-
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sion, at least five of the eight convictions imposed by the military commissions
are now no longer valid.

Some detainees continued hunger strikes to protest their detention, including
Tariq Ba Odah, who has been force-fed by nasal tube for several years and whose
lawyers and doctors say is near death. The Obama administration opposed
Odah’s legal request for a court-ordered release, even though the administration
had cleared him for release five years ago. 

Congress and President Obama signed into law the annual National Defense Au-
thorization Act (NDAA), which in recent years has included provisions on Guan-
tanamo detentions. In 2015, the law tightened existing restrictions on the
transfer of detainees out of Guantanamo. The provisions will make it more diffi-
cult, though not impossible, to transfer detainees home or to third countries,
and maintains the complete ban on transfer of detainees to the US for detention
or trial. 

The release in December 2014 of a summary of a Senate Intelligence Committee
report on the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)’s detention and interrogation pro-
gram uncovered new information on the methods and extent of torture and Bush
administration efforts to avoid culpability. The summary sparked calls by Human
Rights Watch and others for new Justice Department criminal investigations into
CIA torture and other violations of federal law, and, should the US fail to act, for
action by other governments, including renewed efforts in Europe where a num-
ber of cases related to CIA torture already have been filed. 

In response to the Senate summary, Congress included a provision in the NDAA
that requires all US government agencies except law enforcement entities to
abide by rules in the Army Field Manual on interrogation, and provide the Inter-
national Committee of the Red Cross with notification of, and prompt access to,
all prisoners held by the US in any armed conflict. The provision will bolster ex-
isting bans on torture, but without credible criminal investigations into CIA tor-
ture it is unclear how effectively the provision will guard against future abuse. 

In June, Congress took a first small step toward curbing the government’s mass
surveillance practices by passing the USA Freedom Act. The law imposes limits
on the scope of the collection of phone records permissible under section 215 of
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the USA Patriot Act. It also puts in place new measures to increase transparency
and oversight of surveillance by the National Security Agency (NSA).

The law does not constrain surveillance under section 702 of the FISA Amend-
ments Act or Executive Order 12333, the primary legal authorities used by the US
government to justify mass violations of privacy of people outside US borders.
The law also does not address many modern surveillance capabilities, from use
of malware to interception of all mobile calls in a country.

US law enforcement officials continued to urge major US Internet and mobile
phone companies to weaken the security of their services to facilitate surveil-
lance in the course of criminal investigations. In May, the UN special rapporteur
on freedom of expression called on all countries, including the US, to refrain
from weakening encryption and other online security measures because such
tools are critical for the security of human rights defenders and activists world-
wide. 

Foreign Policy
In July, the US and other countries reached a comprehensive deal with Iran, re-
stricting its nuclear weapons program in exchange for sanctions relief. 

Although a full drawdown of US troops from Afghanistan was planned for the end
of 2014, Obama ordered 9,800 US troops to remain in Afghanistan through the
end of 2015 and 5,500 to remain into 2017.

Throughout the year, the US conducted airstrikes against the forces of the armed
extremist group Islamic State (also known as ISIS) in Iraq and Syria and led a
coalition of Western and regional allies in what Obama called a “long-term cam-
paign” to defeat the group. A US program to train and equip “moderate” Syrian
rebels—costing hundreds of millions of dollars—only produced approximately
60 fighters, a number of whom were promptly captured or killed. The US contin-
ued to call for a political solution to the conflict in Syria without a role for Presi-
dent Bashar al-Assad.

In March, a Saudi-led coalition of Arab states began a military campaign against
the Houthis in Yemen. The US provided intelligence, logistical support, and per-
sonnel to the Saudi Arabian center planning airstrikes and coordinating activi-
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Uzbekistan
Uzbekistan maintained its appalling human rights record in 2015. A decade after
government forces massacred hundreds of largely peaceful protesters in the city
of Andijan, the Uzbek government continues to deny justice to the victims. In
March, authoritarian President Islam Karimov’s 26-year rule was extended by an-
other five years in elections international observers found lacked any meaningful
choice and violated Uzbekistan’s constitution. The government denies citizens
the freedoms of association, expression, and religion, using the country’s perva-
sive security services to maintain rigid control over the population. 

Thousands of people are imprisoned on politically motivated charges, torture is
endemic, and authorities regularly harass human rights activists, opposition
members, and journalists. Muslims and Christians who practice their religion
outside strict state controls are persecuted. Authorities force millions of adults
to harvest cotton every fall under harsh conditions, netting enormous profits for
the government.

Despite continuing abuses, the United States and European Union failed to con-
dition ties with Uzbekistan on improvements in human rights.

Freedom of Expression, Pluralism
In authoritarian Uzbekistan, citizens are not able to freely express their opinions
on elections, form political parties, field any independent candidates, or other-
wise ensure a transparent, democratic electoral process. 

In the March presidential election, President Karimov stood for a fourth five-year
term, despite the constitution’s prohibition on serving more than two consecu-
tive terms. In its final report, the Office for Democratic Institutions and Human
Rights of the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe noted the
election’s absence of meaningful “political debate and genuine competition,”
stating that the fundamental freedoms of association, assembly, and expression
were effectively curtailed. 
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ties, making US forces potentially jointly responsible for laws-of-war violations
by coalition forces. 

US drone strikes continued in Yemen and Pakistan, though at reduced numbers,
while US strikes increased in Somalia. 

The US restored full military assistance to Egypt in April, despite a worsening
human rights environment, lifting restrictions in place since the military takeover
by President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi in 2013. Egypt resumed its position as the sec-
ond-largest recipient of US military assistance, worth $1.3 billion annually, after
Israel. In June, the US lifted its hold on military assistance to the Bahraini mili-
tary despite an absence of meaningful reform, which was the original require-
ment for resuming the aid. 

In July, President Muhammadu Buhari of Nigeria met with Obama in Washington;
the US then pledged broad support for counterterrorism efforts and the fight
against the militant Islamist group Boko Haram, as well as collaboration on eco-
nomic development and tackling corruption. Obama in July traveled to Kenya and
Ethiopia, where he urged respect for term limits across Africa.

More than 50 years since trade and diplomatic ties were severed during the Cold
War, the US officially reopened diplomatic relations with Cuba in August. Obama
also called for the lifting of the economic embargo, which would require an act
of Congress.

In September, Obama waived provisions of the Child Soldiers Prevention Act to
allow four countries—the Democratic Republic of Congo, Nigeria, Somalia, and
South Sudan—to continue to receive US military assistance, despite their contin-
ued use of child soldiers. Obama delegated authority to Secretary of State John
Kerry to make determinations under the act regarding Yemen, where child sol-
diers are used by all sides to the conflict; at time of writing, all US military aid to
Yemen was suspended because of continuing instability there. 
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activists Shukhrat Rustamov, Sergei Naumov, Saida Kurbanova, Elena Urlaeva,
and Uktam Pardaev.

