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 Mideast: UN rights chief condemns violence by security forces in region

 

Geneva, 21 Feb (Kanaga Raja) -- The UN High Commissioner for Human Rights has condemned as illegal and excessively heavy-handed, the response by a number of governments in the Middle East and North Africa region including Bahrain and Libya to the legitimate demands of their people.

 

A news release issued late on 18 February by the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights cited the UN human rights chief Ms Navi Pillay as expressing deep regret for the deaths in recent weeks of protestors in Algeria, Bahrain, Iran, Iraq, Libya and Yemen.

 

"The nature and scope of the human rights violations taking place in several countries in the region in response to those who are largely demonstrating peacefully for their fundamental human rights and freedoms, is alarming," said Ms Pillay.

 

[The statement of the High Commissioner came before the weekend crackdown against protestors that appears to have escalated in several countries in the region, particularly in Libya, where media reports speak of very high casualties, numbering over 200, and the use of heavy weapons against demonstrators by security forces.]

 

Citing core principles drawn from the Universal Declaration of Human Rights including the freedom of expression and the right to peaceful assembly and the right to life, liberty and security, Ms Pillay said that the people of the Middle East and North Africa cannot be denied these basic freedoms.

 

The High Commissioner cited reports of killings of peaceful protestors, arbitrary arrests and detention followed by torture, enforced disappearances, arbitrary banning of demonstrations, and suppression of freedom of expression by banning, closing down or imposing restrictions on the media and on Internet access.

 

"Particularly egregious are the targeted attacks on journalists, lawyers, human rights defenders and even, in the case of Bahrain, doctors and medical personnel attending to injured protestors. The reported use of plainclothes security officials against opposition protestors is very worrying," she underscored.

 

"The use of lethal force by security personnel in Libya has reportedly led to the death of more than 20 protestors," Ms Pillay said.

 

"This is a country where the human rights situation has generally been very closed to international scrutiny, including by us, but much of the population seems nevertheless to have the same human rights aspirations as people everywhere else," she added.

 

[According to the US-based rights group Human Rights Watch, the death toll following the four days of protests in several cities across Libya is estimated to be at least 233.]

 

The human rights chief condemned the use of live ammunition in recent days against peaceful protestors in Libya, the use of electric tasers and batons in Yemen, and the use of military-grade shotguns in Bahrain.

 

She also voiced serious concern at recent remarks made by some parliamentarians in Iran calling for the execution of opposition leaders. Dialogue with political opponents is far more effective than their arbitrary detention in creating a stable society, she pointed out.

 

Ms Pillay cited three core principles drawn from the Universal Declaration of Human Rights that she said must guide the responses to protests in the region: the freedom of expression and the right to peaceful assembly; the right to life, liberty and security; and that the "will of the people shall be the basis of the authority of the Government."

 

"The people of the Middle East and North Africa cannot be denied these basic freedoms. The protestors' calls for justice, respect for personal freedoms and human rights, for legal and political reforms in this regard, are reasonable and legitimate," said Ms Pillay.

 

"Governments need to be responsive. By resorting to oppressive security measures, they will only foment more frustration, more anger, more instability, which is certainly not in the national interest."

 

The High Commissioner noted that the economic and financial crisis has brought to the surface increasing demands for an accountable and responsive government.

 

With the high number of unemployed youth, she said that many ordinary people have joined the demands for social justice and political freedoms. Government responses comprised of temporary economic and social measures in recent weeks were not enough, she added.

 

"The Middle East and North Africa region is boiling with anger," Ms Pillay stressed. "At the root of this anger is decades of neglect of people's aspirations to realize not only civil and political rights, but also economic, social and cultural rights. The resources available in the region must be used to advance the rights of all, without discrimination, and not to benefit only a few. There is an urgent need for legal, economic and political reforms."

 

The High Commissioner reiterated her call for all parties to exercise restraint. She further called for independent, impartial investigations into the reported violations.

