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United Nations: Rights Council holds special session on CAR

  

Geneva, 20 Jan (Kanaga Raja) -- The United Nations Human Rights Council on Monday convened a Special Session on the situation of human rights in the Central African Republic (CAR).

 

The special session is being held following a request submitted on 13 January by Ethiopia on behalf of the African Group, and which was supported by 36 Member States of the Council was well as 43 observer States.

 

In her statement at the Special Session on Monday morning, UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Ms Navi Pillay said that in her interim report to the Council on the human rights situation in the Central African Republic, she had highlighted the perpetration by the Seleka (mainly Muslim rebel groups) of summary executions and attacks on civilians, torture and ill-treatment, sexual violence and widespread looting of public and private property, in Bangui and other localities, between December 2012 and 11 July 2013.

 

"At the time, I expressed serious concern over the increasing ethnic and religious dimensions of the crisis," Ms Pillay told the Special Session.

 

According to the human rights chief, the official disbandment of the Seleka in August 2013 did not lead to a reduction of violations, mostly perpetrated against the Christian population by elements of the renamed "ex-Seleka".

 

In response to the continuing violations targeting Christian civilians, traditional community-based self-defence groups evolved into a more organised Christian militia, the "anti-Balaka", and launched attacks against ex-Seleka and Muslim civilians suspected of supporting the latter. These attacks escalated dramatically on 5 and 6 December 2013 in Bangui and other localities in the country, Ms Pillay said.

 

Recalling that she had deployed a mission to the Central African Republic from 12 to 24 December in order to gather reliable information, the High Commissioner said that the OHCHR (Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights) monitoring mission documented large-scale human rights violations perpetrated in Bangui and other localities by the ex-Seleka and the anti-Balaka, and by Muslim and Christian civilians.

 

In the context of the 5 and 6 December attacks by anti-Balaka, the team received testimonies of killings of ex-Seleka as well as deliberate summary executions of Muslim civilians, including women and children.

 

It also received reports of summary executions of Christian civilians, mostly males, by ex-Seleka during a series of reprisal attacks in Bangui and Bossangoa. The mission concurred with estimates that in Bangui alone at least 1,000 people were killed during the 5 and 6 December violence.

According to Ms Pillay, the mission documented a range of other serious human rights violations, including sexual and gender-based violence, enforced disappearances, torture, ill-treatment, arbitrary arrests and detention, widespread looting and property destruction, as well as instances of burning of churches and mosques.

 

The initial 5 December attacks in Bangui prompted a rapidly escalating cycle of sectarian human rights violations and reprisals by ex-Seleka and anti-Balaka, which spread across the capital and other parts of the country. These included cases of targeted killings, shooting at displacement sites, summary executions, mutilation and enforced disappearances.

 

Cases of sexual violence and other abuses, including rape and sexual slavery, by both sides, but mostly by ex-Seleka, were also documented.

 

Ms Pillay said that the deployment of the French soldiers, termed Sangaris, the increase in the number of FOMAC/MISCA troops, and the subsequent "cantonment" of ex-Seleka have to some extent deterred further large-scale attacks by ex-Seleka against anti-Balaka and Christian civilians.

 

However, she added, the disarmament of ex-Seleka carried out by the French forces appears to have left Muslim communities vulnerable to anti-Balaka retaliatory attacks. Reprisal attacks by anti-Balaka and Christians have led to a massive exodus out of CAR of Muslim nationals from Chad, Senegal and Mali.

 

The High Commissioner further reported that the humanitarian situation continues to be a major concern. OCHA estimates that, as of 7 January, there were 935,000 internally displaced persons, half of them in Bangui.

 

The delivery of humanitarian assistance outside Bangui and in the bush is severely hampered by the volatile security situation. As a result, according to the United Nations and humanitarian organisations, nearly half of the country's population is in need of humanitarian assistance, she said.

 

According to Ms Pillay, among the human rights issues that require the most urgent attention are: the continued sectarian violence, including killings and looting, and the need to take swift and concrete action to defuse the spiralling inter-communal anger and resentment that is becoming dangerously entrenched; the challenge for national authorities and foreign troops to respond adequately to the prevailing chronic insecurity; the continuing vacuum of legitimate State authority and the absolute impunity for human rights violations; and the dire situation of the displaced population, in Bangui and other localities throughout the country.

 

The High Commissioner welcomed the establishment of an international Commission of Inquiry by the Security Council, which she said will send a strong message to perpetrators of violations and abuses that the international community is committed to holding them accountable.

 

She further urged the international community to increase its support to the Central African Republic for prompt restoration of security and State authority throughout the country, the promotion of the rule of law, and the realisation of economic, social and cultural rights.

 

"A more robust response to the crisis is urgently needed in the Central African Republic to protect civilians, prevent further violence, end impunity and promote reconciliation," she stressed.

 

Also at the Special Session, a message by UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon was delivered by Mr Michael Moller, Acting Director-General of the UN Office at Geneva.

 

In his message to the Special Session, Ban thanked the African Group for taking the initiative to call this special session on the Central African Republic - a crisis of epic proportions which requires immediate and concerted action.