In August, a Tashkent court upheld a lower court’s finding that rights defender
Shukhrat Rustamov, a longtime member of the Human Rights Alliance, was in-
sane and should be involuntarily committed for forced psychiatric treatment.
Rustamov is currently appealing the ruling. In recent years, authorities have sub-
jected rights activists Elena Urlaeva, Jamshid Karimov, Alikul Sarymsakov, and
others to forced psychiatric treatment as a form of punishment for their peaceful
work.

In November, authorities allowed Murod Juraev, one of the world’s longest-im-
prisoned political activists, to leave prison after 21 years. A former member of
parliament accused of seeking to “overthrow the constitutional order,” Juraev
was repeatedly tortured and had his original nine-year sentence arbitrarily ex-
tended by twelve years on absurd charges, including “improperly peeling car-
rots” in the prison kitchen. 

In December 2014, Uznews.net, a Germany-based independent news website fo-
cused on Uzbekistan, closed down. A month earlier, the names of a dozen of the
site’s Uzbekistan-based contributors were publicized when editor Galima
Bukharbaeva’s email account was hacked. She accused Uzbek security agents of
responsibility.

Torture
Torture is widespread and unpunished in Uzbekistan. Detainees’ rights are vio-
lated at every stage of criminal investigations and trials, despite habeas corpus
amendments that went into effect in 2008. The government has failed to mean-
ingfully implement recommendations to combat torture made by the United Na-
tions special rapporteur on torture, the Committee against Torture, and other
international bodies. The state-controlled bar association has disbarred lawyers
that take on politically sensitive cases.

Following the forced return of six Uzbek asylum seekers from Norway to Uzbek-
istan in December 2014, authorities arrested, tortured, and tried the asylum
seekers on charges of terrorism, accusing them of viewing “extremist” videos in
Norway. In February 2015, state-sponsored television aired a film containing ex-
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Imprisonment and Harassment of Critics
The government has imprisoned thousands of people on politically motivated
charges, mostly religious believers, but also human rights and opposition ac-
tivists, journalists, and other perceived critics. Authorities frequently subject de-
tainees to torture and arbitrarily extend their sentences. Many prisoners suffer
from poor health.

Human rights activists in prison include Azam Farmonov, Mehriniso Ham-
damova, Zulhumor Hamdamova, Isroiljon Kholdorov, Gaybullo Jalilov, Nuriddin
Jumaniyazov, Matluba Kamilova, Ganikhon Mamatkhanov, Chuyan Mamatkulov,
Zafarjon Rahimov, Yuldash Rasulov, Bobomurod Razzokov, Fahriddin Tillaev, and
Akzam Turgunov. Journalists in prison include Solijon Abdurakhmanov, Muham-
mad Bekjanov, Gayrat Mikhliboev, Yusuf Ruzimuradov, and Dilmurod Saidov. 

Opposition activists behind bars include Samandar Kukanov, Kudratbek Rasulov,
and Rustam Usmanov. Imprisoned religious figures and other perceived govern-
ment critics include Ruhiddin Fahriddinov, Akram Yuldashev, Nodirbek Yusupov,
Dilorom Abdukodirova, Botirbek Eshkuziev, Bahrom Ibragimov, Davron Kabilov,
Erkin Musaev, Davron Tojiev, and Ravshanbek Vafoev.

Imprisoned rights defender Azam Farmonov’s nine-year prison term was due to
end in April. Weeks before Farmonov’s release, officials accused him of unspeci-
fied “violations of prison rules”—a practice authorities have used to arbitrarily
extend political prisoners’ sentences—and kept him in prison. In May, authori-
ties extended his sentence by five years. 

In May, police officers in the town of Chinaz detained Elena Urlaeva, head of the
Human Rights Alliance of Uzbekistan, a local human rights group, as she was in-
terviewing doctors and teachers forced to pick cotton. The police and medical
staff forcibly sedated Urlaeva, and then subjected her to a body cavity search, X-
rays, and other cruel and degrading treatment during an 11-hour interrogation,
saying they were looking for a memory card from her camera. 

Uzbekistan still requires exit visas for citizens to travel abroad, and authorities
often withhold the visas as a tool to punish dissidents. Authorities prohibited
artist Vyacheslav Okhunov from traveling abroad in 2015 after he equated Gul-
nara Karimova, President Karimov’s daughter, with a monkey in his works of art.
Many others have been banned from traveling abroad in recent years, including
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down, destroying his archive of evidence of forced labor. Unknown assailants
stole additional materials from a room in his home untouched by the fire.

At least six people died as a result of the unsafe working conditions during the
2015 cotton harvest, according to independent monitors. 

Following a decade of global pressure, authorities did not mobilize children to
harvest cotton in 2015, as in 2014, and instead increased the number of forced
adult laborers. In several regions, officials also forced children to help toward
the end of the harvest. 

Freedom of Religion
Authorities imprison religious believers who practice their faith outside state
controls. In August, the Initiative Group of Independent Human Rights Defenders
estimated that more than 12,000 persons are currently imprisoned on vague
charges related to “extremism” or “anti-constitutional” activity, several hundred
of them convicted in the previous year. Authorities also arbitrarily detain and
fine Christians who conduct religious activities for administrative offenses.

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
Consensual sexual relations between men are criminalized, with a maximum
prison sentence of three years. Activists report that police use blackmail and ex-
tortion against gay men, threatening to out or imprison them. Lesbian, gay, bi-
sexual, and transgender community members face deep-rooted homophobia
and discrimination.

Key International Actors
During a June visit to Tashkent, UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon urged the
Uzbek government to deliver on its international rights commitments, stating
that “there can be no peace and development without human rights.”

In a July 2015 review, the UN Human Rights Committee was highly critical of
Uzbekistan, including concerns about politically motivated imprisonment, lack
of accountability for the Andijan massacre, persistent torture, and lack of coop-
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cerpts of the defendants confessing, in which the men displayed visible signs
they had been tortured. 

Andijan Massacre
May 13 marked 10 years since government forces killed hundreds of largely
peaceful protesters in the city of Andijan. Defying numerous calls to allow an in-
dependent investigation into the massacre, Uzbek officials continued to state
that the matter is “closed.” On the massacre’s 10th anniversary, both the Office
for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights and former UN High Commissioner
for Human Rights Louise Arbour renewed calls for an independent investigation.

In 2015, Human Rights Watch interviewed dozens of Uzbeks, many outside the
country, who expressed fear about speaking on the record about Andijan, citing
threats to themselves and family members who remain in Uzbekistan. They
stated that authorities still regularly call their relatives in for questioning, and
force them to sign statements saying that those who fled abroad after the mas-
sacre are terrorists. The wife of one Andijan refugee said that since the mas-
sacre, officials have interrogated her monthly, including about her husband’s
whereabouts, and threatened to force her into prostitution in retaliation for his
participation in the protest.

Forced Labor
State-organized forced labor of adults in the cotton industry remains wide-
spread. In 2015, authorities compelled farmers to meet an annual production
quota and forced millions of adults to harvest cotton in the fall.

Teachers, doctors, nurses, civil servants, and private sector employees were
forced to pick cotton under threat of dismissal from work or loss of salary and
pension and welfare benefits, and authorities detained and threatened citizens
attempting to report these abuses. 

