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United Nations: Rights Council condemns Syrian human rights violations

  

Geneva, 30 May (Kanaga Raja) -- The Human Rights Council on Wednesday condemned all violence in the Syrian Arab Republic, "irrespective of where it comes from", and called upon all parties to immediately put an end to all forms of violence, including terrorist acts and acts of violence or intimidation that may foment sectarian tensions.

 

The Council also strongly condemned all violations of international humanitarian law and the "widespread and systematic gross violations of human rights and fundamental freedoms" by the Syrian authorities and the Government-affiliated militias in the ongoing armed conflict in the country.

 

In a resolution adopted following an urgent debate to discuss the deteriorating situation of human rights in Syria and the recent killings in Al Qusayr, the Council strongly condemned those violations involving the Syrian regime's use of ballistic missiles and other heavy weapons against civilians in the country, including against the people of Al Qusayr.

 

It further condemned all human rights violations and abuses and called upon all parties to comply strictly with their obligations under international law, including international humanitarian law and international human rights law.

 

The resolution (A/HRC/23/L. 1) was adopted, as orally revised, by a vote of 36 in favour, one against (Venezuela) and eight abstentions (Angola, Congo, Ecuador, Ethiopia, India, Indonesia, the Philippines and Uganda).

 

The urgent debate, during the current twenty-third session of the Council (27 May to 14 June), was requested jointly by Qatar, Turkey and the United States.

 

According to the joint request, the urgent debate was requested in light of "the escalating grave human rights violations and the deteriorating situation in the Syrian Arab Republic, resulting in a high number of casualties everyday".

 

In an opening statement at the debate on Wednesday afternoon, UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Ms Navi Pillay, said that the situation in Syria reflects a colossal failure to protect civilians.

 

"Day after day, children, women and men suffer the brutality of unbridled violence and gross human rights violations by all parties. The increasing number of foreign fighters crossing Syria's borders to support one side or the other, is further fuelling the sectarian violence, and the situation is beginning to show worrying signs of destabilising the region as a whole."

 

She noted that credible reports from her monitoring teams indicate that government forces continue to carry out indiscriminate and disproportionate shelling and aerial attacks resulting in civilian deaths and injuries throughout the country, including in Al-Qusayr. Government forces and affiliated militias have reportedly carried out acts of collective punishment against civilian populations perceived to be sympathetic to the opposition.

 

She stressed that the flagrant disregard of international law is not limited to the Government side. Many anti-Government armed groups are also reportedly engaging in military operations within civilian-populated areas.

 

Some of these groups continue to carry out executions of captured members of pro-Government forces and affiliated militias. The abduction of civilians by anti-Government armed groups, as well as killings, violence and threats of reprisals against civilian populations perceived to be supportive of the Government are also believed to be escalating, she said.

 

She further noted that since anti-Government armed groups took control of the city of Al-Qusayr and the surrounding area in 2012, a year-long Government-imposed siege, accompanied by frequent shelling, has resulted in a deteriorating humanitarian situation, with shortages of food, water, electricity, fuel and medical supplies. The situation has greatly worsened over the last month, as efforts to capture Al-Qusayr have intensified, with hundreds more desperate families fleeing the area.

 

Pointing out that the conflict in Syria "is spinning out of control", the High Commissioner said that immediate action to stop further bloodshed and suffering is needed, and this urgent debate provides an opportunity for the international community to review its approach.

 

It is also an opportunity for individual States and other actors to do some soul-searching. States with influence on both sides must pull together to stop this conflict, instead of pursuing opposing paths that have so far simply contributed to the spiralling devastation of Syria, Ms Pillay underlined.

 

"The solution must be political. It will not be military. Outside forces, including some States, are reported to be actively fuelling the conflict by providing weapons and ammunition to one side or the other. This emboldens the belligerents," she said.

 

"Large-scale forced displacement, including across borders, on the basis of religious or other affiliations, is no longer a prospect we can ignore. If the current situation persists, or deteriorates further, increased inter-communal massacres are a certainty, rather than a mere risk," she warned, noting that Syria has long had a reputation for tolerance, with Sunnis, Shia, Alawites, Christians, Kurds, Druze and many other communities living side-by-side in relative harmony.

 

In the run-up to the proposed International Conference on Syria in Geneva, she said that States – especially those with influence on the combatants – must collectively act to stop this dreadful conflict from getting even worse.

 

"The collapse of the State of Syria would have devastating consequences, not just for Syrians, but also for the region and the whole world," she warned.

