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Strong condemnation of violations by Syrian authorities

  

Geneva, 23 Mar (Kanaga Raja) -- The United Nations Human Rights Council on Friday condemned "in the strongest terms", the sharply escalating widespread, systematic and gross violations of human rights and fundamental freedoms by the Syrian authorities, and strongly urged the authorities to put an immediate end to all violence and all human rights violations.

 

In a resolution adopted by a vote of 41 in favour, three against and two abstentions, the Council decided to extend the mandate of the commission of inquiry established by the Council in its resolution S-17/1.

 

It further requested the commission to continue its work, to provide an oral update to the Council at an interactive dialogue at its twentieth session and to present also a written updated report at an interactive dialogue at its twenty-first session.

 

The three countries that voted against the resolution were China, Cuba and the Russian Federation, while Ecuador and Uganda abstained in the vote. The Philippines was absent.

 

The Human Rights Council is currently holding its nineteenth regular session that began on 27 February and ends Friday (23 March).

 

A similar condemnation of the Syrian authorities was voiced by the Human Rights Council early on in its session. On 28 February, the Council held an urgent debate on the human rights and humanitarian situation in Syria, at the end of which it adopted a resolution strongly condemning the continued widespread and systematic violations of human rights and fundamental freedoms by the Syrian authorities. (See SUNS #7321 dated 2 March 2012.)

 

A few days before the urgent debate, an independent international commission of inquiry on Syria released a second report updating an earlier one released last November.

 

This second report found 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 report had also found instances of gross abuses committed by anti-Government armed groups. (See SUNS #7317 dated 27 February 2012.)

 

At the Council meeting on Friday, Denmark, on behalf of the European Union and 76 co-sponsors, introduced the draft resolution on Syria.

 

It said that the human rights situation in the Syrian Arab Republic is deteriorating every day. "We condemn the increased violence, the use of excessive force against civilians, and the shelling of densely populated areas by the Syrian authorities. Thousands of civilians have died, including children and unarmed men and women. We are deeply troubled by the suffering of the Syrian people, and call on the Syrian authorities to immediately cease all violence, and to permit humanitarian access."

 

The EU added: "The Syrian authorities have manifestly failed in their responsibility to protect the Syrian population, and have committed gross human rights violations which may amount to crimes against humanity. Therefore, this resolution focuses on accountability for human rights violations committed by the Syrian authorities. Perpetrators must be held to account."

 

Speaking as the concerned country, Syria condemned the resolution as it was out of the scope of the mandate of the Council and reflected a biased and politicised viewpoint. It said that it had attempted to make a positive contribution to the text which was categorically rejected by the sponsors, adding that the resolution did not reflect the reality on the ground including the role of armed gangs, their crimes and their refusal to engage in dialogue with the Government and the negative impact of economic sanctions.

 

Speaking at the Council meeting, Russia proposed two oral amendments to the draft resolution.

 

The first proposed amendment stated: "2 Bis. Deplores the human rights violations and abuses committed by armed groups, including attacks against State institutions and law enforcement personnel as well as terror attacks against civilians."

 

The second proposed amendment stated: "9 Bis. Condemns in the strongest terms the terrorist attacks that occurred in Damascus, Syria, on 17 and 19 March and in Aleppo, Syria, on 18 March, causing scores of deaths and injuries."

 

However, the proposed Russian amendments were rejected following a vote on them, with four voting in favour of the amendments (China, Cuba, Ecuador and the Russian Federation), 33 against and nine abstentions.

 

The Council then proceeded to consider the original draft resolution that was tabled (A/HRC/19/L. 38/Rev. 1).

 

In an explanation of the vote before the vote, the Russian Federation said that it has been an active participant in the international effort to resolve the crisis in Syria, and it also worked on the draft of the resolution that had just been submitted.

 

It said that in view of the positive trends that had been witnessed recently with respect to the Syrian settlement and this includes the result of the work done by Mr Kofi Annan (United Nations and Arab League Special Envoy for Syria), "we had expected that this time (we) would manage to come up with mutually acceptable ways out. However, our partners have again refused to accept our constructive proposals on the text."

 

Russia stressed that it seems to it that the time for hysterical assessments and comments had passed and the international community had moved towards more responsible approaches towards a settlement in Syria.

 

"However, our hopes have not been borne out and the draft has not reflected these positive changes. In this connection, we see no positive outcome from adopting yet another one-sided anti-Syrian draft..."

 

China said that it is the consistent position of China that differences in the field of human rights should be handled through constructive dialogue and cooperation and that the Council should work in an impartial, objective and non-selective manner.

 

It said that it is closely following the situation in Syria, and that it is a strong advocate for political dialogue to find a peaceful and sound solution to the current crisis. It believed that it is critical to the government and all parties in Syria to stop immediately and without any condition all acts of violence, and that all parties in Syria should express their political propositions through non-violent means.

 

It also believed that under the impartial mediation by the Joint Special Envoy of the United Nations and the League of Arab States (Mr Kofi Annan), the government and all parties in the country must start immediately an inclusive political dialogue that is without any prior condition nor prejudging any outcome.

 

The concerned members of the international community must effectively respect the rights of the Syrian people in independently choosing their political system and their development path, said China, adding that they should also create conditions for the start of dialogue among all political parties in Syria, provide necessary constructive assistance and respect the outcome of such a dialogue.

 

It is regrettable that draft resolution L. 38 fails to give a balanced expression to the above-mentioned principles, said China, stressing that in view of this, it will vote against it.

