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Human Rights Council holds dialogue on Syria


Geneva, 20 Sep (Kanaga Raja) -- The United Nations Human Rights Council on Monday afternoon held an interactive dialogue on the situation of human rights in Syria.

 

The Council is currently holding its regular eighteenth session from 12-30 September.

 

According to a UN release, during the interactive dialogue, speakers voiced concern over the number of civilian victims in Syria and reports of summary executions and enforced disappearances.

 

All parties in Syria should use maximum self control to avoid a further escalation of the situation which would result in more bloodshed and death, they said, adding that the crisis in Syria should be resolved through opening up a more tolerant political process and all parties should engage in and carry out dialogue.

 

The UN Deputy High Commissioner for Human Rights, Ms Kyung-Wha Kang, opened the interactive dialogue on the situation of human rights in Syria on behalf of High Commissioner Ms Navi Pillay, who was on an official visit to New York.

 

Ms Kang noted that the Council, at its sixteenth special session on 29 April 2011, had requested that the High Commissioner dispatch a fact-finding mission to Syria, and report on the situation of human rights in the country during its eighteenth session.

 

She said that the advance version of the report of the fact-finding mission was released on 18 August and that in a closed session on the same day, the High Commissioner had briefed the members of the Security Council on the key findings of the report and encouraged them to consider referring the situation in Syria to the International Criminal Court.

 

Ms Kang further said that the fact-finding mission's report on Syria had found a pattern of widespread or systematic human rights violations by Syrian security and military forces, including murder, enforced disappearances, torture, deprivation of liberty and persecution. It was the assessment of the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights that the scale and nature of these acts could amount to crimes against humanity.

 

She added that it was regrettable that the government of Syria had not given access to the mission, despite repeated requests. Nonetheless, the mission had gathered credible, corroborated and consistent accounts of violations from victims and witnesses, including military defectors and Syrian refugees in neighbouring countries.

 

The Council had held a special session on the situation of human rights in Syria on 29 April 2011. It held a second special session on Syria on 22 August 2011, at which it decided to dispatch an independent international commission of inquiry.

According to a UN news release, on 12 September, the President of the Human Rights Council, Laura Dupuy Lasserre, appointed three high-level experts as members of the Commission of Inquiry.

 

The three experts are Ms. Yakin Erturk (a professor of sociology and the head of the Gender and Women's Studies Programme at the Middle East Technical University in Ankara, Turkey), Mr. Sergio Pinheiro (from Brazil, and who was a research coordinator at the Centre for the Study of Violence, and professor of political science - retired - at the University of Sao Paulo), and Ms. Karin Abu Zeid (of the United States and who became an Assistant Secretary General of the United Nations, and appointed to the post of Deputy Commissioner General of the United Nations Relief and Works Agency in August 2000. On 28 June 2005, she was appointed to the post of Commissioner-General). Mr. Pinheiro will serve as Chair of the Commission.

 

The Commission's mandate is to investigate all alleged violations of international human rights law since March 2011 in the Syrian Arab Republic, to establish the facts and circumstances that may amount to such violations and of the crimes perpetrated and, where possible, to identify those responsible with a view to ensuring that perpetrators of violations, including those that may constitute crimes against humanity, are held accountable.

 

The Commission is due to make public its findings to the Council as soon as possible, and in any case before end of November 2011. In addition, the commission of inquiry will present a written update to the report on the situation in the Syrian Arab Republic in an interactive dialogue with the participation of the High Commissioner at the nineteenth session of the Human Rights Council in March 2012, said the UN news release.

 

The report of the High Commissioner for Human Rights on the situation of human rights in the Syrian Arab Republic (A/HRC/18/53) was presented at the interactive dialogue on Monday.

 

It was prepared by the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), pursuant to Human Rights Council resolution S-16/1, in which the Council requested the High Commissioner to dispatch urgently a mission to the Syrian Arab Republic to investigate all alleged violations of international human rights law and to establish the facts and circumstances of such violations and of the crimes perpetrated, with a view to avoiding impunity and ensuring full accountability.