In September, police detained and ordered body cavity searches of activists
Elena Urlaeva and Malohat Eshonqulova over the course of a 14-hour detention.
On October 20, authorities filed administrative charges against activist Dmitry
Tikhonov in connection with his human rights work. The same day, in circum-
stances that appear orchestrated by authorities, Tikhonov’s home was burned
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Venezuela
Under the leadership of President Hugo Chávez and now President Nicolás
Maduro, the accumulation of power in the executive branch and erosion of
human rights guarantees have enabled the government to intimidate, censor,
and prosecute its critics, leading to increasing levels of self-censorship. 

Leading opposition politicians were arbitrarily arrested, prosecuted, convicted,
and barred from running for office in legislative elections scheduled to be held
in December 2015. The government prosecuted dozens of lesser-known oppo-
nents for criticizing the government. 

Police abuse, poor prison conditions, and impunity for abuses by security
forces—including arbitrary arrests, beatings, and denial of basic due process
rights for largely peaceful protesters in early 2014—remain serious problems. 
Other concerns include lack of access to basic medicines and supplies—the re-
sult of problematic government policies—and continuous harassment of human
rights defenders by government officials.

Security Force Abuses
In early 2014, the government responded to massive anti-government protests
with brutal force. For several weeks, security forces routinely used unlawful force
against unarmed protesters and bystanders. They also tolerated and sometimes
collaborated directly with armed pro-government gangs that attacked protesters
with impunity. Detainees were often held incommunicado on military bases for
48 hours or more before being presented to a judge, and in some cases suffered
a range of abuses during detention that included severe beatings; electric
shocks or burns; and being forced to squat or kneel without moving for hours. 

The Attorney General’s Office reported that it had opened 189 investigations into
alleged security force abuses committed during the protests and that 42 law en-
forcement officials had been charged with improper use of force and firearms
and ill-treatment of citizens. It did not give information on convictions.

Protesters continue to be subject to criminal prosecution for participating in
peaceful demonstrations. In January, National Guardsmen detained Raúl Virgilio
Quintero García, a university student, for taking a picture of people waiting in
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eration with UN human rights mechanisms. Since 2002, the government has ig-
nored requests by at least 13 UN rights experts to visit the country. 

The United States deepened its military cooperation with Uzbekistan, despite
human rights concerns and a reduced need to rely on Uzbek assistance in tran-
siting US troop supplies out of Afghanistan. In January, the State Department an-
nounced that Uzbekistan would receive more than 300 armored utility trucks,
known as mine-resistant ambush protected (MRAP) vehicles, and 20 armored re-
covery vehicles—the largest single arms transfer ever made by the US to any Cen-
tral Asian nation. 

Two Congressional human rights bodies and the State Department marked the
10th anniversary of the Andijan massacre. US Secretary of State John Kerry met
with President Karimov in Samarkand in November as part of a five nation Cen-
tral Asia tour. While Secretary Kerry argued in a speech in Kazakhstan that Cen-
tral Asian governments should uphold human rights, he did not make any
specific public remarks on Uzbekistan’s human rights record during the Uzbek
leg of his tour.

In July, the State Department upgraded Uzbekistan’s placement in the Trafficking
in Persons report, a global human trafficking report, from the lowest category—
Tier III—up to Tier II, despite acknowledging the government’s responsibility for
widespread adult forced labor. For the seventh consecutive year, the State De-
partment designated Uzbekistan as a “country of particular concern,” due to its
serial violations of religious freedom, but the White House waived the sanctions
envisaged under the statute, citing national security grounds.

The European Union raised concerns regarding rights abuses in Uzbekistan in
the March and June sessions of the UN Human Rights Council, but the EU’s over-
all stance on human rights remained disappointingly weak. The European Exter-
nal Action Service failed to publicly mark the tenth anniversary of the Andijan
massacre—an event that had triggered EU sanctions between 2005 and 2009. In
contrast, the European Parliament marked the anniversary by referring to an Oc-
tober 2014 resolution highlighting ongoing abuses in Uzbekistan, and calling for
the establishment of a special rapporteur on Uzbekistan at the UN Human Rights
Council.
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human rights monitors and was consistent with Venezuelan law, a provisional
judge who had publicly pledged his loyalty to Chávez ordered her to stand trial
on charges of corruption, abuse of authority, and “favoring the evasion of jus-
tice.” After a year in prison and two under house arrest, she was released but re-
mains subject to criminal prosecution. 

Prosecution of Critics
Venezuelan authorities have repeatedly abused the justice system’s lack of inde-
pendence to arrest and prosecute prominent political opponents. 

In September, a judge convicted Leopoldo López, an opposition leader, and sen-
tenced him to more than 13 years in prison for crimes that include “public incite-
ment” to commit crimes during a demonstration in Caracas in February 2014.
Three students whose cases were linked to López’s were also sentenced, two to
four-and-a-half years, and one to more than 10. The judge ruled all three could
serve their sentences in conditional liberty.

During Lopez’s trial, the prosecution failed to provide credible evidence linking
him to a crime, and the presiding judge, who is a provisional judge and lacks se-
curity of tenure, had not allowed his lawyers to present evidence in his defense.
In October, one of the prosecutors fled Venezuela and claimed the case had
been a “farce.” 

Authorities have also brought or threatened to bring criminal charges against
dozens of Venezuelans for criticizing the government. For example, in February,
National Bolivarian Intelligence Service (SEBIN) agents detained a medical doc-
tor and threatened him with prosecution for criticizing shortages of medicines
on television. In April, SEBIN agents detained an engineer after a local newspa-
per quoted him criticizing government policies that regulate access to electricity.
In July, SEBIN agents detained a businessman a day after he criticized on televi-
sion the government’s economic policies. 

Lawyers have been prosecuted for providing legitimate legal assistance to
clients. Marcelo Crovato was detained in April 2014 while advising a neighbor
whose home was being illegally searched during the protests. He was charged
with crimes that included “instigation to disobey the law” and belonging to an
“association to commit crimes.” Even though prosecutors did not provide any
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line to purchase goods at a supermarket in Caracas. Six demonstrators who had
been peacefully protesting against the long lines, and a cameraman filming
them, were also detained. Quintero was charged with several crimes and re-
leased, but remains subject to criminal prosecution.

Starting in July 2015, President Maduro deployed more than 80,000 members of
security forces nationwide in “Operation Peoples’ Liberation” to address rising
security concerns, as well as illegal sales of scarce products. During these opera-
tions, security forces violated fundamental rights through arbitrary detentions,
illegal home searches, and verbal and physical abuse. The government reported
dozens of killings during the operations; in several cases, there have been credi-
ble allegations that some victims were extrajudicially executed. 

Arbitrary Deportations
In August, the president declared a state of emergency in six municipalities in
Táchira State near the Colombian border. Between August and late September,
Venezuelan security forces deported more than 1,700 Colombians. At least
22,000 more left Venezuela fearing abuses or deportation. Hundreds of Colom-
bians claim to have suffered forceful eviction from their homes, which were sub-
sequently destroyed; verbal and physical abuse by Venezuelan security forces;
and forceful separation of families. Some deported Colombians had legal per-
mits to live in Venezuela but were not allowed to challenge their deportations.