 

Ecuador expressed regret that the Human Rights Council has not adopted the proposed amendments of the Russian Federation which aimed at putting an end to the impunity for all actors that are affecting the Syrian Arab Republic.

 

It said that it had stated that violations of human rights should be condemned always in any part of the world, independently of the circumstances in which they take place (and) independently of the authors of such crimes. It noted that the Universal Periodic Review (UPR) was the most adequate and ideal instrument for the assessment of the human rights situation of all States, and called on Syria to implement the recommendations of its UPR.

 

Ecuador appealed to the government of Syria and to the armed opposition groups that they respect the human rights of the entire population, and that they stop the violence and escalation, seek peaceful dialogue, and on a constructive basis resolve the political crisis.

 

In an explanation of the vote after the vote, Thailand said that it joins the international community in expressing grave concerns over the continuing violence in Syria.

 

It had hoped that the resolution could have been more balanced by explicitly, in the operative paragraphs, calling on the armed opposition groups to halt violence and that the allegations of human rights violations by all sides be addressed in an equal manner.

 

According to the resolution on Syria adopted Friday, the Council deplored "the escalation of violence that has led to a grave and ongoing human rights crisis and increased human suffering, and the fact that the Syrian authorities have manifestly failed in their responsibility to protect the Syrian population."

 

It was appalled at "the ongoing and systematic brutal human rights violations by the Syrian authorities against the Syrian people."

 

The Council condemned in the strongest terms:

 

-- The sharply escalating widespread, systematic and gross violations of human rights and fundamental freedoms perpetrated by the Syrian authorities, such as arbitrary executions, excessive use of force and the killing and persecution of protesters, refugees, human rights defenders and journalists, including recent deaths of Syrian and foreign journalists, arbitrary detention, enforced disappearances, torture and ill-treatment, including of adolescents and children;

 

-- The attacks against civilians in cities and villages across the country, including the artillery bombardments of residential areas, the levels of excessive and indiscriminate force used consistently by units of the Syrian armed forces and diverse security forces, and the coordinated nature of these attacks, noting that there is credible and consistent evidence that these actions have been conducted on the orders of the authorities, including high-ranking military officers;

 

-- The extensive violations of children's rights committed by the Syrian authorities, including the killing of children during demonstrations and the widespread practice of arbitrary detention, torture and ill-treatment;

 

-- The sexual violence committed by the Syrian authorities, including against male detainees and children;

 

-- The deliberate destruction of hospitals and clinics, the obstruction and denial of medical assistance to the injured and sick, and the raids and killing of wounded protesters in both public and private hospitals.

 

The Council strongly urged the Syrian authorities to put an immediate end to all violence and all human rights violations, and demanded that the Syrian authorities meet their responsibility to protect their population.

 

It expressed its grave concern at the prevailing systemic impunity for human rights violations and its entrenchment in legislation, awarding immunity for State Government officials, and stressed that the widespread and systematic use of violence against Syrian civilians is contrary to international criminal law and requires that perpetrators be brought to justice.

 

The Council acknowledged and was deeply troubled "by the commission of inquiry's finding that there is a reliable body of evidence that 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."

 

It stressed the need to conduct an international, transparent, independent and prompt investigation into violations of international law with a view to hold to account those responsible for widespread, systematic and gross human rights violations, including those violations that may amount to crimes against humanity.

 

It expressed deep concern at the humanitarian situation and urged the Syrian authorities to ensure timely, safe and unhindered access for all humanitarian actors and to ensure the safe passage of humanitarian and medical supplies into the country.

 

The Council demanded that the Syrian authorities:

 

-- Respect the popular will, aspirations and demands of the Syrian people;

 

-- Put an immediate end to all attacks against journalists, fully respect freedom of expression in line with international obligations, allow independent and international media to operate in the Syrian Arab Republic without restrictions, harassment, intimidation or risk to life, and ensure adequate protection for journalists;

 

-- Take immediate steps to ensure the safety of foreign nationals in the Syrian Arab Republic, including refugees and diplomatic staff, as well as the protection of their property;

 

-- Lift, without delay, the blockade of Homs, Dar'a, Zabadani and all other cities under siege.

 

The Council commended and supported the efforts and measures of the League of Arab States, and called upon the Syrian authorities to implement the League's Plan of Action of 2 November 2011 in its entirety, as well as its decisions, without further delay.

 

It also demanded that the Government of the Syrian Arab Republic, in accordance with the Plan of Action of the League of Arab States of 2 November and its decisions of 22 January and 12 February 2012, without delay:

 

-- Cease all violence and protect its population;

 

-- Release all persons detained arbitrarily due to the recent incidents;

 

-- Withdraw all Syrian military and armed forces from cities and towns, and return them to their original home barracks;

 

-- Guarantee the freedom of peaceful demonstrations;

 

-- Allow full and unhindered access and movement for all relevant institutions of the League of Arab States and Arab and international media in all parts of the Syrian Arab Republic to determine the truth about the situation on the ground and monitor the incidents taking place.

 

The Council decided to extend the mandate of the commission of inquiry established by the Human Rights Council in its resolution S-17/1, and requested the commission to continue its work, to provide an oral update to the Council at an interactive dialogue at its twentieth session and to present also a written updated report at an interactive dialogue at its twenty-first session.

 

It requested the commission of inquiry to conduct and continuously update a mapping exercise of gross violations of human rights since March 2011, including an assessment of casualty figures, and to publish it periodically.

 

The Council called on the Syrian authorities to cooperate fully with the commission of inquiry, including by granting it unhindered access to the country. 
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