 

Following the sixteenth special session held on 29 April 2011 (which adopted resolution S-16/1), the High Commissioner established a mission consisting of 13 members and headed by the Deputy High Commissioner.

 

The present report covered events in the Syrian Arab Republic from 15 March to
15 July 2011.

 

According to the report, both the armed forces and the security forces have been involved in the suppression of peaceful protests and related violations across the Syrian Arab Republic. The civilian police have also been deployed in urban areas for the purposes of crowd control. In addition, an Alawite civilian militia known as the Shabbiha participated in the commission of abuses against civilians. According to multiple accounts obtained by the mission, foreign fighters had been present and active during operations in several locations.

 

At the time of writing, says the report, the mission had received more than 1,900 names and details of persons killed in the Syrian Arab Republic since mid-March 2011; all are said to be civilians. According to the Government, "hundreds of public order officers and personnel died and thousand others were injured" in protests during the same period.

 

The report detailed events that took place since mid-March 2011, including in the governorates of Dar'a, Homs, Hama, Idlib and other governorates, as well as in Damascus and the governorate of Rif Dimashq.

 

The fact-finding mission found "a pattern of human rights violations constituting widespread or systematic attacks against the civilian population, which may amount to crimes against humanity", as provided for in article 7 of the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court.

 

Following the widespread killing of civilians by Government-controlled security forces, the Syrian Arab Republic has grossly violated the non-derogable right to life, enshrined in article 6 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the report adds.

 

The mission gathered corroborative eyewitness statements on numerous summary executions, including 353 named victims. In addition, the mission found corroborative accounts indicating that members of the security forces posed as civilians in order to cause unrest and to depict an inaccurate view of events. Civilians were often able to distinguish themselves from members of the security forces, who wore colour-coded armbands. Several types of security forces and the army were deployed to the demonstrations, but were clearly not trained in crowd control.

 

While violent incidents have been caused by a minority of civilians in some demonstrations, the disproportionate use of force by military and security forces are a violation of the State's international human rights obligations, says the report.

 

Reports from a wide variety of sources assert that the demonstrations were mostly peaceful. Civilians of all ages participated in protests and often carried olive branches or bared their chests to show that they were unarmed. 

 

Government-controlled media channels reported these events inaccurately, in most cases attributing disturbances to "terrorist" elements.

 

Most killings reported were due to live ammunition fired by security forces, the military and Shabbiha members using Kalashnikovs and other guns. Reports from witnesses indicate that there was a widespread modus operandi to kill civilians by using: (a) forces on the ground; (b) snipers on rooftops; and ( c) air power.

 

Consistent with an apparent shoot-to-kill policy, says the report, most of the bullet wounds found in victims were in the head, chest and general upper body area. Interviews were conducted with a number of former soldiers who had deserted the army, the police and different branches of the security forces. They claimed that they had received clear orders to use live ammunition against protestors. Those who refused to shoot civilians were shot from behind by other security officers and Shabbiha units.

 

On the ground, the report notes, officers often fired indiscriminately at civilians, at close range and without warning. Many children and women were killed. In only a few demonstrations were non-lethal methods used: tear gas, water cannon and the firing of live ammunition into the air.

 

Summary executions were also reported outside the context of demonstrations. For example, on 1 May, in Dar'a, it is alleged that some 26 men were blindfolded and summarily shot at the football stadium, which had been transformed into the local security forces headquarters. Executions were also reported during the sieges of cities and house-to-house searches.

 

Given that it was not permitted to visit the country, the mission was unable to verify repeated allegations that civilians were routinely and summarily executed in hospital (or make-shift hospital) beds by security forces.

 

However, it was widely reported that forces conducted regular raids in hospitals to search for and kill injured demonstrators. The mission observed a high and consistent degree of fear among civilians of going to hospitals, with many preferring to remain untreated rather than risk being captured and killed.