Judicial Independence 
Since former President Chávez and his supporters in the National Assembly con-
ducted a political takeover of the Supreme Court in 2004, the judiciary has
ceased to function as an independent branch of government. Members of the
Supreme Court have openly rejected the principle of separation of powers, pub-
licly pledged their commitment to advancing the government’s political agenda,
and repeatedly ruled in favor of the government, validating its growing disregard
for human rights.

Judge María Lourdes Afiuni remains under criminal prosecution as a result of a
2009 ruling in which she authorized the conditional release of a government
critic. Although Afiuni’s ruling complied with a recommendation by international
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or United Nations human rights monitoring bodies as attempts “to destabilize
the government.”

In October, three unidentified individuals kidnapped for several hours and
robbed Marino Alvarado, a well-known human rights defender who works at the
Venezuelan nongovernmental organization Provea. Before the incident, Alvarado
had requested the intervention of the IACHR, fearing for his life and physical in-
tegrity after Cabello and President Maduro openly questioned Alvarado’s and
Provea’s activities and sources of funding. The IACHR ordered the government
two weeks later to protect Alvarado and other Provea staff. 

In 2010, the Supreme Court ruled that individuals or organizations that receive
foreign funding could be prosecuted for “treason.” In addition, the National As-
sembly enacted legislation blocking organizations that “defend political rights”
or “monitor the performance of public bodies” from receiving international as-
sistance. 

Prison Conditions
Corruption, weak security, deteriorating infrastructure, overcrowding, insufficient
staffing, and poorly trained guards allow armed gangs to effectively control the
prisons in which they are incarcerated. The Venezuelan Observatory of Prisons, a
human rights group, reports that 6,472 people died and 16,387 were injured in
prisons between 1999 and 2014. As of July, 63 percent of the more than 50,000
people in prison were in pretrial detention, and more than 100 people had died
in prison, according to the Observatory.

Right to Health
The government has failed to ensure that basic medicines and supplies are
available and accessible to all Venezuelans without discrimination. It has failed
to provide the public health care system with medicines and supplies, and at the
same time its currency exchange rules and price controls interfere with the im-
port of medicines and health care products, resulting in a grossly inadequate
supply of essential medications and medical supplies. 

In March, a network of medical residents working in public hospitals throughout
the country reported that 44 percent of the nation’s operating rooms were not
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credible evidence against him, Crovato spent nearly 10 months in prison until
February, when he was granted house arrest for medical reasons. At time of writ-
ing, Crovato remained subject to criminal prosecution.

Freedom of Expression
Over the past decade, the government has expanded and abused its powers to
regulate media and has taken aggressive steps to reduce the availability of
media outlets that engage in critical programming. While criticism of the govern-
ment is articulated in some newspapers and on some websites and radio sta-
tions, fear of government reprisals has made self-censorship a serious problem.

In 2010, the National Assembly amended the telecommunications law to grant
the government power to suspend or revoke concessions to private outlets if it is
“convenient for the interests of the nation.” It also expanded the scope of a re-
strictive broadcasting statute to cover the Internet, allowing the arbitrary sus-
pension of websites for the vaguely defined offense of “incitement.” Previous
amendments to the criminal code had expanded the scope and severity
of defamation laws that criminalize “disrespect” of high government officials.

In April, Diosdado Cabello, the pro-government National Assembly president,
filed civil and criminal charges of aggravated defamation against 22 “sharehold-
ers, editors, editorial boards, and owners” of the Venezuelan newspapers Tal
Cual and El Nacional and the news website La Patilla for reproducing an article
by the Spanish newspaper ABC. The article included statements allegedly made
by Cabello’s former bodyguard, who the reports said was collaborating with
United States authorities to investigate whether Cabello had links to a drug car-
tel. 

Human Rights Defenders
Venezuela’s government has sought to marginalize the country’s human rights
defenders through repeated unsubstantiated allegations that they are seeking to
undermine Venezuelan democracy. During his weekly show on state-run televi-
sion in 2015, Cabello repeatedly characterized human rights groups’ participa-
tion in hearings before the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR)
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Regional bodies such as the Union of South American Nations (UNASUR) and the
Common Market of the South (MERCOSUR) have failed to call on Venezuela to
address abuses. Although some Latin American governments—including Chile,
Colombia, Costa Rica, and Paraguay—publicly commented on López’s convic-
tion, most regional leaders have remained silent regarding the human rights sit-
uation in Venezuela. 

In November, Organization of American States Secretary General Luis Almagro
broke the silence by publishing a letter criticizing the jailing of López and other
Maduro administration abuses of power. Days later, Argentine President-Elect
Mauricio Macri stated that once in office he would request that Venezuela be
suspended from MERCOSUR pursuant to a provision in the regional body’s
founding treaty that allows state parties to suspend others when there is a
“breach” in their “democratic order.”

In December 2014, the US adopted legislation that allows it to freeze assets and
ban visas for those accused of committing abuses against anti-government
demonstrators during the 2014 protests. In March, President Barack Obama is-
sued an executive order imposing targeted sanctions against seven Venezuelan
government officials.

Venezuela is currently serving on the UN Security Council where it is the chair of
the sanctions committees for Sudan, Somalia, and Eritrea. As a member of the
UN Human Rights Council, Venezuela regularly voted to prevent scrutiny of seri-
ous human rights situations around the world, voting against resolutions spot-
lighting abuses in North Korea, Syria, Iran, Belarus, and Ukraine. Venezuela’s
October 2015 campaign for a second term on the Human Rights Council was suc-
cessful. 

In November 2015, President Maduro addressed the Human Rights Council at a
special meeting convened at his request. In a taped statement, the UN high com-
missioner for human rights noted that he shared concerns expressed by the UN
Human Rights Committee about intimidation, threats, and attacks against jour-
nalists, human rights defenders, and lawyers in Venezuela. Despite repeated re-
quests, Venezuela has not allowed any UN special procedures to visit the country
since 1996.
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functional and 94 percent of labs did not have the materials they needed to op-
erate properly. They also found that 60 percent of medicines or supplies rou-
tinely stocked in hospitals elsewhere were entirely or partially unavailable in
Venezuelan ones, and that essential medicines were not available in pharma-
cies. 

Labor Rights
Labor legislation adopted in April 2012 includes provisions that limit the free-
dom of unions to draft their statutes and elect their representatives. In practice,
the National Electoral Council (CNE), a public authority, continues to play a role
in union elections, violating international standards that require that these elec-
tions be held without government interference.

Key International Actors
The UN high commissioner for human rights and several UN rapporteurs have ex-
pressed concern regarding the deteriorating human rights conditions in
Venezuela, including the government’s harsh responses to criticism and peace-
ful expressions of dissent, intimidation campaigns against human rights defend-
ers, and mistreatment and torture of detainees. 

The UN Human Rights Committee and the UN Committee on Economic, Social,
and Cultural Rights expressed serious concerns regarding a range of violations,
including the process to appoint and remove judges, which undermines judicial
independence; limited access to information held by the government; the critical
situation of Venezuela’s health care system; and violence and intimidation
against union leaders. 

