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Gross violations being committed by Syrian forces – UN panel

   

Geneva, 24 Feb (Kanaga Raja) -- An independent international commission of inquiry on Syria said Thursday that "gross human rights violations were conducted pursuant to a policy of the State, and that orders to commit such violations originated from policies and directives issued at the highest levels of the armed forces and the Government."

 

The commission recommended the initiation of an inclusive political dialogue, bringing together the Government, the opposition and other anti-Government actors to negotiate an end to the violence, to ensure respect for human rights and to address the legitimate demands of the Syrian people.

 

The Commission was opposed to economic sanctions, and said it remains convinced that the only possible solution to end the violence is an inclusive dialogue leading to a negotiated settlement that effectively ensures the human rights of all people in the country.

 

The independent commission was established by the United Nations Human Rights Council last September and is composed of three high-level experts: Paulo Pinheiro (Chairperson), Yakin Erturk and Karen Koning AbuZayd.

 

The commission went on to issue its first report late November 2011 (A/HRC/S-17/2/Add. 1) in which it had documented patterns of summary execution, arbitrary arrest, enforced disappearance, torture, including sexual violence, as well as violations of children's rights. It had concluded that the substantial body of evidence gathered indicates that these gross violations of human rights have been committed by Syrian military and security forces since the beginning of the protests in March 2011.

 

The present second report (A/HRC/19/69) updates the situation for the period since November 2011 and is scheduled to be presented by the commission at the Human Rights Council's nineteenth session beginning next week.

 

In the present report, the Commission said it documented a "widespread and systematic pattern of gross violations" committed by State forces - in conditions of impunity - since March 2011. "It also found instances of gross abuses committed by anti-Government armed groups."

 

It concluded: "The Government has manifestly failed in its responsibility to protect the population; its forces have committed widespread, systematic and gross human rights violations, amounting to crimes against humanity, with the apparent knowledge and consent of the highest levels of the State. Anti-Government armed groups have also committed abuses, although not comparable in scale and organization with those carried out by the State."

 

"The crimes against humanity and other gross violations documented in the commission's reports have been committed, however, within a system of impunity. Profound structural reforms in the political, justice and security sectors are necessary to break the culture of impunity and to deliver justice to the victims," it added.

 

The commission said that following a further review of its evidence, including information collected since November 2011, it is satisfied that "a reliable body of evidence exists that, consistent with other verified circumstances, provides reasonable grounds to believe that particular individuals, including commanding officers and officials at the highest levels of Government, bear responsibility for crimes against humanity and other gross human rights violations."

 

The commission said it has deposited with the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights a sealed envelope containing the names of these people, which might assist future credible investigations by competent authorities.

 

The commission said that it also identified particular army units, security agencies and their branch offices for which there are reasonable grounds to believe that they carried out gross human rights violations. FSA (Free Syrian Army) groups, for which the commission documented human rights abuses, are also listed.

 

Furthermore, the commission said it has deposited with the High Commissioner a comprehensive database containing all evidence collected, which may be disclosed to competent authorities carrying out credible investigations, subject to witness protection and confidentiality concerns.

 

The commission recommended the initiation of an inclusive political dialogue, bringing together the Government, the opposition and other anti-Government actors to negotiate an end to the violence, to ensure respect for human rights and to address the legitimate demands of the Syrian people. A contact group composed of States with diverse positions on the situation should be established to initiate a process leading to such a dialogue.

 

The report by the independent commission of inquiry comes just as the so-called "Friends of Syria" meeting organized by the Arab League is being held in Tunisia.

 

UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon, in consultation with the Secretary-General of the Arab League, on Thursday appointed former UN chief Kofi Annan as the Joint Special Envoy of the United Nations and the League of Arab States on the Syrian crisis. The Special Envoy will provide good offices aimed at bringing an end to all violence and human rights violations, and promoting a peaceful solution to the Syrian crisis, said a UN press release.