 

Meanwhile, a group of UN human rights experts has urged the governments of Bahrain and Libya to guarantee the right to peaceful protest and immediately cease the use of excessive and lethal force.

 

"We are alarmed and shocked by the number of peaceful protesters who have been injured or killed in both countries during the violent crackdown by the authorities," said the experts in a press release also issued on 18 February.

 

The experts are the Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of the right to freedom of opinion and expression, Mr. Frank La Rue; Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions, Mr. Christof Heyns; Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders, Ms. Margaret Sekaggya; Special Rapporteur on torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment, Mr. Juan Mendez; Special Rapporteur on the right of everyone to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health, Mr. Anand Grover; and Chair-Rapporteur of the Working Group on Arbitrary Detention, Mr. El Hadji Malick Sow.

 

According to the press release, reports indicate that seven protesters have died in Bahrain in the past few days and at least 24 in Libya, with some sources reporting up to 50 deaths (Human Rights Watch has now estimated the death toll from four days of protests to be at least 233), as well as hundreds of people injured as a result of disproportionate and lethal force.

 

"Excessive use of force is never an option and is never justified in controlling peaceful demonstrations," said UN Special Rapporteur on summary executions, Christof Heyns. "Those responsible must be held accountable."

 

"When Governments authorise lethal force to suppress the peaceful voice of dissent, such conduct violates their international obligations. The Governments of Bahrain and Libya must honour their commitments to respect the right to life of their people," Mr. Heyns said.

 

Beatings and other acts of ill-treatment by security officials causing severe pain and suffering, including long-term physical harm, have also been reported, said the UN human rights experts. Given the number of people who have been injured and are in critical condition, the experts urged authorities to ensure access to immediate medical care to avoid the death toll rising further.

 

The press release noted that demonstrators have gathered across the country in Bahrain and Libya since 14 and 15 February respectively, calling for democratic reforms and respect for human rights.

 

"People must be able to express their legitimate grievances through public and peaceful demonstrations without fear of being injured, beaten, or killed," stressed Frank La Rue, UN expert on freedom of opinion and expression.

 

He also called upon the authorities to ensure that journalists can work safely and freely to inform the public locally and globally of what is happening, and that all means of communication, including the Internet, remain open and accessible.

 

In Libya, said the press release, reports indicate that a number of protesters have been arrested by security officials.

 

"The authorities of Libya and Bahrain must ensure that the demonstrators are not arbitrarily detained," said the Chair-Rapporteur of the Working Group on Arbitrary Detention, El Hadji Malick Sow.

 

In light of the recent wave of demonstrations in the region, the independent experts reiterated their call to the authorities to ensure that the right to demonstrate peacefully is fully guaranteed, and to take concrete steps to address the concerns of the people, rather than suppressing their voices with force.

 

Human rights groups have also voiced concern over the violent crackdown by the authorities on peaceful protesters in several countries in the region.

 

Commenting on the seemingly harsh crackdown by authorities in Libya on protesters over the past few days, Amnesty International on 20 February called on Libyan leader Mu'ammar al-Gaddafi to immediately rein in his security forces amid reports of machine guns and other weapons being used against the protesters and the spiralling death toll in Benghazi and other cities.

 

"Forces loyal to Colonel al-Gaddafi are using unwarranted lethal force against protestors calling for change and the result is a wholly predictable one," said Malcolm Smart, Amnesty International's director for the Middle East and North Africa.

 

"Large numbers of people are being killed and the situation is escalating alarmingly. More than one hundred have been killed so far," he added.

 

"It looks like Libya's leader may have ordered his forces to put down the protests virtually at any cost, and that cost is being paid with the lives of Libyans," he further said.

 

"The latest reports speak of Libyans in Benghazi being shot down with machine guns and other weapons by tough new troops, including possibly foreign mercenaries, who have been ferried in to suppress the protests," said Smart.

 

"Colonel al-Gaddafi must immediately put a stop to this bloodshed. He and the others directing the crackdown on protesters, and anyone else involved in abuses, must know that they will be held to account," he added. 
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