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Human rights situation in Iraq remains fragile


Geneva, 9 Aug (Kanaga Raja) -- The situation of human rights throughout Iraq remains fragile, as the country slowly transitions from a conflict to post-conflict country that faces enormous development challenges that the government and the people of Iraq must now address, a United Nations report has said.

 

The report, published jointly by the United Nations Assistance Mission for Iraq (UNAMI) and the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) and released on Monday, covers the period from 1 January 2010 to 31 December
2010.

 

According to a news release, information for the report was gathered from direct monitoring by UNAMI as well as from a variety of other sources, including government, UN agencies, civil society and non-governmental organisations
(NGOs).

 

According to the report, "Widespread poverty, economic stagnation, lack of opportunities, environmental degradation and an absence of basic services constitute ‘silent' human rights violations that affect large sectors of the population."

 

Other issues that affected the human rights environment in 2010 was the fact that the election results were inconclusive and led to a long process of government formation which was not concluded until December 2010.

 

"It is believed that this fuelled instability, but it also contributed to a degree of inactivity in relation to implementing reforms and other measures aimed at ensuring the protection and provision of human rights to the Iraqi population."

 

The report highlights a range of human rights issues, including the impact of armed conflict and violence on civilians, detention and the rule of law, and the protection of the rights of specific groups. It also addresses the state of political rights in the country including freedom of assembly and expression.

 

While there was improvement in some areas, the report stresses that many challenges remain.

 

According to the report, the ongoing, protracted violence in Iraq continues to take a terrible toll on civilians and civilian infrastructure, subjecting civilians to arbitrary loss of life and injury, and to limitations on access to other basic rights, including, but not limited to, the right to access basic humanitarian services, and the rights of assembly, freedom of expression, freedom of religion, and protection against non-discrimination, etc.

 

Ascertaining the precise number of civilians killed and wounded as a result of the violent conflict in Iraq is difficult, says the report. The Iraq Body Count (IBC) recorded 4,036 civilian deaths for 2010.

 

According to other sources, figures range from 2,953 civilians killed and 14,398 wounded according to UNAMI to 3,254 dead and 13,788 wounded according to figures provided by the Government of Iraq via the Ministry of Human Rights (MoHR).

 

Regardless of differences in casualty numbers, says the report, all sources are in agreement that the rate of decline in civilian casualties has considerably slowed between 2009 and 2010, compared with the significant reduction in civilian casualties seen from the height of the violence in 2007 when 17,956 people were reportedly killed and in 2008 when 6,798 people died.

 

According to figures compiled by UNAMI, some 2,953 civilians were killed during 2010. There were also some 10,434 civilians injured.

 

The worst effected region was Baghdad governorate, with 1,284 civilian deaths and 5,011 injured. The North Central region was also badly affected with 587 deaths and 1,806 injured.

 

South Central region had 382 deaths and 1,369 wounded, North region had 364 deaths and 1,279 wounded, West region had 172 deaths and 540 wounded, and South region had 142 civilian deaths and 362 wounded. There were 22 deaths and 67 wounded reported from the Kurdistan Region.

 

In terms of tactics favoured by the insurgent and terrorist groups, small arms, improvised explosive devices (IEDS) and rockets were relied on most often; however, hand grenades, vehicle-borne improvised explosive devices (VBIEDs) and RPGs (rocket propelled grenades) were also commonly used.

 

In 2010, there were 2,441 incidents of small arms fire recorded by UNAMI, along with 4,974 IEDS, 207 VBIEDs, 43 RPGs, 380 hand grenades and 1063 IDF (indirect fire) incidents. According to UNAMI statistics, in 2009, there were 1,899 incidents of small arms fire recorded along with 4,499 IEDs, 257 VBIEDs, 68 RPGs, 634 hand grenades, and 876 IDF incidents.

 

The report finds that assassinations, targeted killings and extrajudicial executions continued to take place throughout most of Iraq in 2010 - constituting a serious violation of IHL (international humanitarian law) and of basic human rights norms.

 

Victims included members of governorate (provincial) and municipal councils, civil servants and other government employees, journalists, judges, religious figures, members of minorities (ethnic, religious and sexual), and persons engaged in religious events and activities.

 

According to UNAMI figures, at least 71 civilians were killed in assassinations: 26 civilians, including three persons elected to parliament or who had run as candidates in the general election, lawyers, medical doctors, teachers, and four staff of an NGO. There were also some 45 civilian government employees and civil servants assassinated.

 

At least 27 members of the ISF (Iraqi Security Forces), and at least 8 traditional tribal and community leaders, including members of the Sahwa (Awakening Council) were targeted and killed. There were also a further 55 persons wounded in such attempts, including 2 civilians, 34 members of the ISF, 17 Iraqi Officials, and 2 members of the civil defence forces.

 

Additionally, during 2010, there were 209 attempted assassinations or targeted killings - 92 against members of the Iraqi police and ISF, 88 against Iraqi Government Officials and 29 against civilians.