 

Syria must be referred to the International Criminal Court (ICC) to ensure accountability for serious violations of international human rights and humanitarian law. War crimes and crimes against humanity are being routinely committed and the prevalent culture of impunity is helping to prolong the conflict, she said, adding that a referral to the ICC is likely to have a deterrent effect that may help to protect lives.

 

"This Council should send a clear message to all parties to the conflict, and the external actors wittingly or unwittingly fuelling it: the conflict must cease, with an immediate cease-fire as a confidence-building measure leading up to the Geneva conference; the flow of arms must stop; and the process of national dialogue must begin now."

 

The Special Rapporteur on the human rights of internally displaced persons, Mr Chaloka Beyani, in a statement on behalf of the Coordination Committee of the Special Procedures mandate-holders of the Human Rights Council, said that despite the brave efforts of many, within and outside Syria, to respond to the urgent humanitarian needs and find a solution to end human suffering, "we have not yet succeeded".

 

He said that since violent unrest broke out in Syria in March 2011, the increasing gravity of violations of international human rights and humanitarian law, and the scale of humanitarian needs and destruction in the country "have exceeded our worst expectations".

 

He noted that over 70,000 persons are estimated to have been killed during this conflict; residential areas and civilian facilities such as schools and hospitals have been subject to indiscriminate attacks by Government forces.

 

There are accounts that anti-Government forces have been committing grave violations against civilians, including humanitarian workers, and using civilians as human shields.

 

"We reiterate our strong condemnation of such violations and call on all parties to the conflict to end the violence. We also urge them, with the support of the international community, urgently to find a political solution."

 

The United Nations estimates that there are now nearly 7 million people in need in Syria, of whom 3 million are children. Over 4 million people have been internally displaced and a further 1.4 million have sought refuge in neighbouring countries. Significant more funding than originally predicted is needed to meet these urgent humanitarian needs, he stressed.

 

It is imperative that the Syrian Government and all other parties to the conflict ensure full and unimpeded humanitarian access to all in need, be they under Government or opposition control, said the Special Rapporteur, adding that the State has the primary responsibility to ensure respect for human rights and international law, and exercise due diligence in order to prevent abuses by non-State actors.

 

"But all other parties to the conflict also have specific responsibilities and should also be held accountable under international law," he said.

 

In a statement, the Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions, Mr Christof Heyns, said that the present information reported on the violations of the right to life in Syria raises an ever higher level of alarm.

 

He noted that the fourth report of the independent international Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic stipulates that the situation has been worsening further, following the escalation of the conflict between the Government forces and affiliated militia on the one hand and anti-Government armed groups on the other. The tens of thousands of deaths, especially of civilians, constitute a figure that is particularly appalling.

 

Government forces and militia associated with it reportedly continue to commit unlawful killings. Massacres, as well as the excessive and indiscriminate use of force, continue to reap a grim toll. Reports on the killings perpetrated by the anti-Government armed groups are also very distressing, he added.

 

"According to credible reports, many of the killings committed by all sides may amount to crimes against humanity or war crimes," said the Special Rapporteur.

 

He expressed deep concern at the current level of unlawful killings perpetrated by all parties in the country, and recalled the obligation under both international humanitarian law and international human rights law to protect the right to life.

 

The Special Rapporteur stressed that accountability for unlawful killings committed needs to be ensured by the authorities in Syria to shed light on the events unfolding since March 2011. Perpetrators must be brought to justice, in accordance with the established procedures of law and relevant international standards, and the violence must stop.

 

During action on the draft resolution, Qatar, in introducing the draft resolution, said that the draft text condemns all violations of international humanitarian law, as well as all acts of violence perpetrated in Syria regardless of the source and calls on all countries to put an end to this violence.

 

The resolution, added Qatar, also condemns the intervention of foreign combatants fighting on behalf of the Syrian regime in Al Qusayr and expresses deep concern that their involvement poses a serious treat to regional stability and the humanitarian situation, and that it might have serious consequences for neighbouring countries.

 

The draft resolution calls on the Syrian authorities to allow free and unimpeded access by UN humanitarian agencies to all civilians affected by the violence especially in Al Qusayr including by providing cross-border humanitarian operations as an urgent priority, stressed Qatar.

 

Pointing out that its group had worked in a very transparent and effective way with all delegates on the draft resolution, Qatar was of the view that this has led to an objective and balanced text.

 

Under general comments on the draft resolution, Ireland, on behalf of the European Union, said that the EU is seriously concerned about the ongoing military operations conducted by the Syrian regime and its supporters in the city of Qusayr causing tremendous human suffering to the civilians trapped there.

 

"We are appalled by the escalating violence and the continued widespread and systematic gross violations and abuses of human rights in the Syrian Arab Republic," it further said, adding that it supports the draft resolution.

