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Rights Council condemns violations by Syrian authorities

 

Geneva, 1 Mar (Kanaga Raja) -- The United Nations Human Rights Council on Thursday strongly condemned "the continued widespread and systematic violations of human rights and fundamental freedoms" by the authorities in Syria.

 

In a resolution adopted by a vote, the Council, amongst others, called upon the Government of the Syrian Arab Republic to immediately put an end to all human rights violations and attacks against civilians, to cease all violence, and to allow free and unimpeded access by the United Nations and humanitarian agencies.

 

The resolution was adopted by a vote of 37 in favour, three against, and three abstentions. Those who voted against the resolution were China, Cuba and the Russian Federation, while those that abstained were Ecuador, India and the Philippines.

 

The resolution came following an urgent debate on the human rights and humanitarian situation in Syria during the nineteenth regular session of the Human Rights Council that began on 27 February.

 

The urgent debate was convened on 28 February, and resumed again on Thursday, 1 March. The Human Rights Council held its regular High-Level Segment during this four-day period, with a large number of ministers present during this segment.

 

The urgent debate came just as a report was released late last week by an independent international commission of inquiry on Syria that said 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 of inquiry, established by the Human Rights Council last year, also found instances of gross abuses committed by anti-Government armed groups. (See SUNS #7317 dated 27 February 2012).

 

The Syrian representative had walked out of the urgent debate on 28 February. Speaking as a concerned country during the debate, Syrian representative Faysal Khabbaz Hamoui condemned the holding of the meeting and declared Syria's withdrawal from the discussion.

 

In a statement at the opening of the debate on 28 February, UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Ms Navi Pillay, noting that on 13 February she had briefed the UN General Assembly on the situation of human rights in Syria, said that since then her office has received disturbing reports of a rapidly deteriorating human rights and humanitarian situation.

 

Recent reports further indicate that Syrian military and security forces have launched massive campaigns of arrest, arbitrarily detaining thousands of protestors, as well as activists and others suspected of anti-Government activities, she said.

 

The High Commissioner said that she was particularly appalled by the recent escalation of violence in the country. Residents of cities such as Homs and Hama have borne the brunt of the violence, blockades and curfews. Similar accounts of intensifying assaults have been received in other cities.

 

"During the blockades, residents have not been able to obtain water, food and medical supplies. The blockades have often made it impossible to get the injured to hospitals. Children have not been spared, with some reports suggesting more than 500 have been killed since March 2011, with as many as 80 in January 2012."

 

The Syrian army has reportedly used tanks, mortars, rockets and artillery to cordon off cities, and shelled densely populated neighbourhoods in what appears to be an indiscriminate attack on civilian areas. Hundreds of people have reportedly been killed since the start of this latest assault in the beginning of February 2012, said the rights chief.

 

"The humanitarian situation is dire and the Secretary-General has requested a further assessment of the situation. There must be an immediate humanitarian ceasefire to end the fighting and bombardments," the High Commissioner urged.

 

Ms Pillay further said that while protests have remained largely peaceful, reports of armed attacks by anti-government fighters against Syrian forces have increased, also with further consequences on civilians.

 

She added that the Government of Syria has shared several reports with her Office, which contain statistics about armed attacks on the health and transportation sectors, educational institutions as well as casualty figures among Syrian military, police and law enforcement personnel as a result of alleged acts of terrorist armed groups.

 

The High Commissioner called upon the Syrian authorities to cooperate fully with international mechanisms, including Mr Kofi Annan, who was recently appointed as joint Special Envoy of the Secretary-General and the League of Arab States to Syria.

 

She further called upon the Government of Syria to allow independent international monitors to visit all places of detention and grant unhindered access to humanitarian actors. She also called on the Government of Syria to release all political prisoners and persons who have been arbitrarily detained.

 

"The Government must launch prompt, independent and impartial investigations in accordance with international standards to end impunity, ensure accountability, bring perpetrators to justice, and to take measures to ensure adequate, effective and prompt reparation for the victims," she said.

 

The rights chief noted that the Government of Syria has cooperated to some extent to address the situation, such as the access provided to the International Committee of the Red Cross and the League of Arab States observer mission to prisons and detention facilities, as well as the release of thousands of individuals who were detained in the context of the recent events in Syria.

 

"However, these steps pale into insignificance in the face of the continuing onslaught of violence and arrest against people by State actors. In light of this and in the face of the unspeakable violations that take place every moment, I remain convinced that referring the situation of Syria to the International Criminal Court will be a step in the right direction," said Ms Pillay.

 

"However, what is urgently needed today is for the killings to stop. For that to happen the international community must unite in sending a clear message to the Syrian authorities and the Security Council must assume its responsibility to protect the population of Syria," she said.

 

"More than at any other time, those committing atrocities in Syria have to understand that the international community will not stand by and watch this carnage and that their decisions and the actions they take today ultimately will not go unpunished," she added.

 

Turkey introduced the draft resolution at the session Thursday morning, saying that with its adoption, the Council will have placed itself once more on the side of the victims. "We want to believe that all members of the Council accord priority to the protection of and assistance to victims. Therefore, we expect the resolution, which has already been co-sponsored by more than 60 states, to be adopted by consensus," it added.

 

In some general comments on the text of the draft resolution, Russia said that the resolution before the Council "is yet another example of one-sided politicised approaches" to the situation in Syria being pushed forward by some countries.

