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Human Rights Council to hold special session on Libya

 

Geneva, 24 Feb (Kanaga Raja) -- For the first time since its inception in March 2006, the 47-member United Nations Human Rights Council will be holding a Special Session on one of its own members, namely, Libya.

 

The Special Session on the situation of human rights in Libya, to be held on 25 February, has come at the request of Hungary, on behalf of the European Union.

 

The Special Session comes on the eve of the Human Rights Council's regular sixteenth session, which takes place from 28 February to 25 March. The first two days of the regular session are usually devoted to a high-level segment attended by ministers and other dignitaries.

 

US President Barack Obama on 23 February announced that Secretary of State Hillary Clinton will be travelling to Geneva on 28 February, where he said a number of foreign ministers will convene for a session of the Human Rights Council.

 

"There she'll hold consultations with her counterparts on events throughout the region and continue to ensure that we join with the international community to speak with one voice to the government and the people of Libya," he said.

 

The request for the Special Session on Libya is supported by 21 Council members. These are Argentina, Belgium, Brazil, Chile, France, Hungary, Japan, Jordan, Maldives, Mexico, Norway, Poland, Qatar, Republic of Moldova, Senegal, Slovakia, Spain, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, the United States and Uruguay.

 

Additional signatures were also received from the following countries: Australia, Austria, Bulgaria, Canada, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Germany, Greece, Guatemala, Honduras, Iceland, Iraq, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Monaco, New Zealand, the Netherlands, Palestine, Peru, Portugal, Romania, Slovenia, Sweden, Tunisia, Turkey and Zambia.

 

In order for a Special Session to be convened, the support of one-third of the membership of the Council (16 members or more) is needed.

 

A draft resolution that has been circulated by Hungary amongst others strongly condemns the recent "extremely grave human rights violations" committed in Libya, which it said, if widespread and systematic, may amount to crimes against humanity. It also provides for the establishment of an independent, impartial and credible UN-led international investigation into the human rights violations in Libya.

 

The Special Session on Libya comes as the violence against pro-democracy protestors in Libya has escalated in recent days, with media reports citing human rights groups putting the death toll at some 300. The New York Times on Wednesday cited Italian Foreign Minister Franco Frattini as saying that the death toll is likely more than 1,000.

 

Governments and leaders worldwide as well as top UN officials have strongly condemned the violence against the protestors. Also condemning the violence, the Arab League this week barred Libya, a League member, from its meetings.

 

The UN Security Council had issued a press statement on 22 February, in which it expressed "grave concern" at the situation in Libya. The members of the Security Council condemned the violence and use of force against civilians, deplored the repression against peaceful demonstrators, and expressed deep regret at the deaths of hundreds of civilians.

 

While the members of the Security Council stressed the importance of accountability and underscored the need to hold to account those responsible for attacks, including by forces under their control, on civilians, they failed to take stronger measures such as establishing an independent investigation into the killings of civilians.

 

Amnesty International on 23 February said that the response of the UN Security Council fell shamefully below what was needed to stop the spiralling violence in Libya, and called for concrete action, including an immediate arms embargo and an assets freeze.

 

"Colonel [Muammar] al-Gaddafi has publicly made clear his readiness to kill those who oppose him in order to stay in power," said Salil Shetty, Amnesty International's Secretary-General. "This is unacceptable. Colonel al-Gaddafi and all those reporting to him need to know that they will be held personally accountable under international law for the crimes they commit."

 

"His threats make the half-hearted response from the international community even more shocking. What Libyans need now is not mere words of concern but immediate, concrete action," he stressed.

 

Meanwhile, several top UN officials and human rights experts have come out in strong condemnation of the violent crackdown on protestors in Libya.

 

The United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, Ms Navi Pillay, issued another strongly-worded statement, in which she called for an independent international investigation into the violent suppression of protests in Libya.

 

The statement made on 22 February follows from her earlier statement issued on 18 February, in which she 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. (See SUNS #7093 dated 22 February 2011)*
 

"The callousness with which Libyan authorities and their hired guns are reportedly shooting live rounds of ammunition at peaceful protestors is unconscionable. I am extremely worried that lives are being lost even as I speak," said Ms Pillay.

 

"The international community must unite in condemnation of such acts and make unequivocal commitments to ensure justice is rendered to the thousands of victims of this repression," she added, in a news release.

 

According to the news release, citing the reported use of machine guns, snipers and military planes against the demonstrators, the High Commissioner said that such extremely serious allegations of acts committed in brazen defiance of international law must not go without a full and independent investigation, adding that accountability was key.

 

"Protection of civilians should always be the paramount consideration in maintaining order and the rule of law. The authorities should immediately cease such illegal acts of violence against demonstrators. Widespread and systematic attacks against the civilian population may amount to crimes against humanity," she further said.

 

"The Libyan people are tired of corruption, tired of resource wealth benefiting only a few, tired of being unemployed, tired of their rights being ignored," said Ms Pillay. "They want a say in the Government and a role in the economy and they will not be silenced."

 

A group of UN human rights experts on 22 February also warned the government of Libya that the gross violations of human rights committed in the past few days could amount to "crimes against humanity".

 

"The situation in Libya is quickly spilling out of control with the Government targeting the very people it has been mandated to serve," said the independent experts. "Adopting tactics such as the use of live ammunition to crush dissent is unacceptable."

 

The independent experts are the Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions, Mr. Christof Heyns; the Chairperson-Rapporteur of the Working Group on the use of mercenaries as a means of violating human rights and impeding the exercise of the right of peoples to self-determination, Mr Jose Luis Gomez del Prado; the Special Rapporteur on torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment, Mr. Juan Mendez; the Chair-Rapporteur of the Working Group on Arbitrary Detention, Mr. El Hadji Malick Sow; the Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of the right to freedom of opinion and expression, Mr. Frank La Rue; and the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders, Ms. Margaret Sekaggya.

 

"Such acts cannot go unpunished," stressed the UN Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions, Christof Heyns. "By engaging in a massacre of its own people, the Government of Libya is guilty of committing gross violations of human rights which could amount to crimes against humanity."

 

"We are also dismayed at reports of the alleged involvement of foreign 'mercenaries' in the killing of protesters, which is utterly reprehensible," stressed Jose Luis Gomez del Prado, Chairperson-Rapporteur of the Working Group on the use of mercenaries.

 

The Special Rapporteur on torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment, Juan Mendez, described as "horrifying" the use of force by Libyan authorities against protestors. "It is heavy handed, illegitimate and cannot be justified. It is important that the Libyan authorities realize that those responsible could be prosecuted by international criminal justice mechanisms or through universal jurisdiction," he said.

 

"In addition, it appears that the authorities are attempting to restrict the dissemination of information on the atrocities being committed by cutting off landlines, Internet access and restricting media coverage," said the Special Rapporteur on the right to freedom of opinion and expression, Frank La Rue. "Such conduct is deplorable."

 

The independent experts welcomed the call made by the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights for an international inquiry into the violence.

 

Also on 22 February, both UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon's Special Advisor on the Prevention of Genocide, Francis Deng, and Special Advisor on the Responsibility to Protect, Edward Luck, expressed alarm by the reports of mass violence coming from Libya.

 

"Widespread and systematic attacks against civilian populations by military forces, mercenaries, and aircraft are egregious violations of international human rights and humanitarian law. If the reported nature and scale of such attacks are confirmed, they may well constitute crimes against humanity, for which national authorities should be held accountable," they said.

 

They joined the Secretary-General in urging all parties to exercise utmost restraint and to seek peaceful means of resolving their political differences. 
*  Article on “UN rights chief condemns violence by security forces in region”