 

"There was a clear pattern of snipers shooting at demonstrators, including reports that officers were specially trained to deal with civilian demonstrations. Buildings where snipers were positioned included premises belonging to the security forces, Government or Baath party buildings, and mosques. In most cases, no warnings were given before opening fire. In some instances, snipers apparently even targeted people trying to evacuate the wounded."

 

According to the report, the Syrian Arab Republic has violated its obligations under the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights relating to enforced disappearances, particularly articles 2, 6, 7, 9, 10 and 14, and other articles relating to freedom. Many civilians, including children, have disappeared. Some bodies were returned to their families, many bearing marks of torture. The fate and whereabouts of hundreds of detainees remain unknown. Meanwhile, the mission continues to receive reports of enforced disappearances.

 On the issue of torture, the report says that of the 180 witness accounts taken by the mission, 98 revealed torture and other inhuman and degrading treatment of civilians by military and security forces, which violate the State's obligations under the Convention against Torture. "A clear widespread or systematic policy appears to have been in place whereby security forces targeted people suspected of participating in demonstrations, with a view to intimidating and terrorizing them as a way to quell protests."

 

The mission documented numerous methods of torture, most of which are known to have been used in the Syrian Arab Republic over many years. They include severe beatings, electric shocks, suspension for long periods by the limbs, psychological torture and routine humiliation.

 

The report underlines that the Syrian Arab Republic has also violated the right to liberty as enshrined in article 9 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights through the widespread practice of arbitrary, unlawful arrests and subsequent unlawful detention aimed in large part at intimidating protestors, including women, children and the elderly.

 

Witnesses who had been detained claimed that they had been denied fair trial provisions, such as access to a lawyer or any form of legal recourse. They were not informed of the reason for their arrest or allowed to contact their families. They were constantly moved from one detention centre to another without notice, and often tortured or inhumanely treated in each facility.

 

The mission received disturbing reports that many discriminatory and abusive remarks about religion and/or ethnicity were made during arrest and detention, and when detainees were tortured.

 

A number of towns and cities were blockaded by heavy artillery and military vehicles, including tanks and mortars, in violation of articles 10 and 11 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.

 

Water tanks were targeted, leaving civilians without water. Restriction of movement was imposed on civilians in a highly disproportionate manner to any threat that may have existed. Those who left their homes to find food were often killed or injured, including children shot by snipers. People were stopped at checkpoints by security personnel, who would not allow them to pass, and subject them to physical and verbal abuse, notes the report.

 

"Children have not only been targeted by security forces, but also repeatedly subject to the same human rights and criminal violations as adults, including torture, with no consideration for their vulnerable status. The fact that Syrian forces have tortured or killed children on several occasions - even targeted by snipers - in what are clearly not isolated incidents is a cause for grave concern."

 

In her report, the High Commissioner recommended that the Government of the Syrian Arab Republic, amongst others, put an immediate end to gross human rights violations, including the excessive use of force against demonstrators and the killing of protestors, torture and ill-treatment of detainees and enforced disappearances, and halt all violations of economic, social and cultural rights.

 

She also recommended that the Syrian Government take immediate steps to end impunity, including by abolishing legislation that grants security and intelligence personnel virtual immunity from prosecution.

 

The Government was urged to allow OHCHR immediate access to the Syrian Arab Republic to conduct investigations into all human rights abuses, irrespective of alleged perpetrator, in the context of protests since mid-March 2011.

 

The High Commissioner recommended that the Human Rights Council ensure that the situation of human rights in the Syrian Arab Republic remains on the agenda of the Council through the establishment of appropriate monitoring and investigating mechanisms, including the possibility of extending the mandate of the fact-finding mission, as well as through periodic reporting.

 

The High Commissioner urged the Security Council to remain seized of and to address, in the strongest terms, the killing of peaceful protestors and other civilians in the Syrian Arab Republic through the use of excessive force and other grave human right violations, to call for an immediate cessation of attacks against the civilian population, and to consider referring the situation in the Syrian Arab Republic to the International Criminal Court. 
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