 

Many attacks took the form of roadside bombs, car bombs or shootings. UNAMI received reports that a number of these attacks were perpetrated by members of armed groups, sometimes wearing police or military uniforms. Throughout 2010, there continued to be a spate of targeted killings carried out by perpetrators using small firearms with silencers.

 

The report notes that following the withdrawal of USF-I from Iraqi cities on 30 June 2009, the US and Iraq agreed that USF-I would continue to conduct military operations in urban areas only with the agreement and coordination of the Iraqi authorities. By the end of August 2010, all US combat troops had departed from Iraq, leaving behind 50,000 soldiers to carry out training, advisory and support functions.

 

According to IBC, non-combatant Iraqi deaths resulting directly from the actions of pro Government forces (ISF, USF-I, or both) stood at 113 in 2010, compared with 151 in 2009. Civilian deaths resulting from actions involving USF-I stood at 17, a significant decrease from the 64 deaths recorded in 2009. There were 81 deaths resulting from the actions of ISF during the year, compared with 103 in 2009.

 

According to IBC, the number of civilians killed in joint USF-I/ISF military actions remained almost the same in 2010, with 15 such deaths recorded, compared with 16 in 2009.

 

According to the report, the number of missing persons in Iraq ranges from 250,000 to over one million according to different public sources, and includes persons missing as a consequence of human rights violations committed during the regime of Saddam Hussein and during years of armed conflict. According to the MoHR, the number of persons the Ministry has recorded as missing between 2003 and 2010 totals 137,520 persons.

 

UNAMI said it continues to have serious concerns about the administration of justice and the rule of law in Iraq - particularly in relation to the observance and respect for due process and fair trial standards, as well as the physical conditions in pre-trial and post-conviction detention facilities and prisons.

 

Despite some improvement in the physical conditions of many detention facilities and prisons, incidents of abuse and torture remain widely reported. Many pre-trial detainees continue to complain that they are not informed of charges against them, that they have no access to lawyers or family members, and that they suffer prolonged detention beyond legal limits while awaiting trial.

 

There are also credible reports of secret detention facilities operating in various parts of the country where detainees are held incommunicado.

 

Despite the laws of Iraq and international standards binding on Iraq, which absolutely prohibit torture, there is significant evidence that mistreatment, abuse and torture of persons in detention is widespread, says the report.

 

UNAMI said it has recorded numerous allegations of mistreatment and torture of persons at time of arrest, while in remand awaiting trial, and after conviction. Common techniques alleged include being beaten and threatened with death; being handcuffed and suspended from iron bars in painful positions for lengthy time-periods; electric shocks to various parts of the body, including the genitals; cigarette burns to the body; being deprived of food, water, and sleep; having plastic bags placed over the head; and being subjected to threats against family members.

 

UNAMI strongly condemned the continued resort to torture or ill-treatment of detainees in Iraq and urged Iraqi authorities to take urgent steps to bring this to an end.

 

It also remained concerned at the lack of consistent adherence to due process requirements, in particular, the frequent failure to inform persons upon arrest of the charges being pressed against them, the frequently excessive pre-trial detention periods, lack of regular or meaningful access to legal counsel, infrequent visits by the Prosecutor's Office, and delays in carrying out review of the detainees' legal status by investigating judges.

 

"Ending impunity also remains a serious challenge in Iraq. Perpetrators of crimes committed over many years continue to be unaccountable."

 

The report notes that a number of mass graves were discovered during the year containing the victims of various human rights abuses committed at various times over the past few decades - however, despite improvements and cooperation with international partners in relation to the identification, investigation, preservation and protection of mass grave sites, Iraq's technical and institutional capacity to ensure proper forensic investigation of these sites remains weak.

 

The report also notes that women's rights in some ways deteriorated in 2010 and children continue to suffer from violence and armed conflict, in some instances having been recruited or used to commit acts of violence. In addition, minorities suffered from a number of attacks.

 

The report also finds that freedom of expression remains under threat in Iraq. Journalists continue to be targeted disproportionately with violence by security forces and armed groups. At least five journalists died in Iraq in 2010, one of whom was killed in crossfire/combat.

 

UNAMI also said it received a number of reports of violent attacks, harassment and illegal arrest of media workers and journalists for reasons related to the conduct of their profession.

 

Turning to the Kurdistan Region, the report says that the situation was generally improving. The security situation was stable, with very few security incidents or casualties reported.

 

The improved security situation, matched with the increasing openness of the Kurdistan Region authorities, meant greater participation of civil society and NGOs in seeking solutions to the remaining human rights concerns in the region.

 

The report goes on to make a number of general recommendations to the government of Iraq, and where applicable to the Kurdistan Regional Government, as well as specific ones targeting amongst others the ongoing armed conflict, detention and rule of law, the death penalty, women's and children's rights, minority rights, and freedom of expression. 
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