 

Meanwhile, speaking to journalists on Friday, on the eve of the nineteenth regular session of the Human Rights Council, Council president Ambassador Laura Dupuy Lasserre said that one of the most important things (at the nineteenth session) will be the evolving and worsening crisis in Syria, for which she had received a request for an urgent debate on this issue (to be held during the Council session). The request for the urgent debate on Syria had come from Qatar, and was joined by the Gulf states, the European Union, the United States, Morocco, Tunisia, Egypt and several others.

 

According to the independent international commission of inquiry, its present report provides an account of the ongoing suffering of the Syrian population, the widespread, systematic and gross human rights violations that State forces continue to commit, and the human rights abuses committed by anti-Government armed groups.

 

In recent months, it notes, the crisis has become increasingly violent and militarized. The State's campaign of violently suppressing dissent, which from the outset employed lethal force against peaceful protests, was followed by defections and the formation of anti-Government armed groups. The rise of an armed opposition led the Government to intensify its violent repression.

 

Many among the anti-Government armed groups identify themselves as FSA and consist of defectors (mainly from the army) and an increasing number of armed civilians. The FSA leadership resides abroad and its control over the different FSA groups inside the country remains unclear. In mid-January, the FSA leadership and the Syrian National Council agreed to improve their coordination.

 

Most FSA groups initially adopted a defensive posture. More recently, a number of FSA groups carried out offensive operations targeting checkpoints, installations of State forces, police stations and Government vehicles. For example, the FSA claimed responsibility for an attack in Dar'a governorate on 15 December 2011, during which at least 27 soldiers were killed.

 

On 27 December 2011, the Government informed the commission that, according to hospital and police reports, at least 2,131 civilians had been killed in the period from 15 March to 19 December 2011. It added that a total of 913 soldiers and 215 police officers (1,128 people in total) were killed during the same period.

 

According to the Government, from 23 December 2011 to 10 February 2012, a further 651 members of the army and security forces were killed and 2,292 injured. In addition, 519 unidentified bodies were found. On 15 February 2012, the Government provided additional figures, according to which 2,493 civilians and 1,345 soldiers and police officers had been killed in the Syrian Arab Republic in the period from 15 March 2011 to 18 January 2012.

 

The Violations Documenting Centre, affiliated to the local coordination committees, counted 6,399 civilians and 1,680 army defectors killed in the period from 15 March 2011 to 15 February 2012. The victims included 244 adult women, 115 girls and 425 boys. December 2011 (1,046 victims), January (1,196) and the first half of February 2012 (983) have been clearly the most violent period since the unrest erupted in March 2011, the commission said.

 

Starting in early November 2011, the level of violence between State forces and anti-Government armed groups increased in areas of Homs, Hama, Rif Dimashq and Idlib governates with a strong presence of such groups. State forces withdrew from and then surrounded many of these areas.

 

According to the commission report, after the withdrawal of League of Arab States observers in late January, the army intensified its bombardment with heavy weapons. It gave no warning to the population and unarmed civilians were given no chance to evacuate. As a result, large numbers of people, including many children, were killed. Several areas were bombarded and then stormed by State forces, which arrested, tortured and summarily executed suspected defectors and opposition activists.

 

According to the Violations Documenting Centre, at least 787 civilians, including 53 adult women, 26 girls and 49 boys, were killed in the first two weeks of February 2012 alone. The largest number of victims died in Homs.

 

The Government has continued to arbitrarily arrest and detain suspected protesters, opposition activists, human rights defenders and deserters. Arbitrary arrests typically were not formally acknowledged and suspects were often held incommunicado without their families being notified about their arrest or whereabouts.

 

Torture in places of detention continued. Victims and witnesses provided credible and consistent accounts of places and methods of torture. Security agencies continued to systematically arrest wounded patients in State hospitals and to interrogate them, often using torture, about their supposed participation in opposition demonstrations or armed activities. The commission documented evidence that sections of Homs Military Hospital and Al Ladhiqiyah State Hospital had been transformed into torture centres.

 

In examining specific operations, the commission said it received credible and consistent evidence identifying high- and mid-ranking members of the armed forces who ordered their subordinates to shoot at unarmed protestors, kill soldiers who refused to obey such orders, arrest persons without cause, mistreat detained persons and attack civilian neighbourhoods with indiscriminate tank and machine-gun fire.