In July the Inter-American Court of Human Rights (IACrtHR) ruled that Venezuela
had violated free expression rights when it arbitrarily took off air the critical TV
station RCTV in 2007, and ordered the government to reinstate the channel. 

Due to the government’s decision to withdraw from the American Convention on
Human Rights, Venezuelan citizens and residents are unable to request the in-
tervention of the IACrtHR when local remedies are ineffective or unavailable for
abuses committed since September 2013. The IACHR has continued to monitor
the situation in Venezuela, applying the American Declaration of Rights and Du-
ties of Man, which does not require states’ ratification. 
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Hoa province arrested Dinh Tat Thang for sending out letters criticizing provincial
leaders and police. He was charged under article 258. In September, police in
Thai Binh province arrested former political prisoner Tran Anh Kim for “activities
aiming to overthrow the people’s administration” under penal code article 79.
Tran Anh Kim had recently finished a five-year, six-month prison sentence in Jan-
uary 2015, also under article 79.

In September, the government temporarily suspended the sentence of promi-
nent blogger Ta Phong Tan, who was then escorted directly from prison to Noi Bai
airport for the US. As with legal activist Cu Huy Ha Vu and blogger Nguyen Van
Hai (known as Dieu Cay), who were similarly exiled to the US in 2014, Ta Phong
Tan would have to serve the rest of her 10-year sentence were she to return to
Vietnam.

During the first nine months of 2015, at least 40 bloggers and rights activists
were beaten by plainclothes agents. They included Pham Doan Trang, Nguyen
Tuong Thuy, Nguyen Huu Vinh, Tran Thi Nga, Nguyen Chi Tuyen, Trinh Anh Tuan,
Dinh Quang Tuyen, Nguyen Ngoc Nhu Quynh, Chu Manh Son, and Dinh Thi
Phuong Thao. No one involved in the assaults was held accountable.

Freedom of Religion
The government restricts religious practice through legislation, registration re-
quirements, harassment, and surveillance. Religious groups are required to gain
approval from and register with the government, as well as operate under gov-
ernment-controlled management boards. 

While authorities allow many government-affiliated churches and pagodas to
hold worship services, they ban religious activities that they arbitrarily deem
contrary to the “national interest,” “public order,” or “national great unity.” In
2015, authorities interfered with the religious activities of unrecognized
branches of the Cao Dai church, the Hoa Hao Buddhist church, independent
Protestant and Catholic house churches in the central highlands and elsewhere,
Khmer Krom Buddhist temples, and the Unified Buddhist Church of Vietnam.

In January 2015, UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief Heiner
Bielefeldt issued a report identifying “serious problems” in Vietnam’s approach
to religion, notably “legal provisions that tend to give broad leeway to regulate,
limit, restrict or forbid the exercise of freedom of religion or belief.”
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Vietnam
Despite renewed economic growth and progress on a number of social indicators
in 2015, Vietnam’s record on civil and political rights remained dismal. The ruling
Communist Party has a monopoly on political power and allows no challenge to
its leadership. Basic rights, including freedoms of speech, opinion, press, asso-
ciation, and religion, are restricted. Rights activists and dissident bloggers face
constant harassment and intimidation, including physical assault and imprison-
ment. Farmers continue to lose land to development projects without adequate
compensation, and workers are not allowed to form independent unions. 

Analysts suggested that the government was trying to keep the number of politi-
cal arrests and trials to a minimum in 2015 because it faced scrutiny from the
United States Congress as negotiations over the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP)
neared completion. Even so, there were many notable instances of government
persecution of critics.

Police abuse received increasing attention from local media in 2015, but police
still frequently torture suspects to elicit confessions and sometimes use exces-
sive force in responding to protests over evictions, land confiscation, and other
social issues. The government took no steps in 2015 to repeal laws criminalizing
peaceful expression.

Government Critics and Activists
The government’s crackdown on independent writers, bloggers, and rights ac-
tivists deemed threatening to Communist Party rule continued in 2015. 

Bloggers Nguyen Huu Vinh (known as Anh Ba Sam), Nguyen Thi Minh Thuy, and
Nguyen Dinh Ngoc (known as Nguyen Ngoc Gia), arrested in 2014, remained in
police custody and had still not been put on trial at time of writing. 

In February 2015, the People’s Court of Dong Nai province put rights activists
Pham Minh Vu, Do Nam Trung, and Le Thi Phuong Anh on trial for “abusing the
rights to freedom and democracy to infringe upon the interests of the state,” an
offense under penal code article 258. They were sentenced to 18, 14, and 12
months in prison, respectively.

In April, the authorities arrested Nguyen Viet Dung for participating in a “pro-
tree” peaceful march at Hoan Kiem lake in Hanoi and charged him with disrupt-
ing public order under article 245 of the penal code. In August, police in Thanh
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In April 2015, the Ministry of Interior published the fourth draft of a Law on Belief
and Religion, scheduled to be approved by the National Assembly in 2016. Al-
though the draft contains a few marginal improvements on the existing legal
framework, it maintains mechanisms allowing authorities to persecute religious
groups they dislike and could even give such mechanisms greater legal force. 

Members of ethnic minorities in the Central Highlands continue to be accused of
religious “evil ways” and politically “autonomous thoughts” and subjected to in-
timidation, forced renunciation of faith, arbitrary arrests, and mistreatment in
custody.

In January, April, and July, police prohibited unsanctioned Buddhist Hoa Hao
groups from commemorating the anniversaries of the birth and death of Hoa Hao
founder Huynh Phu So and of his establishment of the Hoa Hao faith. Partici-
pants were intimidated, harassed, and assaulted.

In January 2015, local authorities prevented members of an independent Men-
nonite church in Ho Chi Minh City from gathering to pray. Mennonite Pastor
Nguyen Hong Quang was repeatedly assaulted during the year. Thugs also at-
tacked other religious figures, including Mennonite pastors Huynh Thuc Khai and
Le Quang Du, Hoa Hao Buddhist activist Vo Van Thanh Liem, and Buddhist monk
Thich Khong Tanh.

Criminal Justice System
Vietnamese courts remained firmly under the control of the government and
Communist Party, and trials of political and religious dissidents consistently
failed to meet international fair trial standards. Police regularly intimidated and
in some cases detained family members and friends who tried to attend trials.

Deaths in police custody continued to be reported in 2015. In July, Vu Nam Ninh
died in Detention Center No.1 (Hanoi). According to the victim’s family, “there
were serious injuries all over his body; his face, chest and arms were swollen;
his nose, collarbone and fingers were broken … there was a deep stab on his left
leg and blood in his nose. There were serious bruises on the shoulders, nape
and underarms.” The police told media that the case is under investigation.

People who are dependent on drugs, including children, continued to be held in
government detention centers where they are forced to perform menial work in
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Yemen
In January 2015, Houthi forces, also known as Ansar Allah, effectively ousted
Yemeni President Abdu Rabu Mansour Hadi and his cabinet; he subsequently re-
located to Saudi Arabia and re-established a government there. 