 

The text, Russia said, is not a balanced one and in a one-sided manner blames the Syrian government for the violence and does not have any constructive signals that "we need to find a political and diplomatic solution to the crisis."

 

Russia further said that it had proposed some constructive amendments to the text, adding that it had used the text of the latest report of the independent commission of inquiry. It however said that its amendments have been ignored, and this means that the co-sponsors (of the draft resolution) have ignored some of the conclusions of the commission.

 

[The Commission of Inquiry had 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 also 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 – See SUNS #7317 dated 27 February 2012.]

 

"And in this way the co-sponsors have left us with no other choice [but] to put this resolution to a vote and take a vote on this," said Russia, calling upon the members of the Council to support this position.

 

In an explanation of the vote prior to voting, Cuba said that it agrees with the concern at the loss of innocent lives in any part of the world. It said that it also categorically rejects an attempt to meet the interests of a group of powers, because if doing so this promotes foreign intervention and bellicose adventures which involves deaths and destruction, which unfortunately it would seem there is an attempt being made to do this now.

 

Cuba said that it supports a political solution to the current crisis with full respect for the sovereignty and independence of Syria because it is up to the Syrian people alone and their authorities to determine the means to implement the people's will. The role of the international community should at this time be that of supporting efforts to safeguard peace and stability in Syria.

 

The resolution that was submitted is not moving in that direction, it stressed, noting that the representative of Syria has left the room. It said it would like to know how this Council can help in a dialogue and consensus when the main party has left the room and has been marginalised.

 

Cuba went on to say that it will be voting against the draft resolution.

 

In a brief statement, China said that during the urgent debate, it had already elaborated on its position on this matter. It said that it shared the views of Russia and Cuba and that it supported their statements.

 

Ecuador said that it wished to reiterate its condemnation of the violation of human rights and acts of violence perpetrated by the various players in Syria. There must be no impunity in cases of human rights violations no matter where they take place or which actors are involved, or in whatever situation with a selective, partial and subjective view of facts that require urgent attention by this Council, it added.

 

Ecuador further said that while it joined the consensus that led to the convening of the special debate on Syria, it believed that the resolution proposed by the sponsoring countries is not sufficiently balanced. The resolution does not objectively mention all the recent events and measures taken by the Syrian government to solve the conflict. Also, it does not include all of the players, whether directly involved in or instigators of the violence in Syria, it added.

 

Consequently, Ecuador said that it would abstain on this resolution.

 

Thailand said that it is concerned by the worsening human rights and humanitarian situation in Syria. While it would vote in support of the resolution, it was at the same time disappointed that the draft does not reflect the human rights violations committed by the organisations or opposition groups, Thailand said, noting that it is a fact that this has been stated by the country concerned, the High Commissioner (for Human Rights) and the commission of inquiry.

 

It therefore urged both the Syrian government and the opposition groups to end the human rights violations and the violence immediately.

 

The President of the Council took note that the country concerned, the Syrian Arab Republic, is not currently represented in the room, and that consequently the Council will not hear its statement at this time.

 

In its resolution (A/HRC/19/L. 1/Rev. 1), tabled earlier in the week by Turkey and Qatar, the Council expressed grave concern at the deterioration of the situation in the Syrian Arab Republic, in particular the ongoing human rights violations and use of violence by the Syrian authorities against its population, resulting in a humanitarian crisis.

 

It reaffirmed its strong commitment to the sovereignty, independence, unity and territorial integrity of the Syrian Arab Republic and to the principles of the Charter of the United Nations.

 

The Council strongly condemned "the continued widespread and systematic violations of human rights and fundamental freedoms by the Syrian authorities, such as the use of force against civilians, arbitrary executions, the killing and persecution of protestors, human rights defenders and journalists, including recent deaths of Syrian and foreign journalists, arbitrary detention, enforced disappearances, interference with access to medical treatment, torture, sexual violence and ill-treatment, including against children."

 

It deplored the "brutal actions" of the Syrian regime over the past 11 months, such as its use of heavy artillery and tanks to attack residential areas of cities and towns, which have led to the death of thousands of innocent civilians, caused widespread destruction, forced tens of thousands of Syrians to flee their homes and created widespread suffering among the Syrian people, resulting in a humanitarian crisis.

 

The Council further expressed strong concern "at the humanitarian situation in the Syrian Arab Republic, including the lack of access to basic food, medicine and fuel, as well as threats to and acts of violence against medical staff, patients and facilities", and reiterated the need to urgently address humanitarian needs, to facilitate the effective delivery of assistance and to ensure safe access to medical treatment.

 

It called upon the Government of the Syrian Arab Republic "to immediately put an end to all human rights violations and attacks against civilians, to cease all violence, to allow free and unimpeded access by the United Nations and humanitarian agencies to carry out a full assessment of needs in Homs and other areas, and to permit humanitarian agencies to deliver vital relief goods and services to all civilians affected by the violence, especially in Homs, Dar'a, Zabadani and other areas under siege by the Syrian security forces."

 

The resolution stressed the importance "of ensuring accountability and the need to end impunity and hold to account those responsible for human rights violations, including those violations that may amount to crimes against humanity."

 

The Council acknowledged "the serious and growing burden" carried by the neighbours of the Syrian Arab Republic in hosting refugees from the Syrian Arab Republic and committed to provide appropriate support and assistance in this regard.

 

The Council decided to remain seized of the matter and to take further action on the situation of human rights in the Syrian Arab Republic, including after the forthcoming interactive dialogue with the commission of inquiry (during the current nineteenth session). 
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