 

In some cases, they gave explicit orders to commit crimes, in others they used more general terms (e. g. "use any force necessary") that, in the circumstances, left no room for interpretation. The commission verified that, in some locations, individual army officers ordered the indiscriminate shelling of civilian neighbourhoods in urban areas such as Hama, Al Ladhiqiyah, Dar'a and Homs.

 

"Individual officers in the armed forces and Government security forces personally killed, unlawfully imprisoned, tortured, or committed other inhumane acts against innocent civilians."

 

A number of military commanders and civilian superiors may reasonably be suspected of responsibility for crimes against humanity because of their knowing failure to take all necessary and reasonable measures within their power to prevent or repress the commission of relevant crimes by their subordinates or to submit the matter to the competent authorities, says the report.

 

According to the Violations Documenting Centre, which gathers the names of detainees and the place and date of their arrest from families and local coordination committees, more than 18,000 detainees, including more than 200 women and girls and more than 400 boys, remained in detention at 15 February 2012.

 

The commission said it is not aware of any successful prosecutions; indeed, the commission documented how some officers who directly participated in crimes against humanity were promoted or commended. The commission's evidence also demonstrates a consistent and continuing effort by the Government, the military and the security forces to conceal the facts about crimes.

 

The commission said it documented instances of gross human rights abuses committed by members of various FSA groups. In Homs, FSA members were found to have tortured and executed suspected "Shabbiha" members in retaliation for abuses committed by "Shabbiha" or plain-clothed security officials posing as them.

 

(In its first report last November, the commission describes "Shabbiha" as being composed of an estimated 10,000 civilians, who are armed by the Government and are widely used to crush anti-Government demonstrations alongside national security forces.)

 

According to the commission, armed groups, including FSA groups, carried out abductions. In some instances, victims were killed or tortured. The Government informed the commission that, between 15 March and 19 December 2011, 666 civilians, 70 soldiers and 164 police officers were abducted. According to the Government, between 23 December 2011 and 10 February 2012 a further 506 military and security personnel were abducted.

 

The commission highlighted the fact that FSA members, including local commanders that have command responsibility, may incur criminal responsibility under international law.

 

The commission also noted that as the violence intensified, children continued to be the victims. The State authorities made no visible efforts to protect children's rights.

 

According to a reliable source, more than 500 children have been killed since March 2011, with the highest number of children killed in December 2011 (80 deaths) and January 2012 (72). The largest group were adolescents aged between 16 and 18 years. Snipers and other State forces killed or wounded children, including those aged 10 years and younger. Many children were killed when the army shelled residential areas in Homs and other cities in January and February 2012.

 

"Children continued to be arbitrarily arrested and tortured while in detention. According to former detainees interviewed by the commission, children were treated in the same way as adults, in blatant disregard of their age. They were kept in the same cells and subject to the same methods of torture as adults," says the report.

 

In its overall conclusions, the report says that the grave and ongoing human rights crisis in the Syrian Arab Republic is the consequence of a combination of factors, including a State that has failed to respond to the legitimate political, economic and social demands of its people and its position in the highly complex geopolitics of the region.

 

"The response of the security apparatus to what started as peaceful dissent soon led to armed clashes. One year later, the Syrian Arab Republic is on the brink of an internal armed conflict. Diverging agendas within a deeply divided international community complicate the prospects for ending the violence."

 

The socioeconomic situation in the country has deteriorated, leaving the vast majority of the population in a state of disarray. Meeting basic needs to sustain everyday life has become increasingly difficult for the population at large. In this respect, the commission of inquiry said it does not support the imposition of economic sanctions that would have negative impact on the human rights of the population, in particular of vulnerable groups.

 

"The continuation of the crisis carries the risk of radicalizing the population, deepening inter-communal tensions and eroding the fabric of society."

 

The commission said it remains convinced that the only possible solution to end the violence is an inclusive dialogue leading to a negotiated settlement that effectively ensures the human rights of all people in the country. 
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