In March, after Houthi and allied forces advanced south, threatening the port
city of Aden, a Saudi Arabia-led coalition of Arab countries, with the participa-
tion of the United States, began a campaign of airstrikes against them. On March
26, coalition warplanes attacked Houthi forces in Sanaa, the capital, and other
locations. The airstrikes continued throughout 2015 as fighting occurred across
the country, with Bahrain, Sudan, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates
sending ground troops to battle Houthi and allied forces.

Dozens of coalition airstrikes were indiscriminate, violating the laws of war and
killing and wounding thousands of civilians. The coalition also used cluster mu-
nitions, banned by international treaty. Houthi forces also committed serious
laws-of-war violations by firing indiscriminate rockets into southern cities and
Saudi Arabia, killing dozens of civilians.

They also laid banned antipersonnel mines in eastern and southern Yemen be-
fore withdrawing. Southern forces, supported by the Saudi-led coalition, also
committed serious abuses, executing Houthi prisoners in Aden. None of the war-
ring parties carried out meaningful investigations into their forces’ alleged viola-
tions.

Airstrikes
Human Rights Watch documented dozens of coalition airstrikes that appear to
have been unlawfully indiscriminate, causing civilian casualties, some of which
may have amounted to war crimes. They include a March 30 airstrike on a camp
for internally displaced persons near Yemen’s border with Saudi Arabia that
killed at least 29 civilians; a March 31 airstrike on a dairy factory outside Ho-
daida that killed at least 31 civilians; a May 12 airstrike on a market and neigh-
boring lemon grove in the town of Zabid, south of Hodaida, killing at least 60
civilians; a July 4, airstrike on a village market in Muthalith Ahim, south of the
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the name of “labor therapy.” Violations of center rules and failure to meet work
quotas are punished by beatings and confinement to disciplinary rooms where
detainees claim they are deprived of food and water. In 2015, the government re-
duced the overall number of detainees, but confirmed plans to leave some
15,000 detainees in the centers by 2020.

Key International Actors
Vietnam’s most important foreign relations were with China and the US, but link-
ages with Japan, Cambodia, the European Union, the Association of Southeast
Asian Nations, and Australia were also significant.

Vietnam’s relationship with China continued to be complicated by maritime terri-
torial disputes, though perhaps more important for both was the shared commit-
ment by each country’s communist party to maintain its rule. Chinese President
Xi Jinping visited Vietnam in November 2015.

The US continued to deepen ties with Vietnam across the board. It made some
efforts to press Hanoi to improve its human rights record, but the issue was not
prominent in the meeting between President Barack Obama and Communist
Party General Secretary Nguyen Phu Trong during Trong’s visit in to the US in July
2015, the first-ever White House visit by the head of the Vietnamese Communist
Party. 

The EU made few efforts to promote respect for rights. In August, the EU and
Vietnam reached an agreement in principle on a free trade agreement. Japan
failed to use its status as Vietnam’s largest bilateral donor to publicly press for
reforms even as, in July, it completed TPP bilateral negotiations with Vietnam.

Australia’s relationship with Vietnam continued to grow, also with little attention
to human rights. The two countries signed the Declaration on Enhancing the Aus-
tralia-Vietnam Comprehensive Partnership in March and held their 12th human
rights dialogue in August.

Vietnam maintained close security ties with Cambodia, despite some border fric-
tion between the two countries. Vietnam successfully pressured Cambodia to re-
fuse to register hundreds of Vietnamese Montagnards as asylum seekers and to
return dozens of Montagnards back to Vietnam where many have been subjected
to persecution.
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Saudi border, killing at least 65 people; and a July 24 airstrike on homes in the
port city of Mokha that killed at least 65 civilians. 

In the Houthi’s northern stronghold of Saada, Human Rights Watch examined a
dozen coalition airstrikes that destroyed or damaged homes, five markets, a
school, and a gas station, but found no evidence of military targets. The strikes
killed 59 people, all reportedly civilians, including at least 35 children, between
April 6 and May 11.

Cluster Munitions
Human Rights Watch documented the use by coalition forces of three types of
cluster munitions in Yemen in 2015, while Amnesty International documented
the coalition’s use of a fourth type of cluster munition in November 2015. A fifth
type of cluster munition has been used, but the actor responsible is unclear.
Yemen, Saudi Arabia, and other coalition states are not party to the 2008 Con-
vention on Cluster Munitions. 

In May, following Human Rights Watch’s second report on the use of CBU-105
sensor fuzed weapons in Saada, the Saudi military acknowledged that coalition
forces had used the weapon. 

In August, the Saudi military responded to a new Human Rights Watch report
that documented the coalition’s use of M26 cluster munition rockets at least
seven times in Hajja governorate, killing or wounding at least 35 civilians. A
Saudi coalition spokesperson denied use of the M26 cluster munition rockets.

In August, a US Defense Department official, speaking on condition of
anonymity, told media that “the US is aware that Saudi Arabia has used cluster
munitions in Yemen.”

The United Nations, International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), and more
than 15 governments have condemned the use of cluster munitions in Yemen, as
did the European Parliament in a July 9 resolution.

Landmines
Houthi forces laid numerous landmines, including banned antipersonnel mines
in Yemen’s southern and eastern governorates of Abyan, Aden, Marib, Lahj and
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Taizz since July. Landmines and explosive remnants of war killed at least 23 peo-
ple and wounded others, including two deminers, according to Yemeni mine
clearance officials, medical professionals, and media reports. 

Antivehicle mines accounted for nine of those killed and five injured, although
whether the mine is antivehicle or antipersonnel is often not detailed in report-
ing. Human Rights Watch believes that the actual number of mine victims in
Yemen may be much higher.

Indiscriminate Attacks
Before and since the coalition air campaign, Houthi and allied forces have used
artillery rockets in indiscriminate attacks in the southern cities of Taizz, Lahj, al-
Dale`a, and Aden, killing dozens of civilians. Houthis have also launched ar-
tillery rockets into the southern Saudi Arabian border city of Najran and areas of
Jizan province. 

Attacks on Health and Humanitarian Workers
During 2015, at least three ICRC staff and two Yemen Red Crescent Society
(YRCS) staff were killed while engaged in humanitarian operations. On July 31,
the British Red Cross reported that a wounded patient died when a YRCS ambu-
lance came under fire in Taizz.

Houthi and allied forces engaged in military operations around Aden, Taizz, and
other areas and opposing Southern forces repeatedly exposed hospitals, pa-
tients, and health workers to unjustified risk. In one case in Aden, Southern
forces sought cover in a hospital, putting its staff and patients in jeopardy. At
least two civilians died and a nurse was wounded.

According to the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Af-
fairs (OCHA), as of September 2015, at least 160 health facilities had closed due
to insecurity caused by the conflict.

In at least four instances, Houthi forces unlawfully detained aid workers attempt-
ing to deliver medical supplies to healthcare facilities. 
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Children and Armed Conflict
In 2015, the Houthis and other armed groups, including tribal and Islamist mili-
tias such as Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), increased their recruit-
ment, training, and deployment of children. According to UNICEF, by August
2015, armed groups had recruited 377 children, more than double those they re-
cruited in 2014. At least 398 children were killed and 605 wounded between late
March and August as a result of the fighting in the country.