 

Venezuela said that the draft resolution lacks any type of balance where the serious terrorist acts that have been committed by armed groups of the opposition have not been condemned, nor is there any mention made of the instigators.

 

It added that it will vote against the draft resolution tabled, with respect to the politicised and imbalanced treatment provided to the current situation in Syria imposed by the major Western powers and their allies.

 

Speaking as the concerned country, Syria said that it would like first of all to express the satisfaction of its delegation for the number of statements that it had heard that expressed their dissatisfaction with the holding of such sessions.

 

The majority of them requested stopping the flow of weapons to armed groups and condemned the violation of human rights committed by gangs that are called ‘Free Army' and all the terrorist gangs, it said.

 

Syria was of the view that the claim of the sponsors of this draft resolution that there are armed groups that are participating next to the Syrian Army in the Al Qusayr operation is a pretext used in order to cover up their own sponsorship of terrorists from more than forty States, and also to cover up the involvement of Israel in supporting the terrorists.

 

In an explanation of the vote before the vote, Ecuador condemned the human rights violations that are being perpetrated in Syria, regardless of who the perpetrators of the acts may be.

 

Rejecting the use of violence as a form of addressing differences between the parties involved, it urged both the government as well as the opponent groups to seek a peaceful and negotiated solution to the conflict.

 

Ecuador also drew the attention of the Council to the fact that the key proponents of the draft resolution are those who have contributed to the (escalation) and maintenance of the violence by providing financial resources, weapons, logistical support and training to opponent groups, in clear violation of the principle of non-interference in the internal affairs of States set out in international law.

 

In order to provide a balance to the resolution, there would be a need to incorporate in the text a request to conduct an inquiry about these facts given that the topics mentioned are those which contribute to worsening the conflict to the detriment of the human rights of the Syrian people, it added.

 

In addition, it felt that the topic of accountability has not been integrated objectively in the text. In particular, the topic of the International Criminal Court has not been integrated into the text, for reasons which it believed meet political interests far removed from the suffering and realities faced by the Syrian people.

 

Given the aforementioned, it said that it would abstain from the resolution.

 

Pakistan said that it is deeply concerned over the violence and the human rights violations and abuses in Syria, adding that the cycle of violence must be brought to an end immediately.

 

It said that it would vote in favour of the draft resolution in order to express solidarity with the people of Syria who have been suffering from human rights violations and abuses, which is a matter of great concern for the government and people of Pakistan.

 

However, it voiced reservations on certain parts of the resolution. It believed that the text of the resolution could have been more balanced to reflect objectively the reality on the ground by assigning responsibility to all sides for the worsening of the situation.

 

The sovereignty and territorial integrity of Syria must not be violated, stressed Pakistan, adding that it was of the view that in order for diplomacy to succeed, the supply of weapons from all sides should be stopped, and all sides should heed the UN Secretary-General's call for an arms embargo.

 

It emphasised that this resolution should not become an instrument for division, and expressed hope that it will be helpful and conducive to ending the bloodshed in Syria.

 

In the resolution adopted Wednesday evening, the Human Rights Council called upon the Syrian authorities to meet their responsibility to protect the Syrian population and to put an immediate end to all attacks against the civilians of Al Qusayr.

 

It stressed the need to ensure accountability for those responsible for the massacre in Al Qusayr, and further stressed that those responsible for the serious violations of international humanitarian law and international human rights law in the Syrian Arab Republic must be held to account.

 

The Council reaffirmed that the Syrian people, on the basis of broad, inclusive and credible consultations should determine, within the framework provided by international law, the process and mechanisms to achieve justice, reconciliation, truth and accountability for gross violations, as well as reparations and effective remedies for victims, while underlining the relevance of referrals to the appropriate international criminal justice mechanism under appropriate circumstances.

 

It condemned the intervention of foreign combatants fighting on behalf of the Syrian regime in Al Qusayr, and expressed deep concern that their involvement further exacerbates the deteriorating human rights and humanitarian situation, which has a serious negative impact on its region.

 

The Council demanded that the Syrian authorities allow free and unimpeded access by the United Nations and humanitarian agencies to all civilians affected by the violence, especially in Al Qusayr, through all effective routes, including by providing authorisation for cross-border humanitarian operations as an urgent priority.

 

It urged all parties to protect medical personnel, facilities, and transport as such.

 

Finally, the Council requested the Commission of Inquiry to urgently conduct a comprehensive, independent and unfettered inquiry into the events in Al Qusayr. It also requested the Commission to include the finding of the inquiry in its report to the Human Rights Council at its twenty-fourth session. 
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