 

"The CAR is in freefall. Public service institutions have collapsed. Security forces have disintegrated. Fear has enveloped the country," the UN chief said.

 

He noted that the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights and other UN entities have documented "unspeakable and widespread human rights violations".

 

These appalling abuses have divided Christian and Muslim communities that for decades have co-existed peacefully as neighbours and friends.

 

"The deteriorating security situation has forced one-fifth of the population to flee their homes, and more than half the population now needs humanitarian assistance. The United Nations has scaled up its emergency response, but the humanitarian appeal remains woefully underfunded," said Ban.

 

He urged Member States to demonstrate their solidarity and support this life-or-death effort.

 

The Secretary-General called for an immediate end to the cycle of violence and retaliation before the divide between the communities takes deep root and sectarian violence escalates into further mass atrocities.

 

"Religious tensions have not been part of the CAR's past and they must not become part of its future," he noted.

 

Ban also urged all to prioritize national reconciliation and lasting peace, adding that this will require the re-establishment of an effective governing administration and justice system founded on respect for the rule of law and the protection of human rights.

 

"We must support the transitional authorities in this challenging task," he said.

 

He also urged the Human Rights Council, the Security Council, the General Assembly, other United Nations bodies, the African Union and the Economic Community of Central African States, along with national authorities, to combine their efforts to resolve the crisis and avoid further human suffering.

 

"By acting collectively and in unity, we can uphold our responsibility to protect the people of the CAR and help them move from destitution and despair to a more hopeful path," he said.

 

"We must act together – and act now – to pull the CAR back from the brink of further atrocities," he added.

 

The Special Session also heard a joint statement by the Chair of the Special Procedures (comprising Special Rapporteurs and other independent experts) Coordination Committee, Chaloka Beyani, Special Rapporteur on internally displaced persons.

 

In his statement, Dr Beyani said that the convening of the special session today reflects the imperative urgency of addressing the situation in the Central African Republic.

 

"We reiterate our grave concern at the egregious human rights violations and abuses committed by ex-Seleka and anti-Balaka, against Muslim and Christian civilians respectively, and the harm and suffering these have brought to the civilian population in the country for many months."

 

While the ongoing reconciliation initiatives are commendable, violence along religious lines, which has increasingly polarized the communities, continues to affect especially the most vulnerable groups of the population as national authorities are still absent, he added.

 

The rights expert noted that large-scale human rights violations and abuses have been reported. They include summary executions, disappearances, widespread looting, property burning, mutilation of adults and children, attacks on hospitals, sexual and gender-based violence, enforced disappearances, forcible displacement, and destruction of mosques and churches.

 

"We reiterate our serious concern at the high number of the internally displaced persons and refugees. Displaced persons continue to be attacked and are the target of human rights violations and abuses," said the joint statement, noting that they have become extremely frustrated at the delays and obstacles to humanitarian responses; some of them have been living in dire conditions in the bush and rural areas.

 

Last week, there were approximately 886,000 internally displaced persons in the Central African Republic including 512,000 in Bangui alone, it said.

 

According to Dr Beyani, the roots of the recent crises which have shaken this economically marginalised country, where in 2008, 62% of the population lived below the poverty line, are not new.

 

The special procedures mechanisms started examining the human rights situation in the Central African Republic back in 2007 when the then Representative of the Secretary-General on the human rights of internally displaced persons visited the country.

 

At that time, he highlighted the lack of capacity of the security forces to protect the population adequately and warned that the humanitarian crisis was particularly affecting the displaced population.

 

The security vacuum was one of the central tenets of the findings of the Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions following his visit to the country in 2008 and highlighted follow-up information gathered in 2010.

 

He made clear that security forces were unable to provide adequate protection for civilians particularly outside of the capital.

 

In the absence of genuine state protection, the Special Rapporteur found that, at that time, villagers were increasingly organising themselves into ad-hoc self-defence groups and that ethnically motivated acts of violence were on the rise.

 

He also affirmed that impunity for killings was pervasive regardless of the perpetrator (security forces, private individuals, rebels) or the context (military operations, routine law enforcement or detention).

 

"In the years prior to the crisis of 2013, the situation in the Central African Republic remained unstable due to outbreaks of conflict and ensuing human rights violations and abuses. Foreign armed groups remained present in certain regions of the country," said the joint statement.

 

Six years after the latest report of a special procedure mandate on the country, patterns very similar to those identified then have emerged: the rule of law is non-existent and impunity widespread.

 

"The role of special procedures mechanisms in early warning cannot be overemphasised," said Dr Beyani.

 

"It is time to act firmly and assertively: atrocities from all sides must stop; the special procedures stand ready to continue cooperating with the interim Government and its successor," the joint statement said.

 

The Council is expected to take action on a draft resolution on the issue before closing its special session.

 

(At the time of going to press, the Council adopted without a vote draft resolution A/HRC/S-20/L. 1 on the situation of human rights in the Central African Republic and technical assistance in the field of human rights. It was also announced that Ms Marie-Therese Keita Bocoum of Cote d'Ivoire has been appointed as Independent Expert on the Central African Republic.) 
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