Under Yemeni law, 18 is the minimum age for military service. In 2014, the gov-
ernment signed a UN action plan to end the use of child soldiers. Without an ef-
fective government in place, the action plan has not been implemented.

In September, the Yemen Sanctions Committee and the Working Group on Chil-
dren and Armed Conflict held informal joint consultations on the conflict in
Yemen.

According to OCHA, as of September 18, approximately 140 schools had been
destroyed, and another 390 damaged by the fighting. In August 2015, UNICEF es-
timated that at least 3,600 schools were closed, affecting 1.8 million children.

Terrorism and Counterterrorism
Both AQAP and armed groups loyal to the armed extremist group Islamic State
(also known as ISIS) claimed responsibility for numerous suicide and other
bombings that killed dozens of civilians. AQAP claimed responsibility for the Jan-
uary 7 attack that killed 11 people associated with the French satirical magazine
Charlie Hebdo in Paris. 

On December 6, 2014, two hostages held by AQAP were killed during a rescue ef-
fort by US special forces in southeastern Shabwa governorate. 

The US continued its drone attacks on alleged AQAP members; independent re-
search groups reported 15 to 20 strikes by mid-November. AQAP confirmed that a
strike on June 12 killed its leader Nasir al-Wuhayshi.

The US remained unwilling to publish basic data related to the drone strikes, in-
cluding the number of civilian casualties and information on unlawful strikes.
Research groups estimate the strikes—one in 2002 and at least 210 since 2009—
have killed 700 people. It is not known how many were in violation of interna-
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tional law. On June 8, a Yemeni citizen filed a lawsuit in US federal court seeking
formal US acknowledgement that a US drone strike in August 2012 killed two of
his relatives, including a cleric who preached against AQAP. The suit sought an
apology but no compensation.

Harassment of Critics
After Houthi and allied forces seized control of Sanaa, they cracked down on dis-
sent. Between January 25 and February 11, these forces beat peaceful protesters
against the takeover with sticks and rifle butts. They arbitrarily detained at least
46 protesters, some for 13 days. 

On February 8, Yemen’s Interior Ministry ordered Sanaa police to prevent all
unauthorized demonstrations due to “the exceptional circumstances” in Yemen,
and on February 11, the Houthis detained three men attempting to join a protest
and tortured them, in one case to death. 

The Houthis arbitrarily detained activists, tribal leaders, and political oppo-
nents incommunicado for months. They also committed enforced disappear-
ances.

The Houthis also targeted critical journalists. The Freedom Foundation, a Yemeni
group that monitors press freedom, reported at least 49 attacks on media in Jan-
uary 2015 alone, while the Yemeni Journalists’ Syndicate reported that Houthi
forces beat at least 10 journalists, cameramen, and photographers as they cov-
ered the January and February 2015 protests, arbitrarily detaining seven and
seizing or smashing equipment. Human Rights Watch documented seven at-
tacks on media in early 2015.

In May, Houthi forces arbitrarily detained Abdullah Qabil and Yousef al-Ayzari,
journalists who had criticized the Houthis. Both journalists died when a coalition
airstrike hit the building in Dhamar where they were detained.

Women’s and Girls’ Rights
Women in Yemen face severe discrimination in law and practice. They cannot
marry without the permission of their male guardian and do not have equal
rights to divorce, inheritance, or child custody. Lack of legal protection leaves
them exposed to domestic and sexual violence. In the absence of a functioning
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on behalf of the Arab Group, together with Yemen, which merely requests that
the high commissioner provide “technical assistance” and assist the national
commission of inquiry in meeting international standards. The Arab Group text
was adopted by consensus. 

The high commissioner is requested to report to the council in March and Sep-
tember 2016, and a number of states highlighted that the council should remain
ready to press for a greater international investigative role if civilian casualties
continue and the national process is inadequate.
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government, no advances were made to pass a draft constitution that includes
provisions guaranteeing equality and prohibiting discrimination based on gen-
der, and a draft Child Rights Law that would criminalize child marriage and fe-
male genital mutilation. 

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity
Yemen’s penal code prohibits same-sex relations. Sex between women is pun-
ishable by up to three years in prison and 100 lashes, while sex between men is
punishable by whipping, imprisonment, and death by stoning.

Key International Actors
The United Kingdom is responsible for preparing first drafts of all United Nations
Security Council resolutions on Yemen. The Security Council issued resolutions
on the crisis in February and April 2015. In September 2015, UK International De-
velopment Secretary Justine Greening warned that “the lack of international ac-
tion on the crisis in Yemen shows worrying parallels with the delayed response
to the famine in Somalia.” 

In September, the high commissioner for human rights recommended establish-
ing an independent, international, and impartial mechanism to investigate al-
leged abuses committed in Yemen. In a joint statement in September,
the UN special advisor on the prevention of genocide and the UN special adviser
on the responsibility to protect issued a joint statement that endorsed the high
commissioner’s conclusion and underscored the “urgent need to establish credi-
ble and independent investigations” to hold perpetrators accountable and se-
cure reparations for victims.

Reporting to the Human Rights Council in September, the high commissioner for
human rights recommended the “establishment of an independent, interna-
tional, and impartial mechanism to investigate alleged violations” committed in
Yemen. Yemen responded by announcing the creation of a purely domestic
mechanism. 

An initial draft resolution presented by the Netherlands would have requested
the OHCHR dispatch a mission to monitor and report on violations. The Dutch
text was withdrawn in the face of a competing draft, presented by Saudi Arabia
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Zimbabwe
Zimbabwean President Robert Mugabe consolidated his grip on power and failed
to introduce any meaningful human rights reforms in 2015. In December 2014,
Mugabe fired reformist Vice President Joyce Mujuru, apparently because he con-
sidered her disloyal, and replaced her with two co-vice presidents, Emmerson
Mnangagwa and Phelekezela Mphoko. Both are implicated in serious past
human rights abuses. 

Mugabe secured the endorsement of the ruling ZANU-PF party to be the 2018
presidential candidate (when he will be 94), appointed his wife to head the
party’s women’s wing, and amended the party constitution to allow him to make
all senior party appointments.

The government faced severe socioeconomic challenges and did not invest in
desperately needed public services such as water, education, health, and sani-
tation. About 82 percent of the national budget was allocated to civil service
salaries, much of which appears to have disappeared through corruption. The In-
ternational Monetary Fund (IMF) estimated that Zimbabwe’s external debt obli-
gations were over 80 percent of the country’s gross domestic product. 

Those who criticized Mugabe or his government, including human rights defend-
ers, civil society activists, political opponents, and outspoken street vendors,
were harassed, threathened, or arbitrarily arrested by police and state security
agents. The authorities disparaged lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender
(LGBT) people. There was no progress toward justice for past human rights viola-
tions and political violence. 

Attacks on Human Rights Defenders 
Itai Dzamara, a pro-democracy activist and human rights defender, was forcibly
disappeared on March 9, 2015. Dzamara, the leader of Occupy Africa Unity
Square—a small protest group modelled after the Arab Spring uprisings—had led
a number of peaceful protests concerning the deteriorating political and eco-
nomic environment in Zimbabwe in 2014 and 2015. He had petitioned Mugabe to
resign and for reforms to the electoral system. Police ZANU-PF supporters as-
saulted him on several occasions, including during a peaceful protest in Novem-
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gabe’s authority. Sibanda was released on bail after five days in detention. He
said he received death threats from state security agents after he was released
from detention. In February, April, and June 2015, police arrested and briefly de-
tained Temba Mliswa, another expelled senior ZANU-PF official, on spurious
charges. 

On July 14, police beat and arrested 16 street vendors, including Sten Zvorwadza,
Samuel Wadzanai Mangoma, and Lucy Makunde, leaders of the National Ven-
dors Union of Zimbabwe (NAVUZ), and brought trumped-up charges of inciting
public violence against them. The arrests were part of a violent crackdown on un-
licensed street vendors—mostly women living in extreme poverty—in the capital,
Harare, during a government “clean-up” campaign. The crackdown was marked
by beatings, destruction of goods, and arbitrary arrests.

Internally Displaced Persons
The government ignored the plight of the 20,000 people who fled their homes
because of massive flooding at Zimbabwe’s Tokwe-Mukorsi dam in February
2014. It coerced the flood victims to resettle onto one-hectare plots at a farm
with close links to the ZANU-PF party, without paying them fair compensation.
The flood victims lacked adequate shelter, safe drinking water, and access to
sanitation and health services.

According to the governmental Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission (ZHRC), the
flooding “was not natural, but [a] man-made disaster” and could have been
avoided. It urged the government to protect the basic rights of all the flood vic-
tims. In July 2015, the flood victims sent a desperate plea to Mugabe to provide
them with basic services, adequate compensation for the loss of their land, and
full consultations about their future resettlement. He did not respond. 

Rule of Law
Mugabe’s government continued to ignore human rights provisions in the coun-
try’s 2013 constitution, neither enacting laws to put the constitution into effect
nor amending existing laws to bring them in line with the constitution and Zim-
babwe’s international and regional human rights obligations. The government
has yet to repeal or amend the Access to Information and Protection of Privacy
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ber 2014, when about 20 uniformed police handcuffed and hit him with batons
until he lost consciousness. When Kennedy Masiye, his lawyer, tried to inter-
vene, the police beat him up, breaking his arm. 

Zimbabwe authorities denied any involvement in Dzamara’s abduction, but state
authorities have not conducted any meaningful investigation. When Dzamara’s
wife, Sheffra Dzamara, approached the high court in Harare to compel state au-
thorities to search for her husband, government officials failed to comply with
the court order to report on the investigation’s progress. 

On April 25, activists organized a car procession to raise awareness about Dza-
mara’s case. Police arrested 11 activists and detained them for six hours, then re-
leased them without charge.

On January 27, 2015, five community leaders representing 20,000 Tokwe-Mukorsi
dam flood victims (see below) were sentenced to five years in prison for public
violence after they organized a demonstration to protest the government’s fail-
ure to compensate them for the loss of their land and the dire conditions in
which they lived. Authorities had arrested the community leaders in August
2014, including Mike Mudyanembwa, the chair of the victims’ Chingwizi Camp
Committee, who did not participate in the demonstration. Their lawyers alleged
that they were tortured in prison.

On July 24, police wrongfully arrested three activists—Edgar Gweshe, Charles
Nyoni, and Don Makuwaza—who they said had taken photographs at Harare Re-
mand Prison, which is prohibited under the Protected Places and Areas Act. On
July 25, police arrested three more activists—Mfundo Mlilo, Nixon Nyikadzino,
and Dirk Frey—on trumped-up charges of organizing a meeting outside Harare
Remand Prison in violation of the Public Order and Security Act (POSA). 

Government Opponents and Other Critics
Police and state security agents targeted perceived govenrment opponents and
critics. They threatened, kept under surveillance, and arbitrarily arrested sup-
porters of former Vice President Joyce Mujuru after she was removed from her
post and considered forming an opposition party. 

In November 2014, police arrested and detained former leader of the war veter-
ans and key Mujuru supporter, Jabulani Sibanda, on charges of undermining Mu-
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(US$252.37 million) over five years. EU officials said they would closely monitor
the funds to ensure they were not misused. 

In April, the European Parliament issued a resolution strongly condemning Itai
Dzamara’s forced disappearance and calling for his immediate and uncondi-
tional release. The EU urged Zimbabwean authorities to take all necessary meas-
ures to find Dzamara and bring those responsible to justice. In July, the United
States issued statements registering deep concern over the government’s failure
to properly investigate his forced disappearance. 

The UN resident and humanitarian coordinator told Human Rights Watch that UN
agencies and their partners supported the government in providing humanitar-
ian assistance to Tokwe-Mukorsi flood victims. The aid included basic health
care, food, shelter, water, and emergency sanitation facilities. He said UN assis-
tance was guided by humanitarian principles premised on accountability to ben-
eficiaries by providing humanitarian response in a humane, impartial, neutral,
and independent manner. 

In August, Mugabe concluded his one-year tenure as chairperson of the South-
ern African Development Community (SADC); his tenure as president of the
African Union will end in January 2016. Neither institution criticized or engaged
with his government on human rights violations. 
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Act (AIPPA) and the Public Order and Security Act, among others, whose provi-
sions severely restrict basic rights and are contrary to the constitution. 

The government lacked comprehensive strategies to curb the rising practice of
child marriage. The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) said nearly one-
third of girls in Zimbabwe marry before their 18th birthday and 4 percent marry
before they turn 15. In June, the prosecutor general said girls as young as 12 can
marry if they give their consent, undermining efforts to curb the harmful practice.
He later denied making the statement. Two former child brides launched a legal
appeal at the Constitutional Court of Zimbabwe in January to declare child mar-
riage illegal and unconstitutional. The court was still considering the case at
time of writing. 

There was no progress on establishing the constitutionally mandated National
Peace and Reconciliation Commission (NPRC) for post-conflict justice, healing,
and reconciliation. To date, no independent mechanism has addressed serious
past human rights crimes, including widespread election-related violence and
the massacre of an estimated 20,000 people in the Matebeleland and Midlands
provinces in the 1980s. 

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity 
Authorities continued to violate rights of LGBT people. A Zimbabwe Human
Rights Commission report published in July showed continued hostility and sys-
tematic discrimination by police and politicians against LGBT people, driving
many underground. 

Police did not conduct serious investigations or arrest any suspects in the De-
cember 2014 attack at a Christmas party organized by the activist group Gays
and Lesbians of Zimbabwe (GALZ), during which 12 armed men invaded the pri-
vate party and seriously injured 35 people with chains, sjamboks, and long
sticks.

Key International Actors
In February, the European Union announced it would resume development aid to
Zimbabwe after 12 years of sanctions with an aid package